
obedient and loyal mambers, grateful for the ministrations of their able 

leader.

During the seventies, two articles in a book edited by Webster, Essays 

in Southern African Labour History, by Mawbey and Lewis respectively, 

regenerated considerable interest in the women of the the GWU. Mawbey's 

article 'Afrik.tner women in the GWU during the Thirties and Fortie ' , 

collected edited versions of existing autobiographies of Hester Corne­

lius, Katie Viljoen, and Anna Sophia Swar.epoel, better known as 'Mrs 

Swanie'. Lewis, by contrast, in 'Solly Sachs and the Garment Union', 

outlined the development and achievements of the GWU within the framework 

of the emergence of the clothing industry and noted that the majority 

of the labour force consisted of white, recently urbanised, Afrikaner 

women. *

These were followed by several other studies which examined the GWU more 

systematically. In 1979 B.M. Touyzs, in his M.A. dissertation 'White 

Politics and -he Garment Workers Union, 1930-1953', as well as in his 

subsequent PhD thesis 'White Labour and the "Social Democratic" Movement 

in the Transvaal; the South African Labour Pjrty, the South African Trades 

and Labour Council and the Trade Union Affiliates, 1930-1954', investi­

gated the political activities of Transvaal trade unions, and in par­

ticular the GWU and why the latter withstood repeated nationalist 

assaults.® Martin Nicol's Economics Honours dissertation, 'The Garment 

Workers Union of the Cape Peninsula and the Garment Workers Unity Move­

ment, 1927-55,' focused attention on the Cape GWU, wh<1»» hi* recently 

completed PhD thesis, 'A History of the Garment and Tailoring Workers 

in Cape Town, 1900-1939', examines the Cape clothing industry more 

comprehensively and "tackles theoretical issues, specifically those re-

- 3 -

E.C. Webster ed., Essays in South African Labour History, 

Johannesburg: Ravan, 19 78.

* B.M. Touyzs, 'White Politics', M.A. dissertation, University of Cape 

Town, 1979, p.3 and 'White Labour'.



lating to class struggle" . 7 Nicol, in his introduction, claims that he 

approached this subject at least partly from the perspective of s >cia2 

history. This he failed to do, ind apart from a chance remark that 

"clothing factories employ m o n  women workers than any other branch of 

South African industry", the focus of his attention was gender less 

workers. Ke maintained that "an account of the social background of 

clothing workers over time and an investigation of the organisational 

implications of the majority of workers being women was omitted because 

of a lack of readily a/ailable sources'.' This dissertation will attempt 

to rectify this, even if only for garment workers on the Witwatersrand.

In 1984 Leslie Witz investigated Solly Sachs's role as general secretary 

of the GVU fr jui !928 to 1952. He discussed Sachs's role thematically 

with the focus on trade union militancy, democracy, non-racialism, the 

GWU's independent political role and the nationalist assault on the un­

ion.* Although Witz initially intended to "include a dimension of home 

and family", the themes he investigated did not permit much evidence of 

the social background of the garment workers as women to filter through.

These studies do not consider the social circumstances of the Afrikaner 

working-class women who dominated both the clothing industry and the GWU 

on the Witwatersrand during the inter-war years. Hansi Poliak’s socio­

logical study (19^?), 'Women in the Witwatersrand Industries',1' goes 

some way to redressing this imbalance. In her investigation she collected 

some 500 questionnaires completed by women in the clothing, food,

- 4 -

M. Nicol, 'A History', PhD thesis, University of Cape Town, 1984, 

p.4.

* Ibid., pp 1 , 4. Erika Theron's sociological investigation into the 

lives of Cape Town factory workers, completed in 1942, could have 

made a significant contribution in this regard. E. Theron, 

Fabriekuerksters in Kaapstad, Stellenbosch: Pro Ecclesia, 1944.

' L. Witz, 'Servant', p.14.

