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INTRODUCTION
This guide for educators is based on the SAHA portable exhibition kit entitled Women Hold Up Half 
the Sky: Commemorating Women in the Struggle, in which artefacts from SAHA’s archives provide 
a lens into decades of women’s resistance to apartheid. 

This guide is intended to help educators to use the exhibition as a starting point to explore with their 
learners: 
•	 the role of women in the struggle against apartheid
•	 threats to the rights of women and girl children today

When interacting with this exhibition, we should think about two different notions of ‘struggle’.
-	 The struggle: This is a term that refers to the political activism where people challenged and resisted 

against the system of apartheid. In this sense, the exhibition examines the important and often critical 
role played by women in the struggle against apartheid. They were activists in the political arena and 
challenged the apartheid state and its laws in a variety of ways. With the achievement of democracy, this 
women’s struggle became part of history.

-	 Women’s struggles: as mothers, grandmothers, daughters and wives, women have struggled to survive 
against harsh economic conditions; against gender discrimination; and against domestic violence. These 
are on-going struggles that women today continue to confront.

The guide includes different kinds of activities linked to each of the 16 exhibition panels:

PAUSING FOR THOUGHT:
This icon indicates questions intended to encourage internal reflection by the learners.

READING THE PAST:
This icon indicates activities where learners are required to analyse textual primary sources, 
such as reports, letters or pamphlets, included in the exhibition. 

VISUALISING THE PAST:
This icon indicates activities where learners are required to analyse visual primary sources, such 
as photographs or posters, included in the exhibition.  

WORKING TOGETHER:
This icon is used to identify opportunities for learners to work together in the classroom. 

MAKING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN PAST AND PRESENT:
This icon identifies activities where learners are required to identify patterns and make connec-
tions between the past and present, finding similarities between conditions then and now.

WORKING AS A HISTORIAN:
This icon identifies activities intended to develop learners’ skills in conducting oral history interviews.

LEARNING MORE:
This icon indicates other SAHA educational publications and products to consult  
for more information and primary sources relating to this topic.



Panel 1



Women Hold Up Half the Sky: Commemorating Women in the Struggle

Let us think about the title of the exhibition for a moment.  What does it mean to say that ‘women hold up 
half the sky?

Do you think this is a good title for this exhibition? Explain your answer.

The title also talks about commemoration. Commemoration refers to remembering a person or an event, 
usually in the form of a ceremony. This is slightly different to a celebration where one does something special 
to show that a person or an event is special. Keep this difference in mind when you read the song that 
opens up the exhibition.

SOURCE:  ‘Women’s Day Song’, extract from FEDTRAW booklet ‘Unlock Apartheid Jails’, 
date unknown. 
This is a moving song that calls on all South Africans to celebrate and remember women.

Read the song carefully and then answer the questions that follow:
1.	 Find two references in the song that suggest that the song is both celebrating and commemorating the 

women of South Africa.
2.	 The poem talks about women’s ‘triumphs’ and their ‘tears’. In what way does this relate to the different 

ideas of ‘struggle’?
3.	 The last line talks about ‘to honour Women’s Day’? Do you think it is important to have a special day to 

honour the women of South Africa? Explain your answer.

Create a living poem.
1.	 The teacher should read the song aloud in the class. 
2.	 Then the teacher should read the poem again, but this time, while the poem is being read aloud, each 

learner needs to listen and write down a word or phrase from the poem that has moved them in some 
way. 

3.	 Go around the class and each student reads out their word or phrase.
4.	 This becomes a new living poem that emphasises the importance of the words for the students.
5.	 The teacher should then write down the words that each student says (in the order in which they were 

said) so that a record of this living poem is kept. Write it on the board, so that students can copy it down 
and have their own record. 

SOURCE: ‘Women and children collecting water, Bloedfontein, Limpopo, 1986.’ Photograph by 
Gille de Vlieg. 
Photographs are important visual aspects to any exhibition. Without them, the exhibition would be 
somewhat lifeless and boring. Photographs are also important representations of the past. They help us to 
visualise the past and draw meaning of past actions.

1.	 Look at the photograph that appears on panel 1. Do you think this is a good image to open the 
exhibition? Refer to elements in the photograph to answer the question.

2.	 If you were designing this exhibition, what kind of image would you like to place as the opening image? 
Explain your answer.

