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An Unmistakable Figure 
	In late December 1931, Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe was born and she would become one of the premier freedom fighters in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa. She would also become the face of women’s anti-apartheid activism despite and because she served the longest prison sentence given to a female political activist in the history of South Africa. Dorothy Nyembe began defying the unjust laws and confronting the daunting South African regime from a young age. She was an active leader in the African National Congress, specifically, the ANC Women’s League, the Federation of South African Women, the Natal Rural Areas Committees, Umkhonto we Sizwe, and more during the fight against apartheid. While she was imprisoned for fifteen consecutive years for harboring terrorists under the Terrorism Act and Suppression of Communism Act, she became the face of women in prison and of the women’s struggle for freedom, as she not only endured, but overcame the double burden of being black and a woman in Apartheid South Africa. 
	Dorothy Nyembe was significant not just because of what she represented, but also because she became the longest serving woman political prisoner in the history of South Africa. From her first run in with the law when she was just sixteen, to enduring multiple stints in prison, enduring treatment much crueler than what most African men experienced in prison, being released, and finally witnessing the end of Apartheid, she became a founding mother of the South African democratic constitution and was an original member of the National Assembly.[footnoteRef:1] Her story is one of overcoming trials and tribulations. She was born and raised near Dundee in northern KwaZulu–Natal (formerly Natal) and was the granddaughter of Chief Ngedee Shezi.[footnoteRef:2] Her parents were poor farmers who were later forced to give up their livestock and become farm workers, which ultimately created a spark that ignited the fight in her from a young age.[footnoteRef:3] Nyembe gave birth to her only child at the age of fifteen and then just a few years later she began her political career as an activist while making a living as a hawker.[footnoteRef:4] In 1952 she joined the African National Congress (ANC) and participated as a volunteer in the Defiance Campaign, which protested against unjust laws, in Durban, where she had her first brushes with the law on several occasions.[footnoteRef:5] Following this, in 1954, she actively participated in the establishment of the ANC Women’s League in Cato Manor and became the chairperson of the “Two Sticks” Branch Committee in which she displayed impressive qualities of a fighter.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online (South African History Online, February 17, 2011), https://www.sahistory.org.za/people/dorothy-nomzansi-nyembe.]  [2:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011. ]  [3:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011]  [4:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011]  [5:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011]  [6:  Kim Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy.” Emmanuel Kwaku. Akyeampong, and Henry Louis Gates in Dictionary of African Biography, vol. 4 (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 521.] 

	The year 1956 proved to be a highly active year for the freedom fighters, and especially for Nyembe, who continued to move up the ranks becoming an integral leader on the front lines in the Natal region. During this time, she continued to be an active community member around Durban and Cato Manor where she was a leading figure on the front lines, opposing the forced removals of persons from Cato Manor.[footnoteRef:7] While she continued her role as a leader of rapidly growing organizations, she remained active and visible on the front lines, leading many different protests and demonstrations. One such example of her leadership was noted in the Dictionary of African Biography which stated that Nyembe led, “boycotts against the government - controlled beer halls, as well as against laws which forbade women from brewing beer at home.”[footnoteRef:8] Brewing beer at home was one of the few ways that women could earn an income.[footnoteRef:9] Later that same year she was elected as vice – president of the Durban ANC Women’s League and became a prominent member of the Federation of South African Women.[footnoteRef:10] As an activist, she did more than just boycott the beer halls. On August 9, 1956 Nyembe organized and helped lead the Natal contingent of women, where she led women to the Union buildings in Pretoria to object the introduction of passes for women.[footnoteRef:11] Thanks to the help of Nyembe and countless other women, August 9 is now celebrated as “Women’s Day” in South Africa, remembering this march to the Union buildings in Pretoria. On a different note, she capped off this busy year by being arrested along with 156 others and was charged with high treason for her participation in the ANC Defiance Campaign, but those charges would be dropped shortly after her arrest and she was freed before the new year.  [7:  Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521. ]  [8: Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521. ]  [9: Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521.]  [10:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011.]  [11:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The decade of the 1960s tested the resiliency of Dorothy due to both the escalation in the fight for freedom and also her multiple prison stints. In 1961, the ANC’s militant branch, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), recruited Nyembe to join the armed struggle.[footnoteRef:12] Here, she worked alongside many famous leaders such as Nelson Mandela. However, in 1963 Nyembe was arrested and charged with furthering the aims of the banned ANC in which she was sentenced to three years in prison.[footnoteRef:13] This three year prison sentence was the longest sentence that had been handed to her thus far in her young political and activists career. In 1966, following her release, she was given a five year banning order and sent to Durban where she was confined to the city limits.[footnoteRef:14] While she was banned, Nyembe continued organizing demonstrations and directing the allocation of resources and people, while working underground so that she would not get caught. But just three years into her ban, she was detained along with ten or so other people and charged on five counts under the Suppression of Communism Act. In March of 1969, after a grueling court case, Dorothy Nyembe, the only woman in the group, was found guilty of, “assisting and harboring members of the UmKhonto we Sizwe, and was sentenced to fifteen years in jail.”[footnoteRef:15] While Dorothy was imprisoned, she continued to defy the white authority and protested for better conditions and treatment of prisoners, including her facilitation of  “a hunger strike to protest the abysmal treatment of women in prison.”[footnoteRef:16] While in prison, Nyembe took on the double burden of being black and a woman, and she was often times tortured, deprived of basic human rights, and stripped of her dignity. Despite this, she continued to stand tall and continued to fight for equal rights for all persons, even while imprisoned.  [12: Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy,” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521. ]  [13: Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy,” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521.]  [14:  Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy,” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521.]  [15:  Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy,” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521.]  [16:  Miller. “Nyembe, Dorothy,” in Dictionary of African Biography, 2012, p. 521.] 

