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I~TRODUCTION 

I am in agreement with Jacklyn Cock (1980:5), when she states that 

in South Africa very little research has been done in the field of 

domestic workers. 

This research is undertaken in the belief that sociologists and 

anthropologists in South Africa have a particular obligation to 

record the injustice and exploitation that surround us and of which 

we are often a contributing factor. The research not only tries 

to bring into the open the exploitation of the domestic workers, 

but also gives considerable attention to what these workers are 

saying. 

The domestic service constitutes one of the largest sources of 

employment for Africans in South Africa, yet it is largely under

studied. There has been no previous investigation of domestic 

workers in my area of investigation, and to date only a few 

comprehensive studies of domestic workers in South Africa have 

been done. The problem of few studies dealing with domestic 

workers, makes my task more difficult, as I have to question the 

accepted pattern of inequalities on which the entire social order 

of this country is based on. 
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AREA OF INVESTIGATION 

My area of investigation was restricted to an urban suburb of Tongaat, 

called Ghandinagar. Ghandinagar is a residential township consisting 

of about one hundred houses of which all have full ownership. This 

township is not a government project but a private concern, thus 

houses in the area are very expensive. This area is strategically 

placed in that it is 0,5 kms out of the main street of Tongaat, which 

means it is in the heart of Tongaat. 

RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

During my research~no specific technique....!. but rather several methods 

were used. The following techniques were used: 

(i) A search for historical sources. Here history text 

books on South Africa and also those on domestic 

workers were consulted; 

(ii) Observation - observation during the workers' daily work; 

(iii) The area was investigated to find the number of domestic 

workers employed. A figure of 35 was arrived at, of 

- which 28 were included in the sample. The reason for only 

28 workers being the sample, was that the remaining 7 

workers refused to be interviewed. The interviews were 

first done on an informal basis; this was followed by 

several other visits in which a questionnaire was used. 

In drawing up a questionnaire, I consulted and used 

parts of the questionnaires used by Jacklyn Cock. 



The reason for the above decision is that her 

questionnaire is fairly comprehensive. It covers 

nearly all issues I was investigating. 

CONSTRAINTS DURING RESEARCH 

3 

One of the problems I encountered in Tirj research was that of fear 

and intimidation experienced by workers. Therefore information was 

difficult to obtain at times. Many feared imprisonment and 

repercussions from employers. In order to gain their confidence, 

I promised many workers that the interviews would be strictly 

confidential. In addition to this problem, I also had to 

cope with the state of emergency, which involved police 

and army presence. This police and army presence not 

only made the workers scared to discuss their working conditions, 

but even the employers refused to be of much assistance. Only 4 

employers were prepared to allow me to continue my investigation in 

the prevailing situation. Thus, most of the workers had to be met 

when the employers were not at home, away from work or when the 

police and army were not around. Thus, arranging interviews was 

another chief problem. As evident this research was done under 

extreme pressure and strain. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study attempts to describe and explain the framework of 

constraints in the lives of domestic workers in South Africa. 

The emphasis is on the significance of the system of production. 

Such an approach is important when one is writing about sexual 

and racial inequalities. Social inequalities along racial and 

sexual lines are frequently used.but do not tell us very much. 

In fact they mystify rather than explain. According to Cock 

(1980:10), 

"in cases of biologically based inequalities, 
such as the racial system in South Africa, the 
specific form of inequality is an absolute 
mystification ... telling us nothing whatever 
about its specific nature, because of the 
intrinsic insignificance of race and sex as 
causal determinants of the social inequality 
so of ten formally constituted in terms of them." 

The Marxist approach used in this research enables one to deal 

with the problem of mystification and avoids the limitations of 
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both idealism and empiricism. Empiricism tends to be too 

descriptive and rests on the false assumption that entities are 

independent of theoretical ones. The idealist assertion that racial 

discrimination is due to racial beliefs7 generated and maintained by 

ideological factors outside the economic system, is also avoided by 

the use of the Marxist approach. 
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It is commonly believed, especially in the South African context, 

that the political and ideological structure of society reflects 

the underlying economic base, that is~ 'vulgar determinism' or 

'mechanistic materialism'. Raymond Williams points out that 

determinism implies a single cause, which totally predicts and 

controls a social formation, while the notion of determination 

implies a conception of the economic level as generating pressures 

and defining the parameters of superstructural forms (Williams: 

1973:4). 

This is further expressed in Althusser's notion of 'over

determination', which basically involves two principles: the 

relative autonomy of the superstructural forms and their specific 

effectivity, and the determination by the economic level. According 

to Althusser, each social formation consists of several modes of 

production, but in each is the dominance of one mode against other 

modes of production. This can produce complex effects of dissolution 

or conservation of other modes of production (Althusser: 1970:89-128). 

In South Africa, it is the capitalist mode of production which has 

become dominant among the other modes of production. This mode of 

production in South Africa is characterized by the extreme extra

economic coercion of the majority of the labour force which is 

associated with slavery or feudalism. Feudalism did not emerge 

dominant, because the workers have been separated from ownership 

of the means of production; nor did slavery-since the appropriator 

of surplus assumes no rights of ownership over, or responsibilities 
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for, the person of the exploited. Thus, according to Jacklyn Cock 

(198O:II) the system in South Africa is the most perfect system of 

labour exploitation yet devised. 

A mode of production establishes the division of the classes and 

the forms of exploitation. Exploitation is frequently used loosely 

and very rarely examined. On the theoretical level, in Karl Marx's 

critique of capitalism, exploitation is one of a set linked concepts 

which provided an interpretative framework. On an empirical level, 

there has been a tradition in Academic Marxism to document and 

expose historicallyispecific situations of exploitation. Obvious 

examples are, Engel's exposure of the working class living conditions 

in ~anchester in 1844; and Marxs' eA-position of the exploitation of 

the Moselle vinegrowers in 1843 (Cock: 198O:II). 