In groups, design your own opening panel for an exhibition on women in the struggle. It should contain the 
following elements:
-	 an appropriate title for your exhibition
-	 an appropriate image. (This may be a photograph, a graphic design or a drawing).
Remember: The panel should be bold and eye-catching. It should make people want to explore the rest of 
the exhibition.
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Panel 2



Representations of women

Black women in South Africa symbolised strength, struggle and endurance.

From the earliest days, black women in South Africa were the caregivers who looked after their children. In 
the rural areas, especially from the early 20th century when men moved to the cities to work as migrant 
labourers in the mines, women were left to take care of the homestead. They looked after their children and 
worked in the fields to produce food for their families. They often spent a large amount of their day walking 
to fetch water as there was no supply in their rural villages. They were forced to do this without the support 
of men and in increasingly difficult conditions. 

When food supplies dried up in the rural areas, many women were forced to migrate to the cities in South 
Africa in search of work. They were forced to leave their children behind in the care of the grandmothers. 
Thus poverty played a central role in shifting their identity from being mothers and caregivers to being 
workers in a city where they were not wanted. 

In the cities, women faced discrimination from the white government authorities who did not want women 
in the urban areas. Because women tended to settle permanently in the urban areas, the government saw 
them as a threat to their vision of white cities where black people worked temporarily before returning to 
the rural areas. Life for women in the cities was a struggle for survival.

Nevertheless, women made a place for themselves in the cities. Formal work was often difficult to find. Up 
until the mid 1930s, black men and not women worked as domestic servants. So women were forced to 
work in the informal sector. They found work as washerwomen or selling goods as hawkers. Others brewed 
beer, which was considered illegal, and sold the beer to workers on the weekends in lively shebeens. Music 
and dance became part of this new urban culture, made possible by women. In this way, women managed to 
survive and earn money to send back to the rural areas for the care of their families.  

Look carefully at the photographs on this panel and then answer the questions.
1.	 Identify how women are represented in each of these three photographs. 
2.	 Provide a caption or a heading for each photograph.
3.	 Which photograph has the most impact on you? Explain your answer.

Think about the lives of black women today and in the past. 
Do you think the role of women has changed if:
-	 women still live in rural areas?
-	 women live in poor informal settlements around the cities?
-	 women live in the suburbs or wealthier parts of the cities?

How would you explain these changes or continuities?
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Panel 3



 Women Unite for People’s Power – The Women’s Charter

When the National Party came into power in 1948 and introduced the policy of apartheid, discrimination 
and oppression against black people intensified. Women began to take up a more active political role against 
the government.

In the 1940s and 1950s, a number of women’s organisations came into being, all of which linked up with the 
broader anti-apartheid struggles that were taking place.

1943 –  The ANC Women’s League (ANCWL) was formed. It played a leading role in the Defiance Campaign 
of 1952 where both men and women challenged the unjust apartheid laws.

1954 –  The Federation of South African Women (FSAW) was formed. It brought together women of all 
races from different political organisations. It aimed to address women’s issues more directly. Dora Tamana 
was elected as President and Ray Simons, a trade unionist and member of the Communist Party, was elected 
as the first Secretary of FSAW. 

1955 –  The Black Sash was formed. This was an organisation of white women who protested against 
changes in the constitution that removed  the right of Coloured people to vote. They later became active in 
providing support to people who were arrested for pass laws and other injustices. 

SOURCE: The Women’s Charter.  FEDTRAW pamphlet, date unknown.
The Women’s Charter was adopted at the launch of the Federation of South African Women in 1954. This 
original document outlines the aims of this charter. Read the charter and then answer the questions.
1.	 Fill in the following columns in order to identify which aims of this charter related to women’s struggles 

and which related to the role of women in the struggle.

The role of women in the struggle Women’s struggles

2.	 Do you think it is important that women have their own charter separate from men? Explain your answer.

Discuss in groups the concerns and difficulties women in South Africa face today. 
Create a new charter for women in South Africa in the 21st century.

SOURCE: Federation of South African Women invitation and programme, Women’s Day 
Commemoration, 9 to 12 August 1984
In 1983 P.W. Botha introduced a new constitution. This called for a Tricameral Parliament in which there would 
be three houses – one for white people, one for Indian people and one for Coloured people. Black people were 
excluded from any political involvement. Instead, the Koornhof Bills allowed for Black people to vote for town 
councillors who were meant to look after their interests. Elections for this new parliament were meant to take place 
in September 1984. It was in this context that the commemoration of  Women’s Day took place in August 1984.

Read through this source and answer the questions.
1.	 What are the main issues that this invitation is calling on women to challenge?
2.	 How does this invitation reflect the political role that women played in the struggle?