1B H. Poliak, 'Women', M.A. dissertation, University of the Witwaters­

rand, 1932.
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leather, and chemical industries on tne Witwaversrand and sympathetically 

and thoroughly analysed numerous aspects of their lives: their home and 

factory conditions, their origins, their places of birth, their educa­

tional, marital and economic status, their contribution to the family 

income and their participation in trade union activities. Her study thus 

became not only a valuable secondary source, but, in addition, her 

investigator's notes contained much useful primary evidence on the lives 

and circumstances of the garment workers she had interviewed. 11

The lack of attention paid to Afrikaner working-class women employed in 

the clothing industry is part of a more general lacuna in research on 

the Afrikaner working class as a whole. Radical, liberal English and 

conservative Afrikaans historiography alike, have dismissed Afrikaner 

workers as a class. They have been treated either as a group which, as 

a supportive class, has been co-opted into the ruling class, or as a 

'problem' which had been solved. The gamut of liberal historiography 

on the labour movement in South Africa, from Gitsham and Trembath's first 

account in 1926 to Horrell's work in 1969, gives scant credit to Afrikaner 

working-class participation in the labour and trade union movement as a 

whole . 11 Representatives of tha earlier radical school were even more 

dismissiva of the white Afrikaner working class. With the notable ex­

ception of Lewis, they agreed with R.H. Davies that,

no progressive white working class organisation therefore exists

today in South Africa. The white rank and file realises on which

11 Ibid.

11 E. Gitsham and J.F. Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation 

in South Africa, Durban: E.P. Printing Co., 1926. See also W.H. 

Andrews, CJass Struggles in South Africa, Cape Town: Stewart, 1941: 

R.K. Cope, Comrade Bill: The Life and Times of W. Andrews, Workers 

Leader, Cape Town: Stewart, 1943; M. Horrel, South Africa's Workers: 

Their Organisations and Patterns of Employment , Johannesburg: S.A. 

Institute of Race Relations, C.E. Folkey, 1)69; A. Hepple, Trade 

Unions in Travail, Johannesburg: Unity Publications, 1954 and E. 

Roux, Time Longer than Rope. A History of the Black Han's Struggle 

for Freedom in South Africa, Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1972. 

For an example of Afrikaans historiography of white labour in South 

Africa, see F.J. Grobler, 'Die Invloed van Goskoolde Blanks Arbeid 

op die Suid-Afrikaanse Politiek, 1886-1924', PhD thesis, 

Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education, 19brt.
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side its bread is buttered a.id is subjectively a force of 

reaction. 11

Finally, Afrikaans historiography also generally denied the existence 

of an Afrikaans working class by often equating it with the poor white 

problem. As early as 1917 D.F. Malan remarked that poor whites were in 

the process of becoming a class,1* and by 1928 J.H. Botha likewise 

maintained that "die laagste stand in Suid Afrika is die 

armblankeklas,...die swakkere kragte van die maatskappy" (the lowest 

class in South Africa is the poor white class,... the weaker supports 

of society). 1 *

The poor white cla3s which was thus equated with the poor white problem, 

warranted investigation by the Carnegie Commission, which was initiated 

in 1930 by the American Carnegie Foundation. It consisted of eminent 

Afrikaner intellectuals of the time, such as J.F.V. Grosskopf, R.W. 

Wilcocks, E.G. Malherbe, W.A. Murray, J.R. Albercyn and Mrs M.E. 

Rothmann. They reported respectively on the economic, psychological,

11 R.H. Davies, The White Working Class in South Africa', Sew Left 

Review, no. 82, November/December 1973, p.55, to which D. Kaplan 

replied in 1974 with 'Capitalist Development in South Africa: Class 

Conflict and the State', In T. Adler, Perspectives on South Africa: 

A Collect ion of Working Papers, Johannesburg: African Studies In­

stitute, University of the Witvatersrand, 1977. See also H. Wolpe, 

'The Working White Class in South Africa', Economy and Society, vol.

5, no. 2, 1976; E. Katz, A Traae Union Aristocracy: A History of the 

White Workers in the Transvaal and the General Strike of 1913, 

Johannesburg: African Studies Institute, University of the Witwa- 

tersrand, 1976; F.A. Johnstone, Class, Race and Gold: A Study of 

Re 1 at /.on ships and Racial D iscr iminat ion in South Africa, London: 

Rout ledge & Kegan Paul, 1976; R.H. Davies, Capital, State and Whir„ 

Labour in South Africa, 1900-1960 , London: Harvester Press, 1979 and 

D. O'Meara, 'Analysing Afrikaner Nationalism: The "Christian Na­

tionalist" Assault on White Trade Unionism in South Africa, 

1934-1948', African Affairs, vol. 77, no. 306, January 1978.

l* D.F. Malan, De Achteru it gang van ons Volk: De Oorzaken da&rvan en 

de Redmiddelen, Cape Town: Nasionale Pers, 1917.

