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Abstract

This article examines an aspect of African women’s organised political and social movements in mid-
twentieth century South Africa, focusing particular attention on the activities of the National Council of
African Women (NCAW). In an increasingly racialised society, the NCAW, mainly composed of mission-
educated professional African women, such as teachers and nurses, sought to redress socio-economic
handicaps, gender disparities, and racial discrimination surrounding the indigenous population,
especially women. While the NCAW strongly advocated racial and gender equality, its bearings on
colonialism were ambiguous. Seeing themselves as educated social elites within their own ethnic
community, the women of the NCAW often took for granted their cultural superiority over other Africans
who still adhered to what they understood as traditional norms and lifestyles. It led to their demand for
limited female franchise based on property and educational qualifications, rather than universal suffrage,
and their justification of segregation based on cultural standard. An analysis of the NCAW’s activities
demonstrates a highly complex social reality in mid-twentieth century South Africa, which defies a
standard narrative of colonialism that presupposes the simple dichotomy and confrontation between the
white rulers and the non-white subjects.
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