Look at the photographs on this panel. The photograph on the left shows a woman’s protest against the pass 
laws. The photograph on the right shows the release of women from the women’s jail after they had been 
detained during the Defiance Campaign in 1952.
How do they reflect the non-racial* ideology of the struggle against apartheid? 

*non-racial means without reference to race
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Panel 4



You Have Struck the Women, You Have Struck the Rock!

Why is Women’s Day celebrated every year on 9 August? 

This date is significant because it was on this day, 9th August 1956, that about 20,000 women marched to the 
Union Buildings to protest against the apartheid government’s decision to extend passes to black women.

Before the 1950s, only black men were required to carry passes. This gave them permission to be in an urban 
area. Only people who could find work were given a pass. This allowed the government to control the influx of 
black men into the cities. The pass law was one of the most hated of the apartheid laws. Men were repeatedly 
arrested under this law and it had the effect of turning the majority of the population into criminals.

In 1952, the government announced that black women would also have to carry passes. Women actively 
resisted this. The idea began in 1955 at a meeting of FSAW, where a suggestion was made: 

“Let us go to Pretoria ourselves and protest to the Government against laws 
that oppress us.”

 This idea found expression in the Women’s March of 1956. This march symbolised the courage and strength 
of women who refused to give into increasing oppression without some form of protest.

What would be the implications for black women if they were forced to carry a pass?
Why do you think women’s resistance against passes was stronger than men’s resistance to passes?

SOURCE: Extract from FEDTRAW booklet ‘Unlock Apartheid Jails’, date unknown
Although the exact date is unknown, this report was written in the late 1980s.

Read the report and answer the questions.
1.	 How did the government respond to the Women’s March?
2.	 In the years after the Women’s March, how did women respond to growing oppression?
3.	 Make a list of the issues that women organised around during the 1980s.

Using the list of issues that you identified from the source, find and/or create pictures and images that 
would reflect some of these issues. Then create a collage that highlights the political activities of women 
in the 1980s.

Listen to the radio documentary about Lillian Ngoyi, available on the SAHA CD Voices 
from our past and online at http://www.saha.org.za/publications/voices_from_our_past .htm
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Panel 5



Leading women in the wake of Sharpeville 

The unjust pass laws continued to be challenged by black people in South Africa. Political organisations 
such as the ANC and the PAC began to organise protests against the pass laws. On the 21st March 1960, 
members of the PAC planned to march peacefully to the local police station at Sharpeville. Using the 
methods of non-violent protest, the protestors aimed to hand in their passes and offer themselves up for 
arrest. The police fired on the large crowd, killing 69 and wounding 180 people.

Sharpeville is seen as a major turning point in the struggle against apartheid. 

The apartheid government imposed a state of emergency and banned the ANC and the PAC. Both the ANC 
and the PAC decided to embark on an armed struggle. They both formed military wings – the ANC formed 
Umkhonto we Sizwe and the PAC formed Poqo. Both were prepared to use sabotage and violence to 
overthrow the apartheid government.

SOURCE: ‘Sharpeville, 21 March 1960’ – Defend UDF Committee pamphlet, date unknown. 
Read the clipping on Sharpeville and answer the questions.
1.	 What actions did the apartheid government take in response to the Sharpeville Massacre?
2.	 Why do you think the government acted in this way?
3.	 Find evidence from this clipping that suggests that it is biased in favour of the ANC?

SOURCE: Leading women (exhibition text).
Frene Ginwala, Winnie Madikizela-Mandela and Ruth First are examples of women who played prominent 
roles in this escalating struggle against apartheid in the wake of the Sharpeville Massacre. Each of them made 
enormous personal sacrifices in order to take up this struggle. 

Read their short biographies and then fill in a table that looks likes this:

Political actions Personal sacrifices

Frene Ginwala

Winnie Madikizela Mandela

Ruth First

	
Come up with a list of 5 women leaders you consider to have been leaders in the struggle against apartheid 
who do NOT appear in the exhibition. Include reasons for your nominations.

Do some research on women activists in the world today. What kind of activism have they been involved in 
and what were some of the personal costs of their actions?

Think about whether you would be willing to make personal sacrifices for something that you strongly 
believed in.

