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THE WOMEN'S CHARTER. JOHANNESBURG APRIL 17th 1954 . \.. 

PREAMBLE we, the women of South Africa, wives and mothers, working women and housewives, 
Africans, Indians,Europeans and Coloureds, hereby declare our aim of striving for the 
removal of alilaws, regulations, conventions and customs that discriminate .against us as 
women, and that deprive us in any way of our inhereht right to the advantages, response
ibilities and opportunities that society off~rs to any one section of the population. 

A SII~GLE SOCIETY. we women do not form a society s~p2rate from the men. Ther is only one 
soc1ety, and it is made up of both men and wom2o. As women we share the problems and 
anxieti~s of our men, and join hands with them to remov~ social evils and obstacl~s to 
progress. 

TEST OF CIVILISATION. The level of civilisation which any society has reached can be 
measured by the degree of freedom that its members enjoy. Th~ status of women is a test 
of civilisation. M~asured by th t standard, South Africa must be considered low in the 
scal2 of civilised nations. 

HO~iEN'S LOT. We women share with our m;;;nfolk the cares and anxieti2s imposed by povtrty · 
and its evils. As wives and mothers, it fa l ls upon us to make small wages str~ch a long 
way. It is W~ who reel the cries of our children when thc:y are sick and hungry. It_is Ot,Jr 
\otto \<.c.e? and c·ar.~ for th~ homes that art too small, broken and dirty to be kept clean. 
l~e know the burden 'qf 1 ook i ng after chi 1 dren and our land when our hus'oanas are a~a~ in 
the mines, on the farms, and in the towns earning our daily bread. 

We know what it is to keep family life going in pondokkies and shanties, or in overcrowded 
apartments. we know the bitterness of children taken to lawless ways, of daughtres 
bEcoming unmarried mothers whilst still at school, of boys and girls growing up without 
education, trainig or jobs at a living wage . 

POOR AND RICH.These are evils that do not need to exist. They exist because the society in 
which we liv2 is divided into poor and rich, into non-Eurn~ean and European. They exist 
because there are privileges for the few, discrimination and harsh treatment for the many. 
we women have stood and wi 11 stand shoulder to shoulder with our men-folk ·in a cornrron · 
struggl~ against poverty, race and class discrim~nation, and the evilS . d-f.the ·.- c·oTour::bar~·· · 

NATIONAL LIBERATION. As members of the National Liberatory movements and Trade Unions, 
in and through our various organisations, we march forward with our rrrc::n in the struggle 
for liberation and the defence of the working people. We pledge ourselves· to keep high 
the banner of equality, fraternity and liberty . As women ther rests upon us the burden 
of rerooving from our society all the social differences d(~veloped in past tirres between 
m8n and wo~n. which have the effect of keeping our S8X in a position of inferiority and 
insubordination 

• ' 

EQUALITY FOR WOiv1EN: We resolv-2 to struggle for tlk removal of laws and customs that deny 
African wo~n the right to own, inherit or alienate propGrty. We resolve to work . for a · 
change in the laws of marri age such as are found amongst our African, Malay and I.ndian 
peopie, which have the effect of placing wives in the position of legal subjection to 
and giving husbands the power to dispose of wives' property and earnings and to dictate 
to them in all matters affecting them and their children. 

We recognise that women are treated as minors by these marriage and property laws 
because of ancient and revered traditions and customs which had their origins in the 
antiquity of the people and no doubt served purposes of greet value in bygone times. 

Ther was a time in African soci~ty when every women reaching marriageable stage was assured 
of a husband, home, land and security. 

Then husbands and \'lives with their children belonged to families and clans that supplied 
most of their own mat~rial needs and were largely self-sufficient. ~~n and women were 
partners in a compact and c I osely i nh~rgrated fami! y unit. 

WOMEN WHO LABOUR Those conditions have gone. The tribal and kinship society to which 
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men away from their tribal homes, th ,:: growth cf towns and industries and the ris2 of a 
gr~at body of wagc-2arners on the farms and in the .urban ar2as, who depend wholl~ or 
~inly on wages for a livelihood. 

