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Women had to fight
long and hard to vote

ALISON GOLDBERG

TODAY, WITH it being taken for granted that
women have the vote with their male counter-
parts, almost universally, it is amazing to note
how “recent” even some of the so-called en-
lightened countries afforded
women this “privilege”

something which should have
been a “right” anyway. And
in the forefront of that move-
ment in South Africa, one
name stands out - A Jewish
woman, Bertha Solomon.

The term ‘women’s suffrage’
refers to an economic and po-
litical reform movement aimed
at extending suffrage - the right
to vote - to women.

During the 19th century
women began to agitate for
the right to vote and to par-
ticipate in government and law
making. The ideals of women’s
suffrage developed alongside
that of universal suffrage and
today women’s suffrage is
considered a right (under the
Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination

into wage labour; educational opportunities
were expanding and the extended patriarchal
family of the rural areas was being challenged
by the new and unsettled conditions of South
Africa’s fast-growing towns and cities.

“The progress of the suffrage camp was a par-
ticularly visible measure of the
adjustment in attitude towards
women that took place at this
time. By 1930 motherhood was
no longer seen as incompatible
with political equality; female
virtue was no long coterminous
with staying at home all one’s
life. The tight controls on wom-
en’s independent standing of
pre-industrial white society had
loosened considerably.”

Solomon (1892-1969), in a
monograph by Milton Shain
and Miriam Pimstone, is de-
scribed as one of the first
women’s rights activists in
South Africa.

“At first as a practising advo-
cate of the Supreme Court and
then during her long career in
parliament, she was indefati-
gable in her fight for women
to be treated as equals in the

Against Women), although a
few countries, mainly in the
Middle East, still continue to
deny women the right to vote.

In the United Arab Emirates, where Parlia-
ment is officially appointed and not elected, nei-
ther men nor women have the right to vote or
to stand for election. In Saudi Arabia, men took
part in 2005, in the first local elections ever held
in that country. Women, however, were not al-
lowed to exercise their right to vote or to stand
for election on that occasion.

New Zealand became the first country to
give women the right to vote on a national level.
Australia gave women the right to vote in 1902,
while the US and Britain gave women this right
only after the First World War (1914 - 1918).

In 1918 the British Parliament passed a bill al-
lowing women over the age of 30 to vote, and in
1928 the voting age for women was lowered to
21. In 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment to the
US Constitution gave women the right to vote.

In South Africa white women were given the
right to vote in 1930, coloured and Indian wom-
enin 1984 and black women in 1994.

In Israel, women were granted the right to
vote in 1948, the same year as Israel’s founding
as a state.

According to Cheryl Walker’s “The Women'’s
Suffrage Movement: The Politics of Gender and
Class”, in the suffrage debates spanning the
40-odd years of the movement in South Africa
before 1930, “it is possible to trace significant
shifts in the dominant ideology of gender - that
espoused by the white ruling class.

“These in turn related to a reformulation of
women’s roles in an industrialised age in which
greater numbers of women were being drawn

Bertha Solomon CReDIT:“THE
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JONATHAN BALL 2008).

eyes of the law.”

In the subsequent decades,
women’s rights became an
important issue in the English-
speaking world. By the 1960s the movement
was under the umbrella of what was called
“feminism” or “women’s liberation”.

Reformers wanted women to receive the
same pay as men, equal rights in law and the
freedom to plan their families or not have chil-
dren at all. Their efforts at the time were met
with mixed results.

Though Jews such as Rose Schneiderman,
Ernestine Rose and Aletta Jacobs were leaders
in the early 20th century suffrage and women'’s
rights movements in Europe and the US, it is in
the contemporary feminist movement, starting
in the 1970s, where Jews have been the most
prominent leaders.

In any chronicling of that era, Bella Abzug, Bet-
ty Friedan and Gloria Steinem will be identified by
history as seminal figures on a universal scale.

Bella Abzug was the first Jewish woman
elected to the US House of Representatives.
Friedan wrote The Feminist Mystique and co-
founded and served as first president of the Na-
tional Organisation for Women (NOW).

Gloria Steinem founded Ms Magazine, wrote
four books and helped found the National
Women'’s Political Caucus.

In an article by Hanna Herzog on “Feminism
in Contemporary Israel”, the first wave of “femi-
nism” in that country washed over it as early as
the pre-statehood yishuv (settlement) period. It
manifested itself in the voices of women who
claimed inclusion in the public sphere.

Continued on page Il

It is with pride that Jewish

Report pays tribute to (to quote
Graca Machel) “South Africa’s
greatest asset - our women’.

MARLENE BILEWITZ

THERE ARE women in all sections and spheres of South African '
society who have not only succeeded, but broken through
barriers and boundaries within their respective careers, be
it creative, charitable, commercial, political or academic.
These women have the qualities which lift them to great
heights; they are leaders with passion, determination and
energy, be it in their professional or family lives.

There are so many of these women - far too
numerous to mention by name, and therefore,
to all our wonderful women, whether they are
homemakers or in a career, we salute you, and
wish you a happy Women'’s Day.

Ludwig's Roses has been honoring the Women of South Africa
for the past 39 years;
from loved mothers, actresses, singers and achievers....
but the rose knows that every woman is special
and deserves a rose that speaks to her heart.