Discover how other leading women in South Africa have been memorialised on the 
SAHA / Sunday Times Heritage Website –  http://sthp.saha.org.za
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Panel 6



African Women Fighting for Independence

The 1960s brought great changes to Africa. Harold Macmillan, the British Prime Minister in 1960, spoke of 
the “winds of change” sweeping through Africa. What he meant by this was that many African countries were 
challenging colonial masters and overthrowing colonial rule.  A strong spirit of nationalism swept through 
Africa as more and more African countries gained their independence. Ironically, at the same time, the white 
government in South Africa tightened their control over the black population.

In 1961 the leadership of MK was arrested and charged with treason. In 1963, the eight trialists (Nelson 
Mandela, Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, Raymond Mhlaba, Dennis Goldberg,  Ahmed Kathrada, Elias Motsoaledi 
and Andrew Mlangeni) were found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment. Black leadership in South 
Africa was silenced.

The place of a woman is in the battlefront of the struggle.
The ANC went underground and established the ANC-in-exile. They began recruiting people to join 
Umkhonto we Sizwe. Unlike many armies, MK welcomed and encouraged women to join the armed struggle.  
The posters on this panel reflect this attitude. 
1.	 If you were a young black women in the 1960s, which poster would be the most persuasive to make 

you join in the armed struggle? Refer to elements in the poster that make it effective.

Why do you think some armies do not use women as combat soldiers?
Do you think that women should be used as soldiers fighting in war situations?

SOURCE: ‘Africa Gains Independence’, poster produced by Pan-African Women’s 
Organisation, date unknown. 
This exhibits shows when African countries broke free from their colonial chains and gained independence 
from colonial rule. Yet the poster also suggests that Africa cannot be free until African women are free.

In large parts of Africa today, women continue to be oppressed in a number of ways. Here are a few 
examples of this oppression.
-	 Female Genital Mutilation (also called female circumcision) is a procedure where the external female 

genitalia are cut off on young girls. It is an attempt to control women’s sexuality by reducing their sexual 
desire. 

-	 In many war zones in Africa, men use rape as a weapon of war. 
-	 Many young girls in Africa are not given access to education. They are brought up to be wives and 

mothers from a young age.  These women come from strong patriarchal societies that believe that 
women should be kept ignorant and that their place is in the home.

-	  In large parts of Africa, women live in extreme poverty and struggle to feed their children.

Choose an aspect of women’s oppression in Africa today. Create a poster calling for an end to this 
oppression. The design of the poster should be eye-catching. It should have a bold headline and a strong 
image that will persuade people to take up this issue and fight for change.

Do you agree that Africa will not be free until its women are free? Explain your answer.

15



Panel 7



Women in Detention

We have already seen that the apartheid government began to impose tighter security measures on the black 
population after Sharpeville. In 1963, the government introduced the General Law Amendment Act. This gave 
the government the right to detain a person without a trial for ninety days. As a result, it became known as the 
90-day detention law. In the next few months over 1000 men and women were detained under this law.

This meant that detainees had no access to legal advice, which meant they were stripped of their legal rights. 
It also meant that they could not prove whether they were innocent or guilty of any crime.  

‘Welcome Home Dorothy’ – extract from poster produced by the ANC, 1984. 
Dorothy Nyembe serves as a good example of a woman who dedicated her life to the struggle against 
apartheid and played a heavy price for this. The text in the poster explains the harsh treatment she 
experienced by the apartheid state. Yet she continued to work for the freedom of South Africa.
Read the text in the poster and in the rest of the exhibit carefully.
1.	 List the actions taken against Dorothy Nyembe during her life of struggle against apartheid.
2.	 Why did Dorothy Nyembe suffer severely during her imprisonment?
3.	 Provide some reasons why conditions for women in prison tended to be worse than men’s.

SOURCE: Extract from FEDSAW report Women in Prison, date unknown. 
Read through the text of panel 7. 
Choose three phrases or sentences from the text that are most important to you. 
Explain why you chose these phrases or sentences.
Use these phrases or sentences to form a paragraph that reflects what you feel about detention without trial.
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Panel 8



Detention under Section 29 of the Internal Security Act

In 1982 the apartheid government passed the Internal Security Act, which gave the state wider powers of 
control and coercion. Section 29 of this Act allowed for people to be detained indefinitely. This was a clear 
violation of the rule of law, which called for the protection of people’s personal freedom by allowing people 
who have been arrested access to lawyers and to a fair trial.

Solitary confinement
The security police interrogated people detained under Section 29. They used extreme methods of torture 
to try to gain information. One severe form of torture was to place people in solitary confinement. This 
meant that the detainee was kept alone in a cell, with no access to other people. They were not allowed to 
have visitors nor were they allowed to have books to read or radios and newspapers. With no access to the 
outside world, the detainees very soon became disorientated, confused and depressed. 