	 In her 1969 trial, Nyembe was found guilty and this highlighted how often political activist groups were infiltrated as illustrated by former comrades who betrayed their fellow activists by testifying on behalf of the prosecution. Jabulani Sithole noted the impact of the arrest of Nyembe. He stated that, “The arrest of Dorothy Nyembe, who had been a part of the ANC underground in the Greater Durban area in south – western Natal after 1966…sent shockwaves through the ranks of the small underground units in Natal” but furthermore, “Her arrest threatened to expose and implicate the others.”[footnoteRef:17] Because she was already under intense scrutiny and surveillance from the government, her arrest prompted some of her comrades to even testify as a state witness in order to save themselves from being exposed and arrested. Sithole suggests that this is why Chief Gatsha Buthelezi was a state witness in testifying against Nyembe, in order to protect himself from being jailed, although he was not nearly as active as Nyembe in the joint fight against apartheid.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Jabulani Sithole. “The ANC Underground in Natal.” In The Road to Democracy in South Africa: 1970-1980, volume 2. Pretoria: Unisa Press, 2004. p. 536. ]  [18:  Sithole. “Neither Communists nor Saboteurs: KwaZulu Bantustan Politics.” In The Road to Democracy in South Africa: 1970-1980, p. 816. ] 

	In March of 1969, Nyembe began her fifteen-year sentence that would commence her transformation from a leader on the front lines to a leader for women on the “inside” of prison. In order to commemorate the poise and efforts of Nyembe, the ANC’s magazine, Sechaba, released in their August 1969 issue, several articles that displayed Nyembe on the front lines fighting for freedom. The article, “Day of Our Women Militants,” showed her leadership qualities during the August 9, 1956 march to Pretoria to protests passes for women. The article illustrated Nyembe and this march in 1956, as an example of revolutionary leadership, and stated, “we remember Dorothy Nyembe who is serving 15 years in jail for participating in the armed struggle.”[footnoteRef:19] A couple of pages later, this same issue of Sechaba explained her activism that resulted in the charges against her and the court’s ruling. The article, “South African Women in Gaol”, stated that, “Dorothy Nyembe of Durban…had been charged under the Terrorism Act with attempting to establish bases for armed attack in the country: and also with attempting to establish contacts in a military underground.”[footnoteRef:20] She was considered one of the top women leaders and was not afraid to escalate the fight to a level that many were afraid to do.  As a result, she was given the longest prison sentence ever given to a woman political prisoner. [19:  “Day of Our Women Militants.” Sechaba Volume 3 Number 8 August 1969, Digital Innovation South Africa (African National Congress, July 31, 1969), https://disa.ukzn.ac.za/SeAug69, 4.]  [20:  “South African Women in Gaol.” Sechaba Volume 3 Number 8 August 1969, Digital Innovation South Africa (African National Congress, July 31, 1969), p. 8. ] 