11 J.H. Botha, Die Arbeidsvraagstuk t’ Suid-Afrika, Amsterdam: H.J. 

Paris, 1928, pp.224, 225. For a synopsis of the phenomonon of white 

impoverishment, see J.E.H. C^xobler, 'Die Verskynsel van Blanke 

Verarming in Suid Afrika: '* Historiese Oorsig', | iper presented 

to the 8th Biennial Conference of the South African Historical So­

ciety, 30 June-3 July 1981.
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educational, health and socic^ogical aspects of the problem.1* The Com­

mission defined Poor Whites not as an isolated phenomenon, but as "die 

akute uitwerking van toestande en strominge wat meer algemeen in ons 

volkslewe is'' (the acute effect of conditions and trends more common to 

the life of our volk). The Commission included the following groups in 

their definition of Poor Whites: bywoners, tenants, owners of slivers 

of lind which offered no subsistence poor settlers and a growing group 

of unskilled or r jrly skilled workers and labourers outside 

agriculture . 17

Solutions to the Poor White Problem, as defined by the Carnegie Com­

mission, were succeeded by a number of congresses during the 1930's and 

1940’s. In 1934 a Volkskongres was held in Kimberley,1' and in 1939 it 

was followed by one held in Bloemfontein. At the 1947 Johannesburg 

Ekonomiese Volkskongres, the migration of Afrikaners into the city, and 

the problems and possible solutions to the poor white problem received 

attention.1' During the following decade the state and politicians dis­

cussed at length the possible division of the volk along class lines.1'

14 Carnegie Commission, The Poor White Problem of South Africa, vols. 

I-V, Stellenbosch: Pro Ecclesia, 1932. It is considered to b® 

"perhaps the most exhaustive and sympathetic sociological study to

be undertaken in South Africa." R. Horwitz, The Political Economy

of South Africa, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1967, p.94. cf. J. 

Bottaro, 'Education and Development: The Carnegie Commissions in 

South Africa’, Africa Perspective, no. 25, 1965, for a complete 

discussion of the Carnegie Commissions.

17 Carnegie Commission, Poor White, vol. I, Recommendations, p. v, Af­

rikaans edition (hereafter A).

l* P. du Toit comp., Repor- of the National Conference on the Poor White 

Problem of South Africa, 2-5 Oct. 1934, No place: Nasionale Pers, 

no date, p .126.

” E.P. du Plessis, 'n Volk staan op: Die Volkskongres en Daarna, Cape 

Town: Human & Rousseau, 1964. J.R. Albertyn ed. , Referata en Besluite 

van die Volkskongres byeengeroep deur die Federale Armsorgraad van 

die Cefedereerde NG Kerke om te oorweeg die Stadwaartse Trek van die 

Afrikaner Nasie, Johannesburg, 1-4 Julie 1947. Pretoria: Minerva, 

1947. During the thirties and forties a plethora of publications 

on this problem appuared, e.g. the Tweede Trek Reeks with titles such 

as J.H. Coetzee, Verarming en Oorheersing, Cape Town: Nasionale Pers, 

1942.

28 See D.F. Milan's and N.J. van der Merwe’s remarks in this regard.
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This also resulted in considerable activity in the field of education 

during the thirties and the establishment of a Department of Social 

Welfare in 1937.11

rhe degradation of the impoverished Afrikaner, much as he needed inves­

tigation and salvation, evoked feelings of horror and shame, but very 

little sympathy from his more affluent brethren . 11 The words of J.R. 

Albertyn seem typical of the general opinion of poor white Afrikaners,

Baie van hulle vervul ons hart inderdaaa met xommer, weemoed en 

skaamte var.wee hulle swak inb. rs, hul weerloosheid, hul gemis aan 

ruggraat.. . .die vr-ag is . maar is daar dan 'n ingebore smet 

van minderwaardigheid by die Afrikaner?

(Many of them indeed fill our hearts with worry, sorrow and shame, 

because of their pocr character, their jefencelessness, their lack 

of backbone... the quest on is ... whether there exists an innate 

blemish of inferiority in the Afrlkaner?)* 1

Recently, Stals, in -n attempt to deal with the question of Afrikaner

poor, remarked that the poor white problem had been a "spesiale

verskynsel" (special phenomenon) which had been solved, and that South

Africa had never been,

...sonder Blanke arr tense nie, en d t is 'n natuurlike verskynsel 

in enige maatskappy \z soimrine van lede arm is.

