
A Decisive Step 

AT the Ninth Annual National Con-
" ference of the Black Sash held in 
Johannesburg in October, 1963, we decided 
to open the membership of our organiza­
tion to all women of the Republic of South 
Africa. We believe that this was a wise 
decision, and the right decision for South 
Africa at this time. 

We look upon the opening of our ranks 
as a firm declaration of our belief that the 
happy future of South Africa depends 
upon the trust and friendship which all 
South Africans should have for one 
another; that it is essential for people of 
all races and groups to meet and work 
together to ensure that this happy situa­
tion comes about* 

During the course of our Conference, one of 
the foremost Johannesburg newspapers published 
a leading article which began with these words: 

'The Black Sashp a unique phenomenon which 
at one time attracted world notice, inevitably 
moved out of the news with the passing of time, 
but has stubbornly refused to move out of exis­
tence* This is, perhaps, its most remarkable 
achievement" 

We feel sure that the reason why the Black 
Sash has been able to remain in existence is that 
it has never flinched from facing difficulties, nor 
has it sought to evade them. It has moved with 
the times, and has taken courageous decisions 
when called upon to do so. 

The decision to open our ranks was not lightly 
taken. It was preceded by years of earnest con­
sideration and discussion, as we weighed up the 
pros and cons of this fundamental change in our 
constitution and its possible effects upon the 
work to which we have dedicated ourselves. 

The Black Sash came into being in 1955 — 
because there was a need for it — in a spon­
taneous explosion of moral indignation caused by 
the passing of the Senate Act, that political 
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A Decisive Step (Cont.) 
manoeuvre which removed rights from South 
Africans of colour to the advantage of White 
South Africans, and made a mockery of the pro­
visions of the South African Constitution. At that 
time, it seemed reasonable and proper to most of 
our members that the Black Sash should be an 
organization of women voters. They saw them­
selves as the conscience of the White electorate, 
whom they held primarily responsible for the 
state of affairs which had been allowed to develop 
in South Africa. 

In the years that have followed, the Black Sash 
has continuously protested against political im­
morality and campaigned tirelessly for justice for 
all South Africans. In the course of this work, our 
members have learned, among other things, that 
the basic injustice in our country is the policy of 
discrimination on grounds of colour, and that 
while the rest of the world is rejecting racial and 
colour discrimination more and more, our country 
alone is intensifying it and perpetuating it by 
law. 

With our own categorical rejection of the prin­
ciple of racial discrimination came the question 
as to whether we could remain a body of voters 
— an organization of White women, since the 
South African franchise is restricted to Whites. 
There was a decided division of opinion among 
us on this question. 

With the changing outlook of the whole world 
on racial matters, and with our own contacts 
across the colour line in South Africa, our out­
look, too, had changed. We had come to realize 
that a happy and peaceful future for our country 
depended upon a broad concept of South African 
nationhood embracing all our peoples; and many 
of us felt that the Black Sash, which has always 
been in the van of public opinion in South Africa, 
should give expression to this concept by opening 
its ranks to all South African women. Yet, while 
they fully subscribed to the Black Sash rejection 
of colour prejudice and discrimination, many 
other members still sincerely believed that we 
would have a better chance of righting wrongs 
brought about by the arbitrarily enfranchised 
Whites if we remained the "conscience" of the 
White electorate, a voice of protest from within. 
They felt that as a group of privileged White 
women obviously seeking no material advantage 
for themselves in their work for justice, we would 
have greater strength than as a mixed group in 
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which many women would be fighting to establish 
their own rights. 

And after nearly four years of discussion and 
soul-searching, the issue was decided in October 
last year. By a majority of more than two-thirds, 
the Black Sash decided to open its ranks. 

Many factors contributed to that final decision, 
not least among them being the ever-developing 
political consciousness of our members them­
selves. Our present members have learned much 
in their work for the Black Sash. In seeking to 
educate themselves politically, they have come to 
appreciate the value of determination and modera­
tion, and, above all, of racial tolerance. We hope 
that our new members, too, will derive the same 
great benefit and satisfaction from their partici­
pation in the work of our organization. 

In these difficult days, many South Africans are 
afraid to take their stand openly against injustice 
and political immorality. The example of the 
Black Sash protest is needed as never before. We 
appeal to all our members to re-dedicate them­
selves to the service of our cause, and help to 
make the voice of the Black Sash ring out fear­
lessly in 1964 in its protest against injustice. 
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