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N THIS STHLRY , THE PUBLICATION OF L IP"

-- A
COLLECTION OF WORKS BY SOUTH AFRICAN WOMEN -- IS USED
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DISCUSSION CONCERNING WOMEN, ART AND SOCIAL

REALITY. HE AUTHOR CHOOSES A SISTERHOOD THAT IS WHOLLY

POLITICALLY COMMITTED.,




After long discussions witlh
male colleagues on whether there
should be a separate “women’'s
art ', by and for woman, and just
what art shoud do, | awaited with
some  eargeriess the arrival of
LIP. LIP 15 an anthology of
art by South African women:
the introduction siates: **.. What
emerges is a search for an artistic
language that does not derive
its  vocabulary  from Western
Furope or the Uniled States,
a language that fits with women'’s
lives”, The editors stress LIP
“should not claim to be repre-
sentative or definative’. Butl LIP
does raise again all those long
debates about what  woman's
art could do — and one has
Lo ask, does LIP begin to do it?

At the time of those long
discusstons, | argued that there
are  unigue  expene.ces  that
women go through as women.
The

obwvious  biological ones:
childbirth, abortion, menstru-
ation, the female side of sex,

More all-encompassing, the posi-
ton  women take in society:
concern with family and children,
support  for the man, lower
wages  and  heavy housework,
The specifie  assaulls of rape
and illegal abortion, The caring
antd  help from other women
wha have been through it too,
At the same Gime women are
forced a *‘lalse cvonsciousness™
about what it means to be a
woman  — all the 1mages of
advertising, of pulp magazines
and nowvels, which tell us: our
role 15 to be decorative and sub-
servient; and inciaentally to do
the women's work (only “light
lasks™  like cooking, washing
and childeare — and convemently
lorgettmg how  many women
hold down wage jobs as well):
and meanwhile to give emotional
support to everyvone else around
us. Women cultural workers, by
virtue ol their personal expe-
rience, should be the first (o
ratse the guestiwons of  who
women really  are and  what
do with  their hves, (o break
down this “false conscioysness™,
to create images of  what it
means to be a woman in this
society  that will help us take
control of our lives,

S0, does LIP make a begin-
ning Ltowards this? To  what
extent does the picture presented
there begin to give us an idea of
what 1t means Lo be a woman
In South Africa?

The overwhelming majority
{althourh not all) of the work
presented  in LIP deals  with
what society tells us should be
“woman's  awiareness’ how
to behave ourselves as women,
our dreams, our lamilies, sex
and sexual conflict. For the
most part these are deall with
in the context of the privileged
white women's world, There are
few  pleces  about  employed
women, practically none about
childeare and  housework. We
are lorced to ask ourselves, does
this reflect the gress actuality
of women's experience in South
Alrica?

WALLS OF PRIVILEGE

Most women are poor, and
uneducated,  and  black,  The
questions most women  musi
ask themselves are: how do |,
or we my family, eat? Where
do [ hve an 1t he made
habitable? How do 1 feed the
children, pay the doctor, clothe
the kids in winter? How can |
keep my lamily together? Just
from simple statistics  this s
“heing a woman’ [or most of
us. Hape and subscervience and
looking pretty and sex bhecome
part of that “being” too: they
are the processes which sustain
that “being”™ within the frame-
work of physical realities,

If there 15 a purpose Lo

Mwoman's art’™, it is to explore

the links between us a5 women,
the images of what “being a
woman' means in reality and not
in  the Sunday newspapers, [i
would seem  logical to  start
here, with whal women do with
their hives. And wyes, it s the
privileged woman who has the
time  and  materials and  skills
Lt write shorl stories or paint
pietures; and  yes, thalt  privi-
leged woman probably does not
herself  carry  the burdens of
near-starvation and no Section.
10 rights and erverant husband.
But if we honestly wanl to
explore what being a woman
means, 1t 1s our responsibility to
10 heyond the walls ol privilege

too where most women  live.
What do we share as women”
How should we  relate our

experiences as individual womoen
to other women’s experiences?

What unmites us? Il we cannotl
find thal common ground be-
tween  women,  Lthere s o

reason for a specilically “woman’s
arl’", as opposed to art by imdivi-
duals who happen Lo be women.

vt look at the number
of pieces in LIP about a woman
solated in her room, or a wo-
man’s dream or memores ol
hersel! 1n isolation:

I 5it in my room

There is a smell of ofl ...

The votces | hear

are disembodied,

peripheral. ..