In Marxist terms, the concept of economic exploitation is tied to 

the notion of surplus value. Surplus value can be explained as 

follows: the labour performed and the value created by workers, 

each consisting of two parts. One is labour required to produce 

the means of subsistence which Marx calls necessary labour. 

The value it creates is equal to that of labour power purchased. 

The extra work put in is surplus labour. This creates surplus 

value. Surplus labour, producing surplus value, is the source of 

profit. And the rate of exploitation is the ratio between surplus 

and necessary labour. Marx considered the worker in a capitalist 

system to be exploited because he did not receive in the form of 

wages, the whole of the value produced by his labour. Thus the 
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exploitative character of capitalism is inevitable. It is based on 

the extraction of surplus value from productive labour. The meaning 

of 'productive labour' is problematic. J. Gardiner maintains that 

the difficulty originates partly from Marx's use of the concept in 

different contexts (Baker and Allen: 1976:110-113). Marx distinguishes 

between labour that is productive in general, that is,any labour 

that produces use value, goods or services that are socially useful, 

and labour that is productive from the point of view of capital, i.e., 

which produces surplus value. In Capital (Cock: 1980:12) Marx is 

concerned with the pure capitalist mode of production; the distinction 

between productive and unproductive labour is tied to wage labour 

working for capital which is technically indispensible to the 

production and distribution of commodities. In theories of 

'Surplus Value', this distinction centres on whether the labour is 

paid out of capital or out of revenue (which consists of profits and 

rent spent on consumption and wages). Thus, it would stand to reason 

that productive workers are those employed within the capitalist mode 

of production - whatever useful form their labour takes - whilst un

productive workers are those whose labour power is brought by 

capitalists (or workers) for personal consumption. 

Poulantzas (1973:30-31) states that whilst every worker is a 

wage earner, not every wage earner is a worker, producing 

surplus value according to the theories of surplus value. 

The wage earners in commerce, banks 
3
and industries cannot 

be included as productive workers in this Marxist analysis. 

Thus, this view would relegate the above workers to the 
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sphere of unproductive labour. This means that the people who 

produce service as a means of labour cannot be considered as 

productive labourers (workers). The major problem that arises 

from this argument, is that service workers are the most exploited 

group in the capitalist system. 

The form of exploitation is a complex one. Does the domestic 

worker produce surplus value? The problem that confronts academics 

here, is that the notion of surplus value rooted in productive 

labour cannot easily be transferred to housework,which is essentially 

reproductive work. Nevertheless it can be said that domestic labour 

is integral to the capitalist mode of production. Before dealing 

with how it is part of the capitalist system, one has to note that 

women normally fill this occupation. Thus, firstly the sexual 

division of labour which consigns the women normally to the family 

means that they are available to augment the reserve army industry. 

This industry reserve army is a crucial component of capital 

accumulation. Women, as part of it, drawn into production 

in times of boom or war, but are vulnerable to redundancy 

or short-time. In addition, women have an important role in the 

reproduction of labour power within the family. According to 

Marx, the maintenance of the working class is and must be a 

necessary condition to the reproduction of capital. In South 

Africa, this work is done mainly by females as mothers and wives 

(unpaid) in the home and by black women as paid domestic servants. 

Thus, this analysis will conclude that the domestic worker 

contributes to the circuit of capitalist production. It produces 



9 

use value which is necessary for the production and reproduction 

of labour power both on a daily and generational basis (Cock: 

1980:13). Generational reproduction involves the biological 

reproduction and socialization of children, while daily reproduction 

involves tasks of domestic labour like shopping, cooking, washing, 

cleaning, etc. The domestic worker also serves as an ideological 

function. 

The role of domestic worker can be illustrated in the following table: 

TABLE 1 THE ROLE OF DOMESTIC WORK IN THE REPRODUCTION OF 
LABOUR POWER A.J.'m THE RELATIONS OF PRODUCTIO~ 
(Cock: 1980:14) 

(a) LABOUR POWER REPRODUCED DOMESTIC UB0UR .:IBQUIRED 

Childcare C/R 1. Physical Maintenance 

2. Psychological Maintenance 

Housecleaning R 
Cooking R 
Laundry Work R 
Shopping C 
Sewing and Mending C 

Tension absorption and 
promotion of cordial 
family relations C 

Socialization of children C 

(b) RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION DOMESTIC LABOUR REQUIRED 

C 

R 

1. Ideological Maintenance Language, skills and 
socialization into class, 
race and gender relations C 

indicates a f~nction where paid domestic labour makes a 
contribution in some households. 
indicates that function is usually the paid domestic 
servant's responsibility in many South African households. 



From Table I, one would gather that the paid domestic worker is 

firstly a wage labourer, and thus subject to the discipline of 

the wage, with the situation that they receive less than they 

produce. Secondly, they play a major part in the reproduction 
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of both labour power and the relations of production. This means 

that the domestic worker is an important element in the indirect 

production of surplus value for capital. However, this analysis 

also brings out another important point. This is.that in South 

Africa the domestic worker has three roles: the role of housewife, 

the role of the domestic worker in households where the wife has a 

dual role and is also employed outside the home as a wage-earner. 

Their precise relation to capital is a very complex theoretical 

issue and is bayond my study. 

Nevertheless, this study attempts to show that domestic servants 

are among the most exploitable and exploited groups in South Africa. 

In terms of Marxist theory, oppression refers to the social, 

political and psychic effects of exploitation. These two concepts, 

oppression and exploitation,cannot be separated. Because the 

significance in this study is on produce as the determining factor 

for exploitation, it enables one to identify the structural relation

ships and historical processes which have created the exploitation 

of domestic workers, The sociological perspective enables one to 

connect structural and historical processes with individual biographies. 