Some detainees died in detention. They mostly died because of police torture during interrogation. Yet the 
government always claimed that they had died as a result of suicide or strange accidents.

Posters and pictures relating to detention.
Look at the various posters and pictures on panel 7 and 8. Many of these images were created to protest 

against the detention of large numbers of women who were detained or arrested during apartheid.
1.	 Which poster or picture makes the biggest impression on you? Explain with reference to the main 

elements in the poster or picture.

Create your own poster that opposes detention without trial. The poster should contain the following 
elements:
-	 a powerful slogan
-	 a strong image that will draw people’s attention to the poster

SOURCE:  Extract from FEDTRAW report: ‘Unlock Apartheid Jails’.  
What was Sister Bernard’s main concern in relation to women who were detained? 

If you were able to interview a woman who had been detained, what five questions would you ask her?
List your questions and explain why you chose these questions for your interview.

Listen to some interviews with women who were detained during apartheid on SAHA’s 
DVD: Between Life and Death – stories from John Vorster Square or online on SAHA’s 
virtual exhibition ‘Death in Detention’on the Google Cultural Institute website at http://
www.saha.org.za/publications/between_life_and_death.htm’
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Panel 9



Women and the UDF

On the 20th August 1983 the United Democratic Front (UDF) was formed.  At its launch in Cape Town, 
both Alan Boesak and Frances Baard made impassioned speeches which provided inspiration to the 15,000 
people who attended. 

The UDF believed strongly in the principle of non-racialism and supported the ideals of the Freedom 
Charter. It brought together over 600 different smaller organisations as affiliates.  This meant that these 	
smaller organisations were officially attached to the UDF and supported its ideals. 

A wide range of women’s organisations affiliated themselves to the UDF and the UDF itself drew many 
women into its organisation. Women played a central role in the structures of the UDF as well as in the day-
to-day campaigns that the UDF became involved in.

SOURCE: ‘UDF Resolution on Women’, 1983.
This resolution was a call for unity of women by drawing women’s organisations into UDF structures.

Read the resolution and answer the questions.
1.	 ‘The extent to which women are organised is a barometer of the level of struggle as a whole.’ 
	 Do you agree with this statement from the resolution? Explain your answer.
2.	 What was the UDF Resolution on Women trying to achieve in terms of women in the struggle? 

In each of the three photographs of women in this panel, they are standing in front of a particular 
background.
1.	 Identify what the background is in each of the photographs.
2.	 Does the background add to or detract from the power of the photographs? Explain your answer.

What kinds of oppression and discrimination exist for women today?
Do you think that women had a better chance of addressing their oppression in the past because there 
were organisations established to organise around their oppression?
Should young people today be thinking about forming an organisation that will address women’s issues and 
struggles today?

Imagine that you have created a women’s organisation to address women’s issues today.
1.	 Identify the central issue that this organisation would address.
2.	 Using the structure of the UDF Resolution on Women as an example, create a new resolution which 

calls for actions that should be taken to address the central issue of your organisation.

To learn more about the formation of the UDF, consult ‘The UDF and the National 
Forum’ booklet in the SAHA in the Classroom series that uses primary sources to 
explore South African history 1976 - 1994 
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Panel 10



The UDF’s Million Signature Campaign

The UDF and its affiliates were involved in a whole range of protests, campaigns and anti-government action 
during the struggle against apartheid in the 1980s. These campaigns had the effect of uniting a wide range of 
people in a common cause. One of the early campaigns of the UDF was the Million Signature Campaign.

The UDF hoped to achieve a number of things from this campaign.
•	 It hoped to gather one million signatures of people saying no to Botha’s proposed constitutional reforms. 

In this way, the new constitution and Koornhof’s Bills would be discredited.
•	 The campaign would “give voice to our rejection of apartheid, and to claim our right to a free, non-racial 

and democratic campaign”. 
•	 It hoped to popularise  the UDF, to gain support its principles of non-racialism and rejection of apartheid 

policy.

Although the Million Signature Campaign only managed to get one third of a million signatures, it help build 
the image of the UDF in people’s minds. It also involved an active demonstration of people’s support. On the 
other hand, it also revealed some of the organisational weaknesses of the UDF and showed the UDF in what 
areas they needed to improve.