(....without white pc: people, and *t is a natural phenomenon in 

any society that some of its members are poor).1*

G.D. Scholtz. D. O m -  •keJing van die Politieke Denkc van die Af­

rikaner, vol VII, Johannesburg: Perskor, la 78, e.g. pp.19, 158.

11 J. Bottaro, 'Carn»gie pp.12, 14.

11 D. O'Meara. Volkskapit '1 ii;me, p. 11 and Carnegie Commission quoted 

by J.H. le Koux and P W. foetzer, Die National e Par tv: Die Eerste 

Beuindsjsrm, Institute for the Research of Contemporary History, 

University of the Orange Free Statti, 1980 p.59.

11 J.R. Albertyn, Referate, 'Die Arbeiderstand', p.6 . The problem of 

poor whites, and in particular the impoverished, urban Afrikaners, 

who made up a large proportion of the poor white problem, was 'solved 

by rapid industrial expansion and protective labour policies of the 

Pact and Fusion governments.

** E.J.P. Stals ed., Afrikaners in die Goudstad, vols. /-//, Cape Town: 

HAUM, 1986, vol. II, p.14. (J.J. Fourie was the author of volume I 

and Stals wrote volume II.)
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He devotes a single chapter to the social problems of Afrikaners in the 

process of urbanisation. These incorporated poverty, unemployment and 

bad housing, immorality, alcohol abuse, gambling, disintegration of the 

family, poor use of leisure time and crime. He concludes the chapter 

with a discussion of the various social welfare agencies such as, for 

example, the Armesorgraad and related organisations established to cope 

with these problems.

These working-class Afrikaners have not been accommodated in accounts 

of labour history in South Africa either. Afrikaans historiography of 

labour tended to equate participation of Afrikaner workers in the labour 

process with the rise of Afrikaner nationalism and glorify the efforts 

ot » amongst others, the Nasionale Raad van Tr'iitees and their assault 

on the .rade unions during the thirties. The Afrikaner working class, 

the main constituent of these unions, especially those employed in 

the minir;, building and clothing industries, are overlooked.**

O’Meara, in his book Volkskapitalisme: Class, Capital and Ideology in 

the Development of Afrikaner National ism, 1934-1943, examined the rise 

to power of the Afrikaner middle clar.s and their attempts to mobilise 

their fellow Afrikaners, who were members of the working clars, into one 

volk. Although he did not err on .he side of glorification, he also seems 

to have fallen into the same trap as Afrikaans historians of the Afrikaner 

working class. While O'Meara presented an excellent exposition of the 

rise of Afrikaner nationalise and the assault on the trade unions, he 

remained equally vague on the nature of the Afrikaner working class, the 

ultimate focus of these nationalist efforts. Pauw's sociological study

21 S. Pauw, Die Beroepsarbeid van die Afrikaners in die Stad, DPh-1 

thesis, University of Pretoria, 1945. L. Naud*, Dr Albert Hertzog, 

Die Nasionale Party en die Hynuerkers, Nasionale Raad van Trustees, 

Potchefstroom Herald, 1969. See ch. 'Susters in Verdrukking'; E.J.P. 

Stals, Afrikaners, vol. I, ch. 5. See also P.J. Meyer, Die Stryd 

van die Afrikaner Werker, Stellenbosch: Pro Ecclesia, 1944.
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of the career choices of Afrikaners in the city remained his major source 

in this regard.1*

Van Onselen, in his essay 'Main Reef Road into the Working Class: 

Proletarianisation, Unemployment aid Class Consciousness amongst 

Johannesburg's Afrikaner Poor, 1890-1914', added a new dimension to the 

understanding of the development of a working-class consciousness amongst 

Afrikaner poor resident in Vrededorp. He portrayed a vibrant community 

who carved a niche for themselves in a new and often hostile urban, in­

dustrial environment on the Witwatersrand. He maintained that,

....the unski ed Afrikaner workers of Vrededorp demonstrated not 

only an agf sive working class consciousness, but also a con­

siderable de^ ae of acumen . . . . * 7

Except for Van Onselen's work, however, the men who belonged to the Af­

rikaner working class remained shadowy figures. Their female counter­

parts, Afrikaner working-clas* women, ait’ even more conspicuous by their 

absence. Authors such is Walker an * Weinbren, as well as Davidson, 

praised tue particular contribution of the garment workers.** Other 

historians, however, have not hesitated to attach unsubstantiated labels 

to the Afrikaner women of the GWU. They were "weak', "helpless", "be­

wildered", and, to quote G.D. Scholtz more fully, they were,

....inderdaad sno* klei in die hande van Sachs. Uit hul eie kon 

hul .ouliks self optree om van hom ontslae te raak. Goedgesinde 

Afrikaners moes hulle help en bystaan.