Just as Jacklyn Cock has realized, so have I, that any study of 

domestic workers,has to be seen in their social context, particularly 



in terms of the constraints this context imposes, and at the same 

time to grasp individual meanings. As pointed out by Marx, 

individuals are the products of social relations and they are 

1 1 

to some extent trapped within these social relations. Marx wrote: 

"My standpoint ••• can be less than any other 
make the individuals responsible for relations 
whose creation he remains, socially speaking, 
however much he may subjectively raise himself 
above them." (Cock: 1980:15) 

The above view is one of humanism which recognizes that both the 

domestic worker as well as their employers are victims. In order 

to understand this view, one needs to explore the way in domestic 

servants and their employers define their situations, their 

typifications of themselves and others and the rules which defin~ 

how their reality is constituted and experienced in interaction. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

DOMESTIC SERVICE AS AN ALTERNATIVE TO STARVATION 

Over the last few cent~ries,a system of extreme social inequality 

has developed in South Africa. Its most prominent feature has been 

a system of racial domination, in which a relatively small group of 

whites has increasingly subordinated a large population of non-whites. 

In a world increasingly intolerant of racial discrimination, let alone 

social inequality in general, this system has become one of the major 

political issues and social problems of our epoch. Whatever the 

rights and wrongs of the situation, the past development and present 

nature of this system needs to be understood in all their depth and 

complexity. It is in this process of inequality anc discrimination 

that the domestic service of South Africa must be looked at. Viewed 

over the last two hundred years, the domestic service in South Africa 

was a kaleidoscopic institution. It has involved slaves, San, Khoikoi, 

'coloureds', Indians, Europeans and Africans as well. Its development 

reflects changing patterns of both racial and sexual domination. This 

chapter attempts to describe the process whereby domestic service 

was transformed into a predominantly black institution. It is 

suggested that domestic service involved levels of exploitation; 

that because of the low wages and poor working conditions it involves, 

whites escaped from it as blacks were increasingly coerced into it. 

Evidence to support this argument is presented in four main sections: 

(I) The period of initial contact between Dutch settlers and the 

indigenous pupularions. 

s~rv~ce included a 



significant number of Europeans, Khoikoi and slaves. 

(3) The initial incorporation of the African into the colonial 

economy through the institution of domestic service. The 

main factors propelling them into domestic compulsion. 
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(4) The maintenance of blacks in the domestic service until today. 

THE PERIOD OF INITIAL CONTACT: 1770-1820 

Within South Africa, Xhosa people lived and farmed in the area 

called 'Zuurveld' or 'Sour Grass Plains' for at least one hundred 

years before regular relations with white settlers began in the 

eighteenth century. By 1778 there was a ·common occupation of this 

area involving both operation in trading and employment and the 

periodic conflict bev~een black (Xhosa) and white. 

Xhosas working for the Dutch was reported as early as 1777. The 

Xhosa women were employed as domestic and agricultural servants, 

usually serving for a year at a time, but frequently remaining 

longer. They were generally paid for their services in beads, 

brass-ware, brass plates and sometimes clothing. Mrs Jane Gardner 

in her statement of 13/1/1825 in Parliamentry Papers, 1835, reported 

that the Xhosas were glad to work for the Dutch (Cock: 1980:174). 

Thus in this eighteenth century pattern, the development of a 

permanent class of wage labourers emerged. It is also clear that 

these labourers were not always employed on terms of fair exchange. 



The Xhosa first gave cattle and labour without knowing its value, 

but a little experience having opened their eyes on these points 
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made alterations between them and the farmers a necessary consequence. 

This was one of the reasons for the wars between the Dutch and the 

Xhosa, i.e., the improper treatment of the Xhosa by the Dutch farmers. 

There is evidence that the Xhosa labourers relations sometimes 

involved duress, including the kidnapping of Xhosa children. The 

evidence for such a conclusion can be noted at the meeting between 

the Governor (General Janssens) and the Xhosa chief in May 1803, 

the chief asked that 'all Caffre children which have fallen into 

the hands of the colonists shall be given up'. This suggests that 

the capture of Xhosa children was already a common practice. This 

took place in order to use them as servants or slaves. Also 

during this period the San were often captured by the Xhosa for 

domestic work. By 1809, information surveys showed that an average 

of 13 Khoikoi were employed in each household. Their wages were 

meagre: an ox or a couple of cattle worth 40 or 50 shillings was 

the usual wages for a year. While these servants were more dependent, 

the treatment they received were often flagrant abuses. Thus, the 

relationships between the native peoples and white became strained. 

Also disputes as to ownership of land caused further dissatisfaction 

amongst the Xhosas and San. 

The introduction of the 1820 settlers was during a critical situ

ation. By the time they arrived two crucial themes had already been 

, 
established in South African history: economic relations involving 
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co-operation, labour exploitation, coercion and conflict between the 

colonists and the indigenous people and the native peoples losing 

their lands. This was the context to which the 1820 settlers came. 

THE PERIOD OF TRANSITION 1820-1890 

The 1820 settlers must be looked at with in the context of the 

frontier problem. The main reason behind the importing of settlers 

to the Eastern Cape was for them to act as a buffer for the Dutch 

and to secure the frontier. Some settlers brought with them their 

domestic servants and for the next 50 years domestic service included 

a significant amount of Europeans. The shortage of jobs in Britain 

led !llany British to come to South Africa (Cape) as servants. One 

of the regulations for emmigration was that they could be servants 

in order to qualify for immigration. As it turned out for many of 

the emigrants, the first stage of a route of escape from poverty 

in Britain was the domestic service in South Africa. 