SOURCE: Extract from Helen Joseph’s speech, given during the Million Signature  
Campaign, 1984. 
Read the extract and answer the questions.
1.	 Helen Joseph refers to the UDF as a child. What are the features of this “child”, according to this extract?
2.	 Do you think this is an apt or appropriate metaphor for the UDF? Explain your answer.

SOURCE: Form filled out by supporters of the Million Signature Campaign, 1984.
This is a replica of the original form used by the Million Signature Campaign.
1.	 What kind of source is this form?
2.	 What does the form say is the major purpose of the Million Signature Campaign?
3.	 Is this a valuable source for people wanting to research the campaigns of the UDF? Justify your answer.

In the previous panel, you identified a cause for a women’s issue today. Using that same issue, create 
a form that you would draw up for people to sign that would bring the main issues into the ordinary 
people’s awareness.

You should create a logo, a name for your campaign, and a set of principles or aims that you would want 
people to know.
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Panel 11



Women Fighting Racism and Sexism

Black women in South Africa faced discrimination on two counts: they were oppressed by the apartheid 
government because they were black. But they were also oppressed by society because they were women 
living in a patriarchal society. 

Racism: they were discriminated against on the basis of their race - because they were black. In this 
way they experienced the same discrimination and harsh treatment as black men.  Thus under apartheid, 
black women (and black men) were forced to live under a wide range of repressive laws that denied them 
freedom in a political, social and economic context. Black women experienced the humiliation of the pass 
laws, the lack of choice of where to live under both the Group Areas Act and the homelands policy of the 
apartheid state. They endured forced removals, were treated shockingly by white employers and faced a 
future without any political representation. This political oppression on the basis of race led many women to 
join the struggle against apartheid.

Sexism: they were discriminated against on the basis of their gender - because they were women. South 
Africa was and remains a strongly patriarchal society. In a patriarchal society men hold the positions of 
power in wider society and in the household. Men are dominant and dominate women by making the 
decisions and determining what the structure of society looks like. In this way, women had to fight a struggle 
against the power and dominance of men.

As a result, women in most homes were treated as second-class citizens. They were expected to clean, cook 
and look after children and they were expected to submit to the demands of their husbands.  They had very 
few rights within the household. Often women were subject to severe forms of domestic violence and they 
had no recourse to any kind of justice.

SOURCE: Extract from FEDSAW poster on the emancipation of women, date unknown.
Read the text and answer the questions.
1.	 What does the author of this inscription mean by “the liberation of women is a fundamental necessity of 

the revolution.”?
2.	 What steps could you take to help build a society that is free of gender and racial discrimination?

SOURCE: ‘A woman’s work is never done’, poster produced by See Red Women’s Workshop, 
date unknown.
Let us examine this poster, keeping in mind what we have learnt about the nature of racism and sexism 
against women in apartheid South Africa.
1.	 How does this poster show the two dilemmas facing South African women?
2.	 Do you think this is an effective poster or not? Explain your answer.

Discuss some of these questions as part of a class discussion.
Do you think that women today are treated as equals with men? Explain your answer.
What achievements have women reached in twenty first century South Africa? When thinking about 
women’s oppression in the present, do black women still suffer on the basis of race? 
Do white women have more opportunities in the workplace? 
Are all South African women in a better off position than in the 1980s in South Africa?
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Panel 12



Women resist triple oppression

We have already seen that black women in South Africa faced discrimination on the basis of their race and 
their gender. However black women also faced oppression and discrimination in the workplace. This became 
known as the triple oppression of women, where they experienced oppression on three counts. 
•	 They were exploited in the workplace, 
•	 they were exploited at home and 
•	 they were discriminated because they were black women. 

As the trade union movement emerged and developed from the late 1970s onwards, women workers 
were encouraged to join the unions. With the formation of COSATU in 1985, women workers took up the 
political struggle as well as the struggle for improved working and living conditions.

The trade union movement encouraged unity in the workplace. They emphasised workers’ common 
exploitation by the bosses and encouraged women to take up activist positions such as shop stewards and 
union organisers. 

Despite this, women in the trade union movement and on the factory floor were discriminated against 
because they were women. 
-	 very few women occupied leadership positions within the unions, and meetings were largely dominated 

by men.
-	 Many women felt that they were not taken seriously because they were women.
-	 Some women experienced sexual harassment by men within the union movement.

SOURCE: Extract from pamphlet ‘Systematic oppression, unyielding resistance’ in South 
African Women, date unknown.

 “within the racist and sexist system women are not only oppressed in relation 
to men, but also in relation to each other.”