(....indeed like clay in the hands of Sachs. On their own they 

could barely proceed to get rid of him. Well-intentioned Afrika­

ners had to help and co-operate with them.)*'

** E.g. D. O'Meara, Volkskapital is me , p. <>4.

* 7 Charles van Onselen, Studies in the Economic and Social History of 

the Vitvatersrand: vol. I, New Babylon, vol. II, Sew Nineveh, 

Johannesburg: Ravan, 1982, vol. II, p.161. Lewis also intimated 

the existence of an Afrikaner working class, but did not explore this 

notion in depth.

21 W. Walker and B. Weinbren, 2 000 Casualtits: A history of Trade Unions 

and the Labour Movement in South Africa, Johannesburg: TU'CSA, 1961, 

p. 301; B. Davidson, Report: on Southern Africa, London: Johnathan 

Cape, 1952, p.183.

*' G.D. Scholtz, Ontwikkel ir.g, p.82. See also L. Witz, 'Servant', p.25.
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These garment workers referred to above, did not readily fit the social

niche reserved for Afri. aner women, that of volksmoeder. The place of

the volksmoeder is in the home,

Die vrou se plek is in haar huis. Dit was die leuse var. die Af- 

rikanervrou voor 1900. Vandag is dit nog die leuse van die Afri-

kanervrou.... . maar die begrip 'huis' het. gerek sodat dit tans

die hele land, die hele volk insluit.

(The woman's place is in her home. That was the motto of the Af­

rikaner woman before 1900. Today it is still the motto of the 

Afrikaner woman but the notion 'home' has extended so that

nowadays it incudes tha whole country, the whole volk . ) 19

Whan a woman by choice or necessity extended her activities beyond the 

domestic domain, she entered an "unnatural sphere", that of the office, 

shop, or factory which, it would seem, disqualified her for the title 

of v o l k s m o e d e r x

Afrikaner women in general ha^e been the suojact of many studies, which 

often served only to glorify their existence. Ever since the turn of 

the century an idealised myth of Afrikaner women moulded into the 

volksmoeder or mother of the nation, has been press-ganged into the 

service of Afrikaner Nationalists, social engineers and historians. 

Hownver, this idealisation has uct as yet been thoroughly investigated 

in South African historiography . 11 Moodie, as well as Hexham, recently 

identified this moulding of Afrikaner women ini- volksmoeders, but did 

not explain it fully. According to Moodie.

...the civil faith reserved a special place of pride for the figure 

of the Afrikaner woman..... the woman provided a deep well of moral

11 A.P. van Rsr.sburg, Ho*d*r)i, p.98. German women during this period 

were subjected to similar notions that their pre-ordained place was 

in the home and that work was an unpleasant necessity. T. Mason, 

'Women in Germany, 1925-1940', History Workshop Journal, no. 2, 

Autumn 1976, p.8 . In addi^on, "women are often considered to be 

marginal to work, because they are central to the subordinate, com­

plementary sphere of the family'' (their emphasis). S. Kali and T. 

Jefferson eds. , Resistance through Rituals, youth Subcultures in 

Post-War Britain, London: Hutchinson, 1975, p.211.

,l Die Huisgenoot, 22.1.1932, p.61.

,J Patterson briefly refers to the role of woman in Afrikaner society 

in S. Patterson, The Last Trek: A Study of the Boer People and the 

Afrikaner Nation, London: Routiedge 6 Kegan Paul, 1957, ch.7.
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fortitude which complemented and even surpassed her husband's more 

practical exploits.

To which Hexham added,

The woman thus became the symbol of racial purity and the insti­

tution of marriage a key to preserving the future of the Afrikaner 

People.**

It would seem that the myth of the volksmoeder was first formally 

conceptualised in 1919 by Willem Postma, as an inspiration for the ideal 

figure of Afrikaner womanhood. His book Die Boervrouw - Moeder van haar 

Volk was commissioned by the Helpmekaarvereniging, to define the main 

characteristics of an Afrikaner women. She was found to be brave, 

self-reliant, she had a love of freedom, a sense of religion, a spirit 

of sacrifice, she possessed housewifeliness, she had integrity, virtue 

and served as an inspiration to the entire nation.** He concl i.ted that 

"no nation has a better, worthier, nobler example than that of the Boer 

woman, her history, her life and character".1*

In 1921 Eric Stockenstrora, in his Die Afrikaanse Vrou: Die Vroue m  die 

Geskiedenis van die Hoi lands-Af rikaanse Volk, set out tc trace the history 

of South Africa with as main focus, the Afrikaner woman . 17 He summarised 

the main characteristics of the volksmoeder,

T.D. Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom, Power, Apartheid and Civil 

Religion, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975, p.17.