	Nyembe brought her activism from the front lines, to the prison as soon as her sentence began in order to continue the same fight against oppression, but in a new environment. Even though she was not allowed to read or even listen to the radio, this did not deter her. She organized and led a protest against dreadful conditions of the prison, the treatment of all prisoners, but especially for women. Jean Middleton, an anti – Apartheid activist, wrote an article titled, “Women prisoners condemned to live in South Africa’s forgotten gaol” that highlighted the horrid conditions of Barberton prison in the Eastern Transvaal, where Nyembe was first held. Middleton stated that along with the terrible conditions and inhumane treatment, she stated in respect to Dorothy, “…that Dorothy Nyembe, whom I knew as a fine, handsome, vigorous, intelligent woman, is serving fifteen years. Her crime was to oppose the system that produced the gaol which now holds her.”[footnoteRef:21] Middleton further noted that the prisoners that comprised Barberton prison were sent from all over the country, including other gaols as a means to, “defeat and to punish these prisoners.”[footnoteRef:22] The aim of Barberton was to be so cruel and so defeating that the prison did not allow visitors, and even more crushing was that prisoners were not allowed to sing, even on Sunday mornings, as Middleton recalled.[footnoteRef:23] The worse the prison became, the more Nyembe fought for better treatment for women behind bars.  [21:  Jean Middleton. “Women prisoners condemned to live in South Africa’s forgotten gaol” from Anti-Apartheid News. The Anti-Apartheid Movement, June 1973. p. 10. ]  [22:  Middleton. “Women prisoners condemned to live in South Africa’s forgotten gaol,” p. 10. ]  [23:  Middleton. “Women prisoners condemned to live in South Africa’s forgotten gaol,” p. 10] 

In 1975, the United Nations Unit on Apartheid published the document, “Women Against Apartheid in South Africa,” which stated that, “In the seven years she has already served, Dorothy has had no visitors and rarely gets letters” but she is, “One of the outstanding leaders in the struggle for freedom.”[footnoteRef:24] Recognized by the international community for her efforts on the frontlines, the UN Unit on Apartheid’s document acknowledged that one of the movement’s most vocal leaders, Nyembe, was not only halfway through her sentence, but was also still one of the faces of the women’s fight on the outside as well as on the inside while behind bars.  [24:  United Nations Unit on Apartheid. “Women Against Apartheid in South Africa,” Department of Political and Security Council Affairs (November 1975), 7-8. ] 

	These brief statements by Middleton and the UN Unit on Apartheid summed up the character of Nyembe as an embodiment of resilience. The 1974 copy of Sechaba Volume 8 Number 8 and 9 August/September issue did a profile on Nyembe which displayed the impacts of her efforts as a woman and as a black person in South Africa. The profile was wrapped into the conclusion and focused on how the system of apartheid is to ensure the subordination of black to white people, but the apartheid policy itself creates another form of subordination of black women to black men.[footnoteRef:25] The profile and conclusion portrayed Nyembe as a shining example of a black South African woman who is constantly overcoming this double barrier and understands all men and women must unite in order to liberate themselves from Apartheid.   [25:  “Profile, Dorothy Nyembe.” Sechaba vol. 8, no. 8 and 9 August/September 1974, Digital Innovation South Africa (African National Congress, July 31, 1974), https://disa.ukzn.ac.za/SeAug74, 40.] 

	As her remaining sentence time began to dwindle, Nyembe was about to come out of prison as the face of women in prison and even more so, one of the faces of all women during the struggle against apartheid. The poster on the following page was created by the ANC in 1984 as a means of showing gratitude for everything Nyembe had endured.  The poster was also a way to simply welcome Nyembe home, while also commemorating all women who have engaged and participated in the struggle for freedom, thus making Dorothy one of the faces of women in prison as well as one in the struggle against Apartheid.[footnoteRef:26] The magazine, Dawn, published by the UmKhonto we Sizwe, further honored her that year by having journalist Grace Motaung write an article in Dawn that remarked, “…1984, must be a year of action. As we know  [26:  Congress, African National, “Welcome Home Dorothy: Welcome Home Friend Compatriot Comrade” South African History Archive, Specialized Archival Solutions, 1984, digitized 2009. (ON FOLLOWING PAGE)] 

[image: ]ANC poster 1984
that Comrade Dorothy Nyembe is coming out, after a long spell of imprisonment, she must be welcomed fittingly, by united action. Our welcome should prove that the ideals she was condemned to imprisonment for will never be lost.”[footnoteRef:27] The ideals that Nyembe fought for withstood time just as she withstood a fifteen-year prison sentence.  [27:  Grace Motaung. “MK Women Forum: To Make 1984 Another Landmark,” Dawn volume 7, November/December 1983, Digital Innovation South Africa, UmKhonto we Sizwe, Oct. 31, 1983. p. 25. ] 