The people coming from Britain were used to the idea of servants being 

constrained by a lack of education, lack of alternative occupational 

opportunities and by class-based definitions that were current at the 

time. The conditions of these workers were harsh: their wages were 

low, lodges were uncomfortable, airless and sparsely furnished and 

working hours were often long and irregular (15 to 18 hours per day). 

The employer also adopted a superior position and the subordinated 

status of the servant was unquestionable. The servants were virtually 

isolated from their employers. Servants were regarded as members of 
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a separate racial group, whose only contact with people was through 

daily chores. Within this structure the relationship be~ween 

employer and domestic worker varied from kindly paternalism to 

extreme brutality. These workers were seen as being irresponsible, 

secretive, and unable to work without close supervision. In addition 

they were perceived as being lazy, dishonest, often stupid, lacking 

in initiative, ungrateful and inferior (Cock: 1980:180). 

These class-based attitudes were transported to South Africa and 

quickly incorporated into a racialist ideology which then operated 

to legitimize the system of domination. The situation of the 

domestic workers in 19th century Britain can be applied to South 

Africa previously and presently. From about 1840, the urgency to employ 

Europeans as domestic servants diminished considerably and a racial 

change towards the occupation began. For the next forty years 

domestic service may be seen in a period of transition, transformed 

from a predominantly European to a predominantly black situation. 

The crucial factors being: an increase for domestic workers and 

a decrease supply of Europeans willing to be domestic servants. 

Europeans began to move into other occupations and their places 

were filled by the indigenous population. The shortage of domestic 

labour provided the main impetus for the black domination in the 

work category. 



DOMESTIC WORK AS AN INITIAL POINT OF INCORPORATION OF 

AFRICAN WOMEN INTO THE COLONIAL ECONOMY 
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Domestic work constituted one of the initial points of incorporation 

whereby the conquered population was absorbed into the colonial 

economy. This economy was structured by the capitalist mode of 

production. In South Africa, throughout the 19th century,the 

Europeans transformed the structure of ownership of the conquered 

population into a new system of production, the men and women into 

agricultural and domestic labour. This involved the separation of 

Africans from ownership of property in the means of production and 

a consequent dependence upon employment by the owners of such 

property, as wage labour (Kiewiet: 1957:48). 

In the 19th century process of proletarianisation, the main factors 

initially propelling men and women into domestic work involved a 

degree of coercion. They can be outlined as follows: 

(a) Direct Coercion - this was done by means of capturing women 

and men and taking them as slaves; 

(b) Economic Compulsion - the most important factors here were 

the increasing pressure upon land as they appropriated more 

and more; and displacement and dispersal because of War. 

The groups, the Mantatees and the Mfengu were important in 

this aspect. 



In 1823 a group of refugees from the north, later known as the 

Mantatees, came into the area near the confluence of the Vaal 
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and Orange rivers. They were routed by the Griquas and Bechuanas, 

but many women and children were left behind. The missionaries 

attempted to save some,.suggesting they would make good servants. 

The Mfecane dispersal of the African tribes westward by the main 

Zulu state provided the Cape with significant numbers of blacks 

for agricultural and domestic service. These people namely, t!'he 

Zizi Hluli and Bhele became known as the Mfengu and were wandering 

about seeking employment. After the frontier war and the Mfocane, 

their need for survival was so great that they not only offered 

themselves for domestic employment,but also their children. This 

was a perfect situation for the Cape Government and its people to 

secure cheap labour. Thus the government permitted contracts to 

be signed to employ domestic workers. As more blacks came into 

the Cape, labour got cheaper and more easier to obtain. 

It was not only the wars and famine that forced the blacks towards 

the domestic service, but also the systems of individual land tenure 

and taxation laws. Referring to the first poll tax introduced in 

1848 by Sir Harry Smith, Macmilliam wrote, 

"For the Xhosa and in the long run for most 
of these tribes, the effect of the tax was 
to leave them only a stark cpoice: either 
they must subsist us best they might on their 
own remaining -land, otherwise, and more 
innnediately they must undertake the only paid 
employment then offering poorly paid service 
on a colonial farm." (Cock: 1980: 203) 



The tax established by the Glen Grey Act (1894) was imposed on 

every adult male, but the pressure to leave the subsistence 

economy and become a wage labourer was on the whole family unit. 

Furthermore, the missionaries and traders accelerated the move 
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by Blacks towards wage employment. The mission schools were a 

civilizing influence which taught habits of industry, the 

necessity of wearing European clothes and following European ways) 

stimulated the need for a cash income. These factors increased 

black employment throughout the nineteenth century. 

The initial area of contact, Eastern Frontier,employed Xhosa 

throughout the Frontier Wars of 1830's-1850's. All pretence 

of segregated Frontier had been abandoned by officialdom in 

1828 when passes were issued for Mguni migrants who wished to 

enter the service of farmers. Ordinance 49 allowed for the 

above situation a key piece of legislation which in many ways 

had a decidedly modern ring. Ordina~ce 49 was an attempt to 

regulate the flow of labour. It not only provided for the 

admission of Ngumi into the colony, but also tried to regulate the 

terms of admission and employment throughout contact regulation 

and a pass system. The contracts provided for the worker to have 

his family to be present with him, sufficient food and decent 

clothees to be provided and wages to be paid in the form of 

money (Macmillian, 163:88). 



Donaldson (1974:346) in his work shows that the efficient 

operation of the ordinance required an administration machinery 

which was lacking especially in the frontier districts. 

Consequently, there was a problem with regard to whether the 

terms of the contracts were maintained. Evidence seems to point 

that the terms were kept. They received the lowest wages and bad 

accommodation and families were allowed. 
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As domestic work became increasingly transformed into a predominantly 

black institution, no attempt what so ever was made to improve 

conditions of work. The chapter completed suggests that the 

domestic service is a social institution that reflects changing 

patterns of domination. It was always characterized by level of 

exploitation; because of the low wages and poor working conditions 

it involved, whites escaped from it as blacks were coerced into it. 