** I. Hexham, The Irony of Apartheid: The Struggle for National Inde­

pendence of Afrikaner Nationalism against British Imperialism, New 

York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1981, p.53. Hofmeyer refers fleetingly 

to middle-class volksmoeders, who during the first decades of the 

tw*ntl'«th r»ntiirv w*re increasinglv organised into women's welfare 

organisations which catered specifically for poor Afrikaner women. 

I. Hofmeyer, 'Building a Nation from Words: Afrikaner Language, 

Literature and Ethnic Identity, 1902-1924', paper presented to the 

His'.ory Workshop, University of the Witwatersrand, January 30-Febuary 

4 1984, p.22.

J* W. Postma (Dr. Okulis), Die Boervrouw: Moeder van haar Volk, Com­

missioned by the Helpmekaar Kultuurvereniging, Bloemfontein: Na- 

sionale Pers, 1918.

1 * As quoted by I. Hexham, Irony, p.53.

17 E. Stockenstrom, Die Afrikaanse Vrou, Stellenbosch: Pro Ecclesia, 

1921?
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Trou as huisvrou, teerhartig as varpleegster, ernstig in gebed, 

verstandig in raadgewing, het die Yoortrekkarvroue 'n verrykende 

invloed op die emigrante uitgeoefen. Halle was altyd en bly tot 

nog toe geheel en al anti-Brits...(en).... die (Afrikaanse) vroue 

was onder 'n diep besef dat hulle die moeders van die toekomstige 

Afrikaanse volk was.

(Loyal as housewife, tender-hearted as nurse, serious in prayer, 

wise in advice, the Voortrekker women exercised an enriching in­

fluence on the emigrants. They always were and still are totally 

anti-British... (and).... the (Afrikaner; women have always been 

deeply aware that they were the mothers of the future Afrikaner 

volk.)1*

In 1929 Ds. J.D. Kestell elaborated on this praise of Afrikaner women,

If we take note of all that the woman has meant in our People's 

history....her influence was consoling and uplifting. The sheer 

power of the life of our People has its roots in the pure life 

of the woman. Her influence kept the men frc-. despair.1*

She was seen as crucial to the survival of the nation,

Die moeders van 'n volk speel 'n groter rol in die vorming van die 

mansemateriaal van die volk as enige ander groep.

(The mothers of a volk play a more important role in the shaping 

of the human material of the volk than any other group.)*'

This school of thought is s^iil prevalent in recent Afrikaans his­

toriography. Volksmoeders featured prominently in A.P. van Rensburg's 

book Moeders van ons Volk, as well as in Anna de Villiers's recent book 

Barrevoets oor Drakensberg , a collection of short biographies on the 

lives of a number of the moat important women of the Great Trek such 

as Debora Retief . * 1 In 1977 Celestine Pretorius, in a PhD thesis, 'Die 

Afrikanervrou as kultuurdraer en kultuurskepper tot 1806', analysed the 

role of Afrikaner women during the 17th and 18th centuries in the Cape. 

True to the tradition of the glorification of Afrikaner women, she con-

*• Ibid., p.232-233. Note the strong political position ascribed to 

them. Van Jaarsveld maintained of Stockenstrom's Afrikaner women 

that he only recognised heroines and martyrs - a:;onymous mothers of 

the nation. F.A. Van Jaarsveld, Uie en Wat is die Afrikaner?, Cape 

Town: Tafelberg, 1981, p.35.

J* Ds. J.D. Keste’l, as quoted by T.D. Moodie, Afrikanerdom, p.17.

1.0 S. Pauw, Beroepsarbeid, p. 393. During the thirties, Die Huisgenoot 

confirmed this view. Women were "voortplanters" (propagators) Die 

Huisgenoot, 22.1.1932, p.59.