(Jenny Roberts)

“Owveasionally Meg  broke
her sitting on the long  green
couch.” (Floss M., Jay) “The
earliest  memory | have is of
being in my cot. The nappies
hanging  around me  are  still

wel, They shut out the light.™
(Sharyn West ) “Crosslegged on
my marriage bed, blowing clouds
of smoke into this airless room
obliguely lit by a winter sun,..”
{ Klana Nilner)
Somelimes | would be stifl
as coral beneath the waves,
Blue white stone my face,
moveless perfection instilled
with iiwman grace.

('I'""M. Raubenheimer)
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FPALSE CONBCIOUSNESS |

But as we smd, women do
~OT exist m Lthe abstract,
composed of socvialisation from
the movies, and our mothers’
desires for us, and our men’s
fantasies, and our dayvdreams,
These are precisely the myths
we are  Lrying Lo reect, that
“false conscerousness™ Lhat hides
what women are and do with
their lives, T'o himit ourselves,
as  the majornily of LIP does,
to  this asolated  realm, s lo
perpeluate this “lalse conscious-
ness™ . We reject as invalid the
imape of woman sitbing dreaming
about love and marnage  and
dressing  up: do owe replace 1L
with an mmage of woman sitting
dreamimmg about  how  alienoted
we are and our unhappy chikd-
hood and slicing men’s testieles?
This is no 1mage of reality  to
counter  the  myiths  we  have
been drugged with, |

Fven in the pryvileged white
WO s exislence. a0 WoOoman
v not cut off with her droams.
Rather., social issues only seem
vemote lvom her because she has
aecepted  the false  conseious-
ness that thev wre remote, ocs
she have a mand, who she depends
on Tor her Ffamily’s day welfare?
That maid 15 not remote, she s
a major ingredient ol that
white woman’'s life. her solution
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o housework  and  cluldeare.
Pawes  she dnnk wine who
makes i, how? Does she lecl
el ol oy her boee house with
tieh walls 1o keep out who
Vv oarbist should  chig it e
Foadls ol ooer livees el Py
Mouthy Area s very
much rooted e esploitation, on
doovery conercbe, dhaly
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sErtelures ol sysbeam Ia Lo

ol o pretly wonit on o her

petlest il stlepeed . albenated,
P erlins.

Vobepressigly smallamount
o work o LI awvonds  that
paartieular teap, Shoerm Mhmed's
Niee Carls Don’t Worke does in
Lol talk abwat an Indian woman
s ntegral part ol her sociely,
aned the specilie ohhealties she
Faces:  an explomtative job (she
necds money ) interwoven with a
sexual relationship which makes
thee  job more  bearable, bt
which  also turns oul o be
explotalive: and her escape nto
the tradiCional surrender ol mar-
age. Grna Mhlope's Noku-
lunga’s  Wedding  desenbes o
“tradhitional marriage” composed
ol a rape with lobaola: the woman
15 no more LThan 4 possession;
the men sing “the bride s ours,
the  breide s ours alter Lhe
rape. Her sovlviead repeets her
when he realises that she would
Iterally cost too much 1o buy
bavk,

A lew  other picees, Jane
Bavrratt s Paret of My Life. Brenda
Caoledblatt s 1 wus born al Buba-
natiga, Lhe photo-story Nighitshifl
by Lasley Lawson,  givee Larly
Lactual, strmght Torward  deserip-
ot i binek working woman's
e These picees pomt Lo
pabiculay and  nmportant role
for Temamist avt: Lo present us,
wilhout  artistie obscurantism,
with an account of what happens
woman,  Can Themba
Will tev e presented
nearly sociologieal  desernption
Gt beautfully written)  of
black township Life: sueh simple
Facts aboul the hives ol women
stll need to be esplored. (-

1The

theruwgh here ave we have an arti-
Jie gquestion: does 11 help Tor
Bromda Goldhlatt's story Lo ap-
prear i L Tiest person singular?
For thas reader it gives the story
a leehng ol [alseness from
thee start, which secms unnedces-
A, B o would not bave huant,

perhaps. to write “she was hom
in - Babanango™, or o give il
an interview context that would
justily the 177

In this context, one could
comment on the graphic work
i LIP. The most successful are
the documentary photos: they
give us straight, images ol women
o counter those we have heen
mnundated with, Migrant women,
domestic maid, while woman
dissolute.  Documentary  photo-
graphy records, 11 does not
soften the edges of our actualities.

The non-tlocumentary
photos, and nearly all the rest
ol the graphics (excepting Bongi-
we Domo’s Remouvats, Fisa Wiles’
Freedom Charter) tend also 1o
retreal mto dreams, to abstrac-
Lions, to isolated aspects primarily
Lthrough surface and colour when

itoas eevwevdier! small in cheap
black and white. But ask: how
many ol Lhese images have

iried to get us oul of our socia-
lised cubicles of “woman™? How
many conlront a woman's lile?
Do these graphics help us know
what it means Lo be a woman,
herre?