The following section attempts to decide how these blacks were 

controlled as capitalists penetration were forward. 

Maintenance of Black Domestic Workers 

The analysis of Domestic Workers must take into account that the 

workers and their employers are not free and equal participants in 

interaction. This interaction is controlled by and shaped by the 

structure which controlls the distribution of power and resources 

in South Africa. These structures define the relationship between 

whites and blacks as a "master-servant relationship in all spheres 

and is enclosed by a variety of effective controls and sanctions 

(Johnson, 1970:136). 7his is a system that forces Africans to work 
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for whites at bare subsistence wages, deprived of all basic rights 

to assert their interests freely and legally and subject to labour 

controls. Thus, the enormous power and prosperity of White South 

Africans is based on the systematic exploitation of African labour. 

This exploitation can be seen in the domestic worker-employer 

relationship, which would show the inequality of the system. 

(a) RACIAL DISCRIMINATION 

The exploitiveness of the do~estic worker is derived largely from 

the system of racial domination which blacks in South Africa 

experience. This system is seen to have various measures of racial 

discrimination which maintain the blacks in a subordinate position 

and this is legitimized by a racist ideology. There are five 

important levels at which these measures work, these being political 

rights, property and residence rights, employment, education and 

income. This racial domination is the way by which whites in 

South Africa maintain power and authority. 

According to Johnstone, historically, white owners of land in 

the means of production in South Africa developed their system of 

class domination as one of racial domination. Restricting the 

property ownership and political rights of non-whites as well as 
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subjecting them to various forms of extra-economic compulsion and 

domination served to perpetuate the economic dependence of the non

white population and to serve the whites with labour (Johnstone: 

1976:23). This means that Johnstone views the system of racial 

domination as a specific form of class domination erected by white 

land owners. This domination 1.s seen in terms of "class colour 

bars". These are exploitative colour bars which generate both 

'property colour bars" and "employment colour bars". The "employ

ment colour bars" were developed as a result of white insecurity 

with regards to work. This insecurity of the white working class 

can be related to two conditions. Firstly, proletarianisation -

the condition of being separated from the ownership of property 

in the means of production and consequent dependence on employment. 

Secondly, the forced labour system,which secured the majority of 

black workers. This created cheap non-white labour, which 

encouraged employers to use them to make maximum profit and limit 

wage expenses. This insecurity led to "employment colour bars". 

These consisted of "job colour bars" which restricted certain 

unskilled jobs for whites, namely in the railways, harbours, and 

postal service. Thus, the racial system in South Africa was 

developed as the result of the insecurity of the white worker 

generated by the capitalist mode of production. 

The 'job colour bar' could be said to have four components: 

first, statutory, originating in the Mines and Works Act of 1926 

and elaborated in 1956 when Section 77 was added to the Industrial 

Conciliation Act to safeguard against racial competition. Under 
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this Act, a Minister may, after an Industrial Tribunal investigation, 

apply a legally forced 'colour bar' to any sector of economy. Such 

'colour bars', have applied in industries including building, 

clothing, footwear, furniture, liquor and catering trade_ and motor 

Another set of restrictions on blacks operate through the Environment 

Planning Act which establishes quotas of workers for the different 

industries. Secondly~ labour agreements ensures that most skilled 
I 

jobs are available only to members of recognised trade unions 

(registered ones only). Thirdl~ the Africans were less educated 

and skilled than whites. Lastly, blacks were excluded from certain 

jobs by the racialists ideology. Thus~the 'job colour bars' exploit 

the Africans and protect the class interests of white labour. 

'Exploitation colour bars' in turn 'property colour bars' 

which serve to secure and maintain the separation on non-whites 

from ownership of property in the means of production. These 

production laws are the basis of the capitalists system established 

by the whites. The key piece of legislation in this regard is the 

"Native Land Act of 1913" which gave 87% of territory in South Africa 

to whites, and which non-whites could not purchase. The separation 

of blacks from land compelled non-whites to seek employment. 

According to Legassick, this was done in order to remedy the 

shortage of labour on the white farms (Leggassick, 1927:I). ,, 

Even Wilson and Bundy maintain that the pressure behind this 

Act came from those who wanted to maintain cheap labour by reducing 

squatters and share croppers to the level of labour tenants (Wilson 

Bundy, 1927:71) land for the Blacks forced them to acquire wage jobs 



(Callinocs, 1981:24). Thus~ the conquest of blacks and the 

appointment of their lands is at the basis of migrant labour 

system, whereby cheap labour supply is secured. 
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This migration of blacks is primarily controlled by the pass system 

and the contract system. The pass system is a system of movement 

control and labour regimentation serving to strengthen the white 

hold on non-white workers by controlling and directing their 

movements. The pass system was secured by a complex legislative 

framework, in which the 1913 Native (Urban Areas) Act was crucial, 

as it restricted Africans from entering white areas. 

Each amendment of the Act made it ~ore difficult for Africans to 

enter urban areas and settle there with their families. In 1930 

the Act was amended to give local authorities the power to exclude 

African women from towns unless they certified proof that they had 

accommodation. 

In 1952 the Natives Act introduced the Reference Book which was 

issued to all Africans and made it offensive not to possess one. 

