	



[image: ]
Fighting SUS Project Learning Resource


Martha Osamor Oral History 

Martha Osamor is a Nigerian-British politician, community activist and civil rights campaigner. Martha was one of the founders of the Scrap SUS campaign and the United Black Women’s Action Group (UBWAG) in Tottenham who later became part of the Organisation of Women of Asian and African Descent (OWAAD).  Her expertise and long experience as a civil rights campaigner was recognised by the UK Parliament and on 26 November 2018 she became a member of the House of Lords as Baroness Osamor of Tottenham in the London Borough of Haringey and of Asaba in the Republic of Nigeria.

Her story demonstrates how communities came together to support each other and campaign to make a change in the 1970s and was chosen by the Fighting SUS team as it represents the centrality of black women to community action.
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Martha was born in Nigeria and had been a teacher there before moving to the UK to join her husband in 1963.  She was shocked at the conditions of the housing and the racism faced by the Black community in London and began meeting with other women in her local area, to discuss issues that were important to them. Eventually they became the  United Black Women’s Action Group and campaigned on issue of housing, education, and racism in their area.  

They also became part of the Scrap SUS Campaign to campaign for changes in the law in the 1970s and Martha was involved in campaigning with the Tottenham Law Centre for the repeal of the SUS law.  The SUS law (section 4 of the Vagrancy Act) was eventually repealed in 1981 following uprisings in Brixton and the resulting Scarman report. For more background on the SUS law and its repeal, see the timeline in the resource pack.  

Listen to Martha talking about her experiences of gathering an enquiry into the use of the SUS law on her estate on the LISTEN page: https://fightingsus.on-the-record.org.uk/listen/

Realising that the issues faced by the community in Haringey were mirrored in other parts of London, Martha and the United Black Women’s Action Group joined with the Organisation for Women of Asian and African Descent (OWAAD) which had been founded in 1978 by Stella Dadzie to represent the struggles and experiences of women in  equality movements in Britain. 

'As Black women, we suffer a triple oppression- based on our race, our class and our sex. We therefore need our own organisations and groups which can fight on all three fronts.' OWAAD Constitution 1978

OWAAD Campaigned on issues including domestic violence, racism, reproductive rights, education, policing, immigration and deportation, and women’s rights at work. 


Further Information:  

‘Martha Osamor: Unsung hero of Britain’s Black Struggle’ 2015 article by the Institute of Race Relations:
http://www.irr.org.uk/news/martha-osamor-unsung-hero-of-britains-black-struggle/

Martha’s page on the UK Parliament website: https://www.parliament.uk/biographies/lords/baroness-osamor/4711

For more information on OWAAD, and to hear from their founder Stella Dadzie and other campaigners, explore the Sisterhood collections at the British Library:
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/sisterhood/clips/race-place-and-nation/civil-rights/143178.html

For more information on the Black Women’s Movement in Britain, including a timeline, see the collection guide for the Black Cultural Archives: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a01baa7d7bdcee985c80c15/t/5a08920ae2c483d6cb7d8229/1510511116192/2016_Womens-Movement-updated.pdf

https://blackculturalarchives.org/learning/
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For more information or if you have any questions about the Fighting SUS project please contact info@on-the-record.org.uk
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