1housands of African WOiil8ll like Indian, Coiour0d and Europc;an WOi'fK:n, ar2 employed today . 
in factories, hom2s offic2s ,shops; on farms,and in orof2s.sions such as nursing-,-·-·· 
t·:.::aching and the lik;?.As unmarri~d women, widovJS, or divorc2~s t!Ky hav<? to fend for them
S·:::n~..-s,often without th2 assistanc2 of a malf· r<-~ lati.v;.-: . i''iany of them arc r2sponsibl2 not 
oniy for their own jiv2iihood but also that of th ·.=ir childr2n. 

larg;:: numbers of wor~En today are in fact tht: sole bn:adwinn~::rs ai1d hc:ads of thE:ir 
'fufTiiliGS 

fORE~ER MINORS. Neverth~lkess, thJ laws and practic2s d~riv ea from ~arlicr and different 
stat~s of soc1ety arG still applied to them.They ar0 re~ponsibl2 for their own parson 
and thei.r children.Yl?t th .;: la\v s:;c.ks to ::.. nforc~: upon th~m th.:· status of a minor. 

Not on.ly arc African,Colou:--0d and In.dian r1om2n d,_; ni ·..: d political rights, . but they ar2 · ·· 
aiso in many parts of th2 Union deni e-d th-.:: sam2 status as m-31 in such mattt:rs as thB right 
tbG~ntchildtencontracts, to own and dispose of proparty, and to ex~rcise guardianship over 

.. 
OuSTACLES TO PROGRESS.Th2 la\oi has dragged beh1nd th..: d-.:vdoprnent of society; it no I 
longer corresponds to the actual social and economic position of women.Th2 law has 
b~:somJ an oqstacl2 to the progress of the Vtomen, and th •.:: r~for a brak;;; to thl: whole of 
societY ... · · . , . 

This intole~oable condition \vould not b0 ailowt:-a to continu~ wer~.;; it not for the refusal 
of .a large; s2ction of our menfolk to conc2d2 to us womt:n th (~ rights and privileges which 
th2/ dc:mand for . th~;:ms2lv2s , . . . 

~vc-.ihall t2ach the ~~En .. that they cannot hop:-- to liberate: th..:mse:lvc:s from the \1vils of 
discrimination and prejudict:: as long as they fail to \~ xt12nd to worrE·n compl2t2 .and unquali
fied c u.C1lity in law and prac~se. 

NEED FOR EDUCATION. . . t.f: also recognise that larc:Je numb2rs of our vwm:;;n folk c.ontinue 
to be bound by tradition~! practic~s an~~onv2nti~ns, and fail to r2alis~ that these ~ave 
b2corr12 . obsolt":te and a brak.:; on progr2s s . It is our duty and pri 1Jil~::ge to .::.nlist all I'IOrffen ·· 
in our struqgle for emancipation and to bring to th;_:m all 12alisation of th s intimate 
r\::lationship .that ~xists b2rween th2ir status of inf~~ riority as 'r'iorrten and the lJlf·.?rior 
status to which their p2ople ar~ subj ected by discriminatory laws and co.lo'ur pf:::judic~ . . 

. . . 

It is our · intGntion·s to carry out a nation- wid~: programm.:: of c:ducation that will 
bring ·horre to the ~nand wo~n of all national groups the realisation that fre2dom cannot 
b~ won for any on~ section or for th2 D·~Opl2 as a whol ·,: as long as we \'iOffi2n arc kept in ... 
in bondag2. 

AN APPEAL.Wc app2al to all progr<=ssiv2 organisations, to rremb~rs of th2 gn;a} National 
Libera tory mov~ments, to th2 trade: unions and working class organisations, to the · 
churchi.?s , ~::ducat.ional a:1d w.::lfare organisat10ns .to all progr~ssiv2,m2n and wom2n who 
hav ~th~ inter2st of our p~ople at h ~art, to join with us in this gr~at and noblG 
c;nd12avour. 
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