An amendment to the Native Act in 1952 ensured that all urban 

areas were automatically proclaimed and influx controls operated 

in them. It also established that no African could remain in a 

proclaimed area for more than 72 hours unless they could comply 

with certain qualifications. This was later qualified only by 

place of birth, or 15 years residence or ten years continuous 

employment by the same employer. 
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The blacks who did not have jobs had to live in the Bantustans 

which functioned as labour reservoirs for the centres of capital 

accumulation. Labour from the Bantustans are brought to the 

centres of industrial production under contract according to the 

needs of capital. This is migrant labour. The contract system 

is perpetuated through a system of national labour bureaux, whereby 

the government wields very wide powers over black workers. Under 

the Bantu Laws Amendment Act of 1964, no African may leave the 

Bantustans unless he obtained a contract of employment through 

the government labour bureau. Such contracts were only valid 

for a year. This ensured the worker's vulnerability to the white 

employer, because when he/she is fired)they had to return to the 

the Bantustans (Cock, 1980:235). 

These controls amount to a system of forced labour. The purpose 

of the pass system and contracts system was to ensure the extreme 

powerlessness of blacks in general and their exploitability in 

particular. A further way in which blacks are at a disadvantage 

and therefore exploited, is by the denial of free and equal access 

to education which has resulted in blacks lacking scarce and valued 

jobs. The most obvious inequality is the gap in state spending for 

education. In 1970 Africans who constituted 70,9% of the population 

received 11,4% of education expenditure (Cock, 1980:237). In the 

year 1976-77, the following per capital expenditure on school pupils 

of the various populations has been quoted: 

Whites R654,00 per capita 

Coloureds R157 ,59 per capita 

t\.c.,..;,,~-r,,::: ?~iS,55 ;~~ ·' .... ~ 1.: 3. 



There is also no compulsion for(th~ blacks to attend school. 

Thus, in 1970 the whole age group of whites between the ages of 

7-16, i.e., 98% were actually at school, but only 64% of Africans 

were at a school, but the drop-out rate in schools is dramatic. 

By standard 3, half the number in black schools have dropped out 

and one in five drop out in the very first year. 

Out of a total population of 4,5, only 2% reach standard 7 and 

only 2 in every I 000 reach matric (Cock, 1980:237). These 

figures show the inadequate conditions in African schools, which 

are illustrated by high student-teacher ratios (in 1957 it was 

1:55,8 overall in all black schools, but 1:22 in white schools) 

and poorly qualified and poorly paid teachers (10% in 1957 had 

a matric certificate. (Cock, 1980:237). Blacks access to skilled 

employment is restricted by educational discrimination. 
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Finally the racially discriminatory franchise and system of 

government has left black workers without meaningful political 

rights. They are denied a vote in the central parliament. In 

addition black trade unions work under constant operative 

difficulties. These two factors show that blacks are in a very 

poor bargaining position, enabling them to command only low wages 

and poor working conditions. Thus the denial of the vote and 

rights such as workers in capitalist societies have secured, serve 

to maintain the extreme powerlessness of blacks and the exploit

ability of their labour. Thus employers assume an absolute 

authority of their labour. The underlying assumption here is 
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that the employer has the right to set wage rates and other 

conditions. Thus one can conclude that powerlessness, vulnerability 

or ultraexploitability of domestic workers derives largely from the 

system of racial domination. 

(b) DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF SEX 

Given that domestic service is largely a black female occupation, 

one cannot understand the situation of these workers without some 

analysis of the situation of black women in South Africa today. 

While both Black and White women are subject to discrimination on 

the basis of sex, the system of racial discrimination provided 

Indians, Coloureds and especially White women with mechanisms of 

escape from this structure of constraints. This is unfortunately 

not so with black women. Discrimination on the basis of sex is 

extremely widespread. Capitalism in South Africa inherited a sex 

based division of labour and sex relations of property and authority, 

together comprising a system of sexual domination. These were 

incorporated and reshaped within the capitalist system of 

production in South Africa and become active components. Various 

measures of sexual discrimination serving to maintain women in a 

position of dependence; and sexist ideology serving to legitimize 

this independence. These form a structure of constraints effectively 

limiting women at the schools of employment and education. 



(a) LEGAL RIGHTS 

Legal systems were used by Durkheim as an index of type of social 

solidarity (Cock, 1980:241). H.J. Simons suggests that the legal 

capacity is an important index of status and power. It indicates 

a person's ability to uphold or penalize (Cock, 1980:241). A 

person has full legal capacity when, without assistance, he or 

she can independently make contracts, acquire own property, sue 

and be sued, and enter into other legal transactions. 

According to Jacklyn Cock, native (African) women in South Africa 

have no legal capacity. They cannot own property in their own 

right, enter into contracts without the aid of male guardians. 

Women are seen as perpetual minors irrespective of their age or 

marital status and are therefore subject to the authority of the 

men. This situation must be seen in the context of African 

customary law. Common (western) law notions such as ownership, 

contract and status are saturated within an individualism that 

is foreign to traditional South African culture, in which the 

rights of both men and women are submerged in the group. Thus, 

in Africa culture, the family rather than any single individual, 

had full legal capacity. Within this unit each member had a 

clearly defined position with recognsied rights and obligations. 
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The problem for women is further heightened by the capitalist 

system. According to Simons (1968:187), African women are·further 

inhibited in terms of the mentioned modernized customary law, then 
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they were before industrialization. He regards the laws concerning 

women as being badly co-ordinated, inconsistant, often obscure, 

reactionary and lacking in certain essential qualities of adequate 

legal systems, i.e., certainty, uniformity and flexibility and 

this may be related to two factors. Firstly, the courts imposed 

by an alien colonial power concerned with capital accumulation 

and maintaining political dominance, have interpreted the law 

to women's disadvantage. Secondly as the capitalist mode of 

production has become dominant, and as women have been incorporated 

into the capitalist system, they have outgrown the status assigned 

to them in the traditional pre-capitalist society. These dis

abilities of black women created by the discrepancy between the 

two legal systems is illustrated in the Natal Code of Law, Law 

No. 19 of 1981. This code states that an "African female is 

deemed to be a perpetual minor and has no independent powers 

save to her own person •••• No matter how mature or educated, 

they are placed under male guardianship. This guard is usually 

the father or husband, but can also be unknown relationship or 

even the woman's own son." (Cock, 1980 :242). 