1.	 Provide some examples of how women were oppressed in relation to men?
2.	 In what way do you think women were oppressed in relation to each other?
3.	 Do you think women today are still oppressed in relation to each other?

Although a number of advances have been made today in relation to women in the workplace, women 
are still not treated equally in the workplace.  This is true for both working class women and middle class 
women. Why do you think women have not been able to achieve this kind of equality?
What can working women do today to try to achieve this equality in the workplace?
 
SOURCE: ‘Take your hands off me’’, poster published in Learn & Teach magazine, 1984
Study the poster and then answer the questions.
1.	 What do you think the woman in the poster means by saying “I’m a worker, not a toy!”?
2.	 Is this an effective poster in terms of women’s protests? Explain by referring to all the elements in the 

poster.

Create a poster that addresses the inequalities of women in the workplace today.
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Panel 13



Mother, woman: the Revolution is you

This exhibition panel highlights the difficulties faced by women in the different spheres in which they 
operate, as activists, as soldiers, as trade unionists. The tension between two different voices, or roles, can be 
heard in the poem and in the interview, highlighting the difficulties women faced as a result of their activism. 

Men struggled to see women in activist roles. Many came from conservative patriarchal societies which 
believed that women should occupy traditional roles. In other words, their place was in the home as 
mothers and wives. Even in the battlefields of the struggle, fellow comrades could not see women as equal. 
Often women in the MK training camps were abused sexually by their fellow comrades.  

Women activists occupied a difficult space as Mama Lydia, the trade unionist expressed:
 

“You’re in the middle and don’t know what to do.” 

They were caught in a balancing act between keeping their family afloat within their homes and making a 
difference in the wider society.

SOURCE: ‘Mother, Woman’, poem from NOW newsletter, 1985. 
Read the poem and answer the questions.
1.	 What is the main message of this poem?
2.	 Find three examples that affirm women (show them in a positive light).
3.	 Find three examples that suggest that women were not treated equally by their fellow male comrades.
4.	 Explain why some men in the struggle did not treat women activists with the respect they deserved. 

SOURCE: Interview with  Mama Lydia, Speak Out, date unknown.
Read Lydia’s interview and answer the questions.
1.	 Why did Lydia’s husband resent her union work?
2.	 How did his attitude place pressure on Lydia?
3.	 How does the poet and Lydia deal with the sexism that they encounter?

Work in pairs.
Create a dialogue between a traditional husband who wants his wife to stay at home and the wife who 
needs to be involved in the political struggle against apartheid.  In particular, you need to establish a good 
argument against sexist attitudes against women.
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Panel 14



Women Forward!

In this panel we see images of women who were recognised as major icons of the struggle. The four 
women from the top to bottom are Priscilla Jana, Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, Dorothy Nyembe and 
Amanda Kwadi. They are all giving the ANC salute – one fist raised in the air – which was the symbolic 
gesture of political activism.

What is an icon? It usually refers to a person who is representative of something. In this case, these women 
are representative of the courage, strength and determination of women in the struggle against apartheid.

However, when we see a person as an icon, we sometimes forget or overlook that they are human, make 
mistakes and act in ways that are not always representative.

Let us look at the example of Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. During the struggle against apartheid she worked 
tirelessly and often in the most difficult of circumstances to challenge the apartheid state. She became 
known as ‘the mother of the nation’. Yet in the mid-1980s it appears that Winnie Madikizela-Mandela seems 
to have lost her way. Together with her personal bodyguards – the Mandela Football Club – she was involved 
in the murder of 14-year old Stompie Seipei. She was also found guilty of fraud.

This raises questions of how we should remember someone like Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. Should her 
later actions wipe out her past achievements?

SOURCE: ‘Bush and Thatcher hear the truth!’, árticle from FEDTRAW pamphlet ‘Women’s 
Day Today, is Freedom Day Tomorrow’, 1989. 
Read the article and then answer the questions.
1.	 Why was it important for the women of South Africa to be recognised by Bush and Thatcher?
2.	 What did this delegation of women achieve?

Do you think that Margaret Thatcher was a good role model for the women of South Africa?

To learn more about how international pressure played a role in ending the apartheid 
regime , consult ‘Resistance in the 1980s - international pressure’ booklet in the SAHA in the 
Classroom series that uses primary sources to explore South African history 1976 - 1994 
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Panel 15



Women’s Duty to Build the Nation

When the government banned the ANC in 1961, the ANC Women’s League was dissolved. As we have seen, 
women found new spaces from which to organise and to take up the struggle.