For more info on Ludwig’s Roses country wide visit:

www.ludwigsroses.co.za
012 544 0144
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Yad Aharon’s bayit
a home from home
for many needy

ALICE FRIEDMAN - MANAGING
DIRECTOR, YAD AHARON &
MICHAEL TZEDOKAH FUND

| have often wondered how many
people know, with absolute certainty,
that they are fulfilling their purpose
in this life? | count myself as one of
this select group and not a day goes
by that | don’t thank the A-mighty for
so clearly showing me the way.

Not only is Yad Aharon the
largest distributor of fresh produce
parcels to disadvantaged Jewish
families in the greater Johannesburg
area, but our clients recognise our
bayit as “a home away from home”.

The atmosphere of compassion,
acceptance and  understanding
which permeates our corridors,
embraces our clients into the
“Yaddies Family” and, in keeping
with that concept, our members are
assured of an immediate short-term
solution to their crisis of not being
able to put food on their table for
that day, ensuring that they don’t

feel deprived. e N

Love, respect and recognition
of one’s uniqueness as a person, are
basic human rights which, if given
over, restore an often crushed self-
esteem.

| am a wife and mother to four
magnificent children and without the
support, understanding and endless
patience from my family, | would not
have been able to fulfil what | believe
to be my mission in life.

Tel: (011) 485-2076
Email: info@yadaharon.co.za
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In politics, as in many fields of endeavour
the Jewish contribution has been dispro-
portionately large and this has included

some iconic Jewish women who have
become household names. But, sadly,

These women have left an
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this number is diminishing.

MOIRA SCHNEIDER
CAPE TOWN

IN AN ARTICLE titled “The Vanishing Jew in SA
politics”, published in the South African Jewish
Report of May 15, 2009, David Saks, associate
director of the South African Board of Deputies,
speaks of the decline in Jewish participation in
this arena in recent years. He notes that “there
are today fewer Jewish representatives in na-
tional, regional and local politics, than at any
time since the turn of the last century”.

In the Government of National Unity following
the country’s first democratic elections in 1994,
there was still, however, “for a time, a dispropor-
tionate Jewish presence”, including Janet Love,
Gill Marcus, Esme Chait and Ruth Rabinowitz.
The latter was first an Inkatha Freedom Party
senator and thereafter an MP. Today there are no
Jewish women MPs.

Marcus later became Deputy Finance Minister
and is today Governor of the Reserve Bank.

Rabinowitz describes her experience as an
MP as “a conglomerate of frustrating, fascinat-
ing and life-enriching beyond what | could have
imagined. Much of that was due to my contact
with Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi and the tra-
ditional Zulu people, to whom | would otherwise
not have had exposure. They taught me first-
hand about the strength of community and the
value of indigenous culture.”

Interviewed for the Rosh Hashanah 2009 edi-
tion of Jewish Affairs, Rabinowitz lists as one of
her achievements in Parliament the fact that she
“pushed Minister (Dlamini) Zuma to allow rape
victims to be treated with AZT. She initially re-
fused, saying it was unethical as there had been
no trials,” Rabinowitz recalls.

“| accused her of being unethical to leave rape
victims to die from HIV.”

Saks writes that Jewish names are “virtually
absent” from the various provincial legislatures
too. “Only at local government level does one
find Jews to be reasonably well-represented
and then only in areas where the Jewish popula-
tion is concentrated,” he says.

The Johannesburg City Council, for instance,

boasts five Jewish women councillors, namely,
Joy Coplan, Shirley Ancer, Carol Milner, Ray
Wolder and Marcelle Ravid. Wolder, who com-
pletes 15 years as a councillor at the end of this
year, laments the fact that so few Jews are keen
to become involved in politics.

“To do service to the general community out
there obviously does not hold much attraction, it
seems,” she remarks. “l have found it quite chal-
lenging and it can be tough going at times.

“| must admit that | have enjoyed the interac-
tion with all the different people and at least |
can say that | have given back something to the
community for the wonderful life that | have had
as a citizen of this great country.”

Explaining her involvement, Ravid says poli-
tics has “an enormous influence on our daily
lives, whether we admit it or not.

“| enjoy being plugged into what is happening
around me and most importantly, it is vital that
there is robust opposition politics to ensure that
our constitutional democracy remains intact,
now more than ever. | urge all women to be-
come more involved.”

In the last century, however, there was no
shortage of politically active Jewish women. In
an article in Jewish Women: A comprehensive
encyclopaedia, Milton Shain and Miriam Pim-
stone describe Bertha Solomon as “one of the
first women’s rights activists in South Africa”.

A practising advocate of the Supreme Court
and “keen Zionist”, Solomon was from 1938 to
1958, a United Party Member of Parliament who
was “indefatigable in her fight for women to be
treated as equals in the eyes of the law”.

They record that leader of the official opposi-
tion, Sir de Viliers Graaff, paid tribute to her on
her death, saying she was “the pioneer in our
Parliament of the implement for the removal of
the legal disabilities of women” and that “all South
Africans owed her a debt of great gratitude”.

In the same publication, Sally Frankental lists
among Jewish activist women, Ray Alexander,
“communist and indefatigable trade unionist”,
Ellen Hellmann, who served as president of
the Institute of Race Relations in 1954 - 1955,
Beulah Rollnick, “tireless worker with the Black