Women may not leave home or seek employment without the consent 

of their guardians. All their earnings are regarded as their 

guardian's property and are at his disposal. This law mentioned 

the income of women, and midwives, but no0t of teachers, nurses, 

doctors, domestic or factory workers. Women in their occupational 

roles do not have greater legal control over their earnings than 

women occupying traditional roles in peas·ant comm.uni ties. Under 



this code, African women in Natal cannot sign contracts or 

institute legal proceedings without the assistance of their 

guardians. Whatever their age, they must have consent before 

they could marry. They could not even be guardians of their 

own children. The mother had no say in the children's life. 

Section 28 of the Code makes provision for emancipation from· 

the Natal Code only if they are unmarried. 

Evidence has shown that relief this way appeared to be remote 

because of the conservative government and rapacious guardians. 

This illustration is an excellent example of racial and sexual 

domination within the legal system. The influx control system 

is the structure of legal constraints experienced by African 

women. The Native Consolidation Act No. 25 of 1945 stated that 
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African women as well as men were made subject to the restrictions 

of influx control. In South Africa, African women do not have what 

are considered basic rights throughout the world: that is the right 

to live with their husbands and lead a normal kind of life. Any 

African woman who was born in the Homelands who marries a man 

qualified under Section 10 of the Bantu Urban Areas Act of 1964 

to live in an urban area, may not normally live with her husband. 

She may be granted visiting permission sometimes. If, on one hand, 

she is qualified to live in the area, then she is sent to the home

lands. The government's idea is that the migrant labour force must not 

be burdended with superfluous appendages such as wives, and children 

and dependents who could not provide service. A small percentage of 

black women qualified for Section 10 rights. However, obtaining 



31 

housing for the family was quite often a difficult task. A woman 

living in an urban township may lose her house and be endordse out 

if she is widowed or divorced. Landlords have had the reputation 

of just removing people without notice. 

In terms of the Bantu Labour Act (Act No 67 of 1965) and the Bantu 

(Urban Area's) Act (Act 23 of 1945), as well as the Bantu Labour 

regulations, African women from certain areas or townships may only 

work in certain areas. That is, women have no freedom to choose the 

area in which they would most like to work. A woman could also be 

prevented from being transferred with her employer. In these 

circumstances labour was immobile and made workers very dependent 

on their employers, thus very little opportunity to fight for their 

rights, i.e., for better working conditions, better wages and 

better housing. 

It is where there is a convergence of racial domination and sexual 

domination, that the disabilities of African women are the greatest. 

Sexual domination is experienced by all women in South Africa and 

this can be reflected in the legal system. There are great 

differences in the legal~system with regard to men and women. 

These differences invariably amount to discrimination against 

African women. For example~ by the virtue of section 14(7) of 

the Public Service Act, 54 cif 1957, a female public servant 

automatically loses her job once married (Van der Vyer, 1976:21-30). 

However, the system of racial discrimination provided for Whites, 



Indians and Coloured women with mechanisms of escape from the 

structure of constraints generated by the system of sexual 

domination. These women have political choices - in practise 

their choice is limited. The political candidates are normally 

men. This situation could change with great women participation 

in economic production outside the house. 

EMPLOYMENT 

In the context of a racially and sexually segregated job market 

the entry to domestic service by African women predomination, 

meant access to wages. They got a foothold in domestic service 

when women of other races were not available or had escaped its 
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low wages and poor conditions or when employees found men more 

expensive to employ or harder to recruit, or when men were 

considered unsuitable. In the long run Africans stayed in domestic 

service because of a lack of alternative job opportunities. 

Tables 2 and 3 underline the importance of domestic service 

to African women, particularly in towns. 

In 1936, around 90% of the African women earning money in the key 

urban areas were in domestic service (Table 2, column 4). Even 

the figures for the three exceptions were above 80%. Although 

the centrality of domestic service to African and women's economic 

activity has diminished over time, the contrast with white and 

Indian women is stark (Table 3). For neither of these groups 

does domestic service now provide significant employment whereas 



TABLE 2 URBAN AFRICAN WOMEN SERVANTS AS PERCENTAGE OF GAINFULLY OCCUPIED IN 1936 
(1936 - Census, ix, xviii) 

Municipality Women over 10 yrs Gainfully No. Occupied % 

Cape Town 3,285 1,343 40,88 

Port Elizabeth 10,608 4,434 41,80 

East London 10,426 6,805 65,27 

Kimberley 5,583 2,433 43,58 

Pietermaritzburg 3,560 2,257 63,40 

Durban 12,507 6,539 52,28 

Pretoria 12,888 5,922 45,95 

Johannesburg 85,065 42,733 50,24 

Bloemfontein 13,630 5,895 43,25 

% in Domestic 

84,29 

91 ,25 

90,58 

· 96 ,55 

80,73 

84,23 

90,90 

90,61 

89, 18 

Service 

w 
w 



TABLE 3 

Eur.ope ans 

African 

Coloured 

Asian 

DOMESTIC SERVANTS AS A PROPORTION OF ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE WOMEN, 1936 AND 1970 
(1936 Census vii; 1970 Census Report No. 02-01-05) 

Economically -Active .Domestic Servant As a % of Economically 

)936 )970 1936 1970 )936 )970 

131,593 447,983 6,609 1,730 5,02 0,38 

300,573 1,985,947 241,230 641, 1 18 80,3 32,28 

72,784 252,412 55,)13 82,828 75,7 32,8 

3,710 34,365 J,024 1 , 771 27,6 5,) 

Active 
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for Coloured, African women, one in three is employed as a servant. 