1.1 A. de Villiers, Barrevoets, Johannesburg: Perskor, 1975.
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eluded that they played an important role as a civilising, cohering and 

purifying influence to uphold the moral standards of seventeenth c e n t u r y  

Cape society. They were courageous, tenacious and the hub of family life, 

as well as being companions and a help to their husbands.**

Nonetheless, this image did not remain static and it was not used ex­

clusively by Afrikaner nationalists. A rise and decline in the use of 

the glorification of the volksmoeder in service of Afrikaner nationalism 

can be traced. At first it was used as a term of reverence towards, for 

example, Mrs M.T. Steyn, wife of the last president of the Orange Free 

State. During the late sixties and early seventies, however, it had 

become a term of caricature, especially ir. the works of Afrikaans literary 

figures such aa N.P. van Wyk Louw and M.M. Walters . * 1 Recently, African 

nationalists too, have begun to bestow honour on their 'mothers of the 

nation', especially Winnie Mandela.**

Nevertheless,a few studies on white women did escape this glorification

of Afrikaner women. Olive Schreiner's Women and Labour, first published

in 1911, remains a landmark in national and international feminist

writings. Her works questioned widely held assumptions on women, and

reflected her own experience of the disadvantaged and exploited position

of women in society,

Finely clad, tanderly housed, life became for her merely the 

gratification of her own physical and sexual appetites, and the 

appetites of the male, through the stimulation of which she could 

maintain herself. And as a kept wife, kept mistress or prostitute,

** C. Pretorius, 'Afrikanervrou', PhD thesis, University of Pretoria, 

1977 , p.367. Van Taarsveld, Wie en Wat, p.43. See also F. Jaff's 

book, Women South Africa Remembers, Cape Town: Howard Timmins, 1975. 

Especially the essay on Mrs Issie fmuts, wife of general Jar. Smuts, 

is of interest.

* 1 See Appendix for examples of the change in »se of tne term.

** See for example, The Star, 4.5.1985, and Pace, April 1986. A detailed 

bibliography of the literature on women in South Africa, black and 

white, appears in Durban Women's Bibliography Group, Women in 

Southern Africa: A Bibliography, Durban: University of Natal, De­

partment of African Studies, 1985.
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she could contribute nothing to the active and sustaining labours 

of her society.

Surprisingly, Olive Schreiner had an Afrikaans counterpart. In May 1921 

Marie du Toit published Vrou en Feminist: of ieis ooc die 

Vrouevraagstuk.** Du Toit raised the question of the idealised picture 

of the Afrikaner woman and expressed her views on the position of women 

in marriage,

......gedurig hoor ons maar nog van mindere, minderwaardig,

inferieur, swak, swak ja, maar ons moet darwm die meeste dra sonder 

om te raor! Ons word herinner aan pligte, verantwoordelikhede, 

selfs verwyte kom. . . . En dit heet ons ereposisie by die anties.

'n Pakkameel-ereposisie voorwaar!

(...continually we hear only of lesser, of lower value, inferior, 

weak, weak (women) yes, but we still have to carry most without 

complaining! We are reminded of duties, responsibilities, even 

recriminations come.... and that is called our position of honour 

with the aunties. A load-carrying-camel position of honour 

indeed!)*1

Other works in praise, but not as much in glorification of Afrikaner 

women, are, for example, those of Mrs M.E. Rothmann, Erika Theron, M.J.M. 

Prinsloo, and D.M. Vessels.fc*

** 0. Schreiner, Women and Labour, London: Fisher & Unwin, 1911, 

Ccmmemorative Edition 19 75, p.34.

*' M. du Toit, Vrou en Feminist, Bloemfontein: Nasionale Pers, 1921?

*T Ibid., pp.138-139. She also devoted chapters to issues such as, what 

is feminism, tomboys, fashion, the enfranchisement of women and 

women's work.

*' Carnegie Commission, Poor White, vol. V; E. Theron, FabriekuerKsters 

, and M.J.M. Prinsloo, Blanke Vrouearbeid in die Unie van Suid 

Afrika, Cape Town: Nasionale Boekhandel, 1957. Other works include, 

Mrs Dr D.M. Wessels, Die Vrou in die Beroapslew*:: die Aard en Omvang 

van Vrouearbeid in Suid-Afrika, Cape Town: HAUM, 1961. She also 

published Vroue en Moeders wit Werk, Tape Town: N.G. Kerk Uitgewers, 

1960. This was part of the Report of the Commission of Enquiry of 

the Dutch Reformed Church into family life (part vii), and looked 

at the influence of women's work on her family and the volk. Re­

cently prof. Edith Raidt, in an inaugural lecture at the University 

of the Witwatersrand entitled 'Vrouettal en Taalverandering', traced 

the influence of women on the formation of Afrikaans during the 18th 

century, Tydskrif ••ir Geestesvetenskappc, vol. 24, no. 4, December 

1984. cf. Rand D ily Nail, 27.9.1984, and Beeld, 28.9.1984.
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The use and abuse of Afrikanor wc <en has led to the acceptance of nu­

merous, more often than not, fals» ly based generalisations about them. 