We know that women gdo
noul spend Ltheir time in designer
dresses with three-hour's worth
ol hairdo making love Lo ex-
pensive  stereo Contrast
that image, [rom posters in o4
music shop (in one poster the

sels.

girl was while, in a second
black, wearing a gold lame
pants-suit), with  the woman
m  the Lou  Haysom  piece,
Thola Cardboard Waste Thensa:

“Nomathemba uncurls her
legs. folds the plastic and
newspapers which serve as
maltress and hlankets, care-
ful to conserve what she
can still use tonight. The
child is awake, it kicks
against  her, hungry. She
feeds it ™

Nomathemba, here, in her
very  particular  context  of
oppression, has to lace the same
problems many ol us as women
face: she is real. We know her. 11
we wanl to find oult what il
means Lo be g woman, Lthese
are the pictures we necd Lo find
and relate Lo,

LIP was compiled by asking
women to contribute artwork
ahout being a woman., This
article makes no attempt to
evaluate  Lhe technical quaiity
of the work: some of il no
doubt very successfully captures
the  present level of woman's
vonsciousness. My point indeed
ies there: that too many of us
still, as women and as cultural
workers, are trapped in  the
official definitions  of  “*bheing
a woman . And that is rein-
forced by Lthe approach to art
4 an explovation o one’s own
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I_hvad. Woman's art needs to be
more than poetic flower-arrange-
ments of feminine or feminist
fantasies. It is time we as cultural
workers, moved towards finding
real image of women, towards

exploring the texture of a
woman’s life.
And bevond that: from

understanding the texture of be-
mg a woman in South Africa we
must build a foundation from
which to talk about change
and taking control of our lives.

I remember reading a factual
record of Dora Tamana's early
life, an account not attempting
1o be artistic at all:

“Dora Tamana was born In

1901 at Ggomabwe in the

Transkei. When she was

20, her father and two of

her uncles were killed at the

Bulhoek Massacre, in which

163 people were shot dead

hy the police.

n 1923 Dora married John
l'amana, also from the
Transkel., Quer the next
seven vyears she bore four
children, three of whom
died of starvation, tuber-
crlnsis and meningitis. The
family moved to Cape Town
in order to have a better

chance fto survive. Dora’s
life continued tn be a
bleal struggle for basic

ssentials. Her husband even-
tually deserted her. She
nevertheless became increas-
ingly involved in the wider
problems she saw around
her, joining the frican
National Congress and the
ANC Women's League, and
becoming an energetic or-
ganiser in the African and
Coloured townships.™

g then her words, speak-

g in Cape Town in 1981, aged

=0

You who have no work,
speak

You who have no homes,
speak.

You who have no schools,
speal.

You who have to run like
chickens from the vullure,
speal.

Let us share our problems
so that we can solve
them together.

We must free ourselves.

Men and women must share
housework,

3
5
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Men and women must work
together in the home
and out in the world...

Women must unite to fight

That account said to me:
this is my sister, who lives also
in this land, she 15 talking about
‘n-‘l-']:‘l-iﬂ. we as women must LiU.
She too had children; how
would [ cope, how would |
feel; iIf my own two small ones
died because of society's care-
fully maintained depnvations?
She too had a husband, and
separated. Yet she survivied as

a woman, and from that sur-
vival became strong. This 1s
the sisterhood [ choose, an

image | will take for my own,
ol what it means to he a woman.

Woman's art should make
these links.

And then go past these
links, towards developing notl
only a Eknowledge of who we
are, but also who we should be,
Take these two poems f[rom
MALIBONGWE, ANC women:
Poetry is also their Weapon. In
“Superwoman, (Grown by Apar-
theid)'’, Lindi Mabuza begins
by describing the life of a rural
African woman:

She

wakes up each morning
to the vacant sound of
beetle...

She
moves, stranger in her
country
empty...
Beleaguered by laws and
bound to infant and hut
she must face a land criss-

crossed
and dissecied by droughts...
From this description she
develops into  resistance. and
then to a new world and a new
Woaman.

with all
[ am
with man
[ am human
with husband
tam wife
with father
the children must grow
with other hands
the earth brings forth
without without
we will no longer be
without
And Lerato Kumalo, in *No
More Words Now™, pgives this
answer to those people who tell

us to “be nice’’; Lhis answer,
to all those people who feed
us that false consciousness ol

“pretiy-pretty’’; this answer, this
image, ol what a woman can be:
But my point argument and
logic
come
from piles of dead bodies
and the necks struggling
under the yoke
ask them what they think
of me
“a nice girl like vou™ as yvou
put it
when I shoulder with pride
this AK47
ask what they think of yvou
and vour cocktail party
wisdom
“a nice person like vou''

LIZZIE ADAMS

rixaka
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