Forty years ago, three out of four African and Coloured women 

earning wages were domestic servants. 

Tables 2 and 3 reflect successful movements of women, from 

different racial groups, away from the agricultural and service 

sectors of the economy into industry. The movement of black 

women has covered the shortest distance in this pattern; it has 

been largely from the agricultural to the service sector. Domestic 

service is now the second largest occupational category of African 

women, engaging 32,28% of all employed in 1970. 

White, Indian and Coloured women have generally left the agricultural 

and service sectors and are increasingly employed in industry, 

largely in clerical capacity. In general, African women are 

excluded from two categories of jobs commonly filled by women -

clerical work and shop assistants. The public service, banks, 

building societies and industry employed many women in administrative 

and secretarial positions. However, mostly Whites, Indians and 

Coloureds - very few Africans. 

Thus, race and sex discrimination kept black women out of the 

clerical,sales and factory jobs for which white women in South 

. Africa deserted for. The low wages and immobility of these 

servants made it possible for South Africa to retain its unusually 

large domestic servant sector in modern industry society. 
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Thus, two interpretations can be derived from the discussion of the 

last few pages. The first interpretation (usually presented by 

white middle classes) is that whites have moved from less

preferred, less-remunerated work into more pleasant, better-paid 

occupations, allowing non-white workers to fill the position 

vacated. The second interpretation (usually presented by white 

working classes) is that there was continual struggle between 

white and non-white in the labour market, in which the white 

worker has fought a rear-guard action against competition from 

non-whites. These explanations give the impression that the 

white mobility employment was purely their achievements without 

any help. This is not true at all. Government intervention and 

legislation was what led to whites' domination in the job arena. 

The following ~~o examples are of the 

white domination in the employment sector: 

lation that promoted 

(a) THE APPRENTICESHIP ACT OF 1944 (As amended) 

This act provide for written apprenticeship contracts 

registered with the Department of Labour in relation to 

over 100 skilled trades. Apprenticeship committees 

functioning in each industry in the various areas controlled 

admission. These committees consisted of representatives of 

employer organisations and trade unions and were responsible 

for recommending, alia, wages, leave conditions and hours of 

.work. One must take into consideration that these represent

atives were normally whice - no Africans were on these 

committees. Normally the Act makes no distinctions in 
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respect of race, but as the result of administrative controls 

there are now African apprentices and in some trades until 

fairly recently there were relatively few Coloureds or 

Indians. With the exclusion of non-whites in these cotmnittees, 

therefore had no bargaining power and lesser chances of 

proved employment. 

(b) THE ARTISAN TRAINING ACT OF 1951 

Introduced in 1951, this Act provides six to twelve months 

intensive theoretical and practical training of certain trades 

at government institutions, followed by three years of service 

to employers. The training expenses were paid by the state 

and the trainees received family maintenance allowances during 

the intensive part of their training. The training facilities 

were only available to whites, thereby constituting a further 

disadvantage to blacks. 

Thus, legislation did prevent blacks from attaining better jobs in 

the industrial field, promoting whites employment interests. Blacks 

were therefore coerced to that sphere of the employment sector which 

was vacated by white employees, who were attracted to the better 

working conditions and wages obtainable in the industrial arena. 

Blacks, thus, entered the domestic service. 



OOMESTIC WORKERS IN THE 197O 1 S AND 198O'S (REFORMIST TRENDS) 

The post-1976 period in South Africa has been called by Judy -

Seidman an era of 'facelift apartheid'. Many of the restrictions 
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of the Verwoerdand Vester regimes disappeared leaving the fundamental 

structures of political disenfranchisements, control, terrorisation 

and poverty unchanged. But in pointing to this appearance/reality 

------..::_dichotonomy, the changes initiated by the Botha"\~ regime must not 

be overlooked. 

A key group of changes are derived from the finding of the Wiehahn 

Commission. This Commission was set up to investigate labour 

lagislation. It made its first report in 1978, at a time when 

worker militancy had reached a peak. Ever since the 19SO's a 

large number of unregistered unions had been formed amongst the 

blacks. From the early 197O's workers had taken strike action 

and demanded higher pay, often winning significant concessions. 

The Commission set out to investigate and regulate this situation. 

The major reform that derived from this report was the'1.abour 

Regulations Act of 1981 which replaced the Industrial Conciliation 

Act of 1953. The earlier laws had excluded blacks from the 

definition of a worker and therefore prevented black unions from 

bargaining. The Labour Relations Act now allowed the registration 

of unions with black or non-racial membership and their participation 

in statutory labour relations procedure. 



However, the one significant area of labour legislation which the 

Wiehahn Commission neglected was that of domestic workers. As a 

result domestic workers are still not covered by the Labour 

Relations Act or the Wage Act, which stipulates a minimum wage 
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for each industry. There are thus no legal provisions for 

contracts of employment, negotiation procedures, sicknesses 

benefits or pension rights. In August 1981, the Wiehahn Commission 

tabled a report in Parliament recommending an investigation into 

trade union rights to farm labourers and domestic servants 

(Star, 29 August 1981). 

The Minister of Manpowe~ announced in February 1982, that the 

National Manpower Conn:nission would investigate methods of laying 

down minimum conditions of employment for workers in these sectors. 

However, he also stated that certain factors would make it 

difficult to institute formally or structures conditions, factors 

such as the intimacy of employer and employee (Sunday Times, 

22 February 1982). 

The suspicion of these Commissions and these reforms are expressed 

by many industrial workers has been echoed by the domestic workers 

unions, though as in industrial unions there is a division as to 

how the new proposals should be regarded. There are two main trends 

in the domestic worker unions. The first is associated with liberal 

and Church bodies like DWEP (Domestic Workers