After F.W. de Klerk made his historic speech in February 1990 where he announced the release of Nelson 
Mandela and unbanned all political parties, the ANC was able to operate legally once again. Large numbers 
of members of the ANC returned from exile.  The ANC Women’s League made a decision to relaunch itself. 
One of its main concerns was dealing with returning exiles.

SOURCE: Extract from ANC Women’s League newsletter 1, 1994. 
1.	 What problems did the ANC Women’s League anticipate that returning exiles might experience?
2.	 How did the ANC Women’s League plan to help returning exiles?
3.	 Do you think it was necessary for the ANC Women’s League to relaunch itself?
4.	 The slogan for the relaunch of the Woman’s League was ‘Women in Action’. Do you think that was a 

good slogan for their relaunch? Explain your answer.

If you were able to interview a woman who had been in exile, what five questions would you ask her? List 
your questions and explain why you chose these questions for your interview.

Examine the three photographs of women at the bottom of the panel.
1.	 How do each of these photographs show a different aspect of womanhood in South Africa?
2.	 Provide a caption or a heading for each of these three photographs.

If women’s organisations want to make a real difference to the lives of women, it is important that they not 
hide the experiences and failures that have affected women in the past. Rather than hide the history of the 
experiences of many women in exile, women’s organisations should address the evidence that has emerged 
about sexual abuse of women in the ANC camps. 

Nor should women’s organisations sweep under the carpet some of the abuses within their own 
organisations such as Winnie Madikizela-Mandela being found guilty of trying to defraud the ANC Women’s 
League. Women’s organisations need to confront the past with the same honesty, courage and forthrightness 
that they displayed during the apartheid years.

Do you think that it is still important to address issues of abuse that took place during the struggle? Explain 
your answer.

Discuss the following questions in small groups: 
What kind of women-led organisations exist in South African today?
What kind of organisations do women need to build in order to address issues facing them today?
How do we build organisations free from abuse and corruption?
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Panel 16



We Thank the Women!

The final panel of this exhibition acknowledges the critical role played by women in the struggle and thanks 
them for the sacrifices they made, the strength and determination they showed, and the special contribution 
that women made. Every year on the 9th August – Women’s Day – it is important to take time to think 
about the role of women in the struggle and recognise their courage and perseverance. It also gives us the 
space to reflect on the on-going struggles that women face today.

SOURCE: Praise poem by Gcina Mhlophe.
Although the praise poem was written to honour Nokukhanya Luthuli, the widow of Chief Albert Luthuli, 
Gcina Mhlope honours all women in the struggle. She recognises the icons of struggle and the sacrifices 
they made and the suffereing they endured. But she also recognises the ordinary women who struggled to 
bring food home for their children, who worked and toiled to survive in a society that discriminated against 
them as black women workers. By ending the exhibition with this poem, it brings together the two forms of 
struggle that we identified at the beginning of the exhibition.

Read the poem and answer the questions.
1.	 Find evidence in the poem that show some of the sacrifices that women made during the struggle against 

apartheid.
2.	 Find evidence in the poem that show some of the struggles that ordinary women faced and still face 

today. 
3.	 Find three words or phrases from the poem that meant something to you. Explain why these words or 

phrases are important to you.

SOURCE: ‘We fought for the vote’, poster published in Speak magazine, 1994.  
Look at the poster and answer the questions.
1.	 What is the main message of this poster?
2.	 Fill out the following table in order to show what rights women achieved when South Africa became a 

democracy and what rights women are still trying to achieve. Discuss this in groups before filling out the table.

Rights achieved Rights that women are still struggling for

Once you have filled out the table you will hopefully have identified a range of issues and struggles that still 
confront women today. The struggle is not over!

Do you think it is important to commemorate the history of women in present-day South Africa?
What does Women’s Day mean to you?
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Development of the SAHA exhibition kit was funded by the National Lottery Distribution Trust 
Fund and the Atlantic Philanthropies. Development of this EXHIBITIONS IN THE CLASSROOM 
booklet was funded by the Atlantic Philanthropies.

This EXHIBITIONS IN THE CLASSROOM guide for educators is based on the SAHA portable exhibition kit entitled 
Women Hold Up Half the Sky: Commemorating Women in the Struggle, in which artefacts from 

SAHA’s archives provide a lens into decades of women’s resistance to apartheid.
This guide is intended to help educators to use the exhibition as a starting point to explore with their learners:

• the struggles faced by women living during apartheid 
• the role of women in the struggle for freedom

• the challenges faced by women and girls in South Africa today