Afrikaner women taken up in indus rial employment remain a particular 

enigma. In 1928, at a time when inc easing numbers of white women were 

entering the industrial labour market D s . Kestell, a leading Afrikaner, 

expressed fear for the moral safety o. such Afrikaner women,

...Die karakter van die Afrikaner volk sal verdwyn as die vroue 

in die fabrieke verlore gaan.

(...the character of the Afrikaner v c’k will disappear if the women 

are lost in the factories.)**

In 1946 Pauw dismissed these working Afrik. ,er women completely in his 

authoritative book on the career opportunities f Afrikaners in the city. 

He Justified his view in accordance with the myth c. -»ated of the Afrikaner 

woman,

...-jie vrou is as huisvrou by die gesinsarbeid beti ’'ke en nie 

by die beroepsarbeid nie.

(the wojian is involved in family labour as a housewife and u 41 with 
occupational labour)."

This is an unwarranted dismissal of Afrikaner women. In his analysis 

of Johannesburg municipal voters rolls of 1934, Stals found that only 

27,4% of all housewives, that is, economically inactive women over 21, 

were Afrikaner women, as compared to English women, who formed 72,6% of 

the total of economically inactive women. In volume I of Afrikaners in 

die Goudstad, Fourie, although analysing tnis category of economically 

inactive people differently, also found that in ti»e category 

’huishoudelike verpligtinge, huisvrouens ons. ’ (hone responsibilities, 

housewives etc.), Afrikaners constituted 20,5% of the total and

** J.D. Kestell, Die Burger, 1.6.1928, as quoted by G.D. Scholtz, 

OrZ'm.'il'̂ elingt p.27. Recently Kinghorn more systematically analysed 

the implications of the experiences of Afrikaners in factories in 

the urban industrial areas, in terms of the development of a theology 

of apartheid. J. Kinghorn, 'Die Apartheidsteologie binne die N.G. 

Kerk: Enkele Teologiehistoriese Opmerkings', Tyi’skrif vir Geestes- 

uetenskappe, vol. 25, .ij. 1, March 1985, p.3.

10 S. Pauw, Beroepsarbeid, p.20.
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non-Afrikaans speakers the rest . ® 1 This would suggest thit during the 

twenties and thirties the majority of Afrikaner women were indeed eco­

nomically active in Johannesburg (my emphasis).

As yet no detailed analysis has been made of the occupational distrib­

ution of Afrikaner women in Johannesburg. However, it is clear froia 

Poliak's investigation in 1932, that the majority of women employed in 

the manufacturing industry (circa 90%) found work in the clothing, 

leather, chemical and food and drink industries. Of these women irore 

than 50% were employed in the clothing industry . * 2 An investigation ’into 

the work and home lives of the garment workers as a group, therefore, 

could provide a reasonable reflection of the lives of Afrikfmer 

working-class women in general on the Witwatersrand during this time.

**•>**

This dissertation will examine the working and home lives of the garment 

workers to ascertain their role and function in the urbanisation process 

of Afrikaner working people on the Witwatersrand from 1918 - 1939. In 

chapter one, two of the strategies for survival implemented by recently 

urbanised Afrikaner poor will be analysed. First their settlement in 

working-class communities in the poorest suburbs of the city will be 

sketched. Second, the obstacles which confronted fathers, brothers and 

husbands of the garment workers, the traditional breadwinners of the 

family, in their efforts to gain entry into thi> industrial labour market 

on the Witwatersrand during the twenties and thirties will be examined. 

Major difficulties, such as a decline in employment opportunities, un­

employment, oversupply of labour and the accompanying decline in wages 

will be looked at briefly.

* l E.J.P. Stals, Afrikaners, vol. II, p.47, vol. I, p.200.

*l H. Poliak. Women, p.6 . (In 1° 15/16 it employed 49,9*; and in 1932

55,1% of all women in the manufacturing industry.)






