	Fresh out of jail, Nyembe, already the face of women in prison, wasted no time reinstating her position as one of the most significant women leaders in the struggle against Apartheid. Julie Frederikse, an American journalist who covered apartheid in South Africa, interviewed Dorothy Nyembe a year and a half after she had been released from her fifteen-year imprisonment, in August of 1985. Frederikse asked Nyembe if her prison experience had adversely affected her feelings towards whites, to which Nyembe responded, “No, really – I don’t even against them, even now” (No missing words, taken directly from transcript).[footnoteRef:28] Even after all she had endured while in prison and on the front lines before being imprisoned, she remained steadfast in that she would not give up the fight even after being released. Nyembe was asked if she thought she had sacrificed enough and if someone else should take up the fight. To this, Dorothy responded, “When there’s a year coming I was just thinking to come outside (and) stand on a platform…and tell them how much I wish to fight against this apartheid”, but furthermore, she added, “I know I will go back. I know I will die inside in jail, but I am not planning to remain and sit fold up my hands – no.”[footnoteRef:29] Nothing could deter her from continuing the fight and continuing her role to the extent that she had before her imprisonment. But now as the face of women in prison and as one of the numerous faces of women against apartheid in general, she remained as focused as ever and strived to fight for equal rights. Nyembe continued to believe that everyone should have equal rights and stressed that everyone, even whites, can live in South Africa. She said in response to whether or not white persons born in South Africa should leave, she stated, “No, white and black, Coloureds and Indian they must live together in South Africa as a human being, not hate each other, so that we must teach each other…and those who are not understand to sit together with other people we will teach them to knew that this South Africa’s belong to anybody.”[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Julie Frederikse. Dorothy Nyembe interview transcript (August 1985), South African History Archive, August 5, 2009. p. 4. ]  [29:  Frederikse. Dorothy Nyembe interview transcript (August 1985), p. 6. ]  [30:  Frederikse. Dorothy Nyembe interview transcript (August 1986), p. 4] 

	While she did stand for equal rights for everyone, following her release from prison in March 1984, she joined and became active in the Natal Organization of Women (NOW), thus exemplifying her continued efforts even after serving the longest sentence for a political woman prisoner. While working with NOW, she continued to advocate for better opportunities for all women, particularly in regard to education and developing leadership skills, while continuing to advocate on behalf of women with respect to concerns such as rent increases, transportation costs, poor education and lack thereof, and lack of child care facilities.[footnoteRef:31] All of these factors, which were common tactics employed by the apartheid regime, were done so in order to suppress women. Grace Motaung, the journalist from the same issue of Dawn, listed Nyembe along the likes of other notable women as role models that young women should emulate. Motaung wrote that, “Young women in South Africa…must learn about the struggles of other nations and their courage to fight for their people, and the heroism displayed by women like…Albertina Sisulu, Winnie Mandela, Dorothy Nyembe, Florence Matomela, Ida Mntwana…These are the women who could not fold their arms while their children were faced with starvation, disease, inadequate education and other evils by apartheid. Young women of our country must follow in the footsteps of these heroines with determination and fight for freedom in their life-time.”[footnoteRef:32] This was the standard that Nyembe set as an activist, leader, woman, and human being which set the bar for her peers, comrades, and for future generations of people, especially women.  [31:  
]  [32:  Motaung. “MK Women Forum: To Make 1984 Another Landmark,” Dawn, October 31, 1983, p. 25.] 

	Dorothy Nyembe, although not as well-known as other figures in the fight against apartheid, was the face of women in prison and of the women’s struggle against apartheid. Even though there is not much written about her, the few things that are written about her hold true as, “she was one of the pioneer Members of the National Assembly and one of the founding mothers and fathers of the South African democratic constitution.”[footnoteRef:33] She was a living example of overcoming hardship and discrimination on two different spheres, which were the color of her skin and her biological sex.  As an active leader in the plethora of organizations that she was a member of, as South Africa’s longest serving female political prisoner, as a black South African woman, and as a human being, Dorothy Nyembe, rightfully became the face of women in prison and of the women’s struggle for freedom against apartheid South Africa. [33:  “Dorothy Nomzansi Nyembe,” South African History Online, 2011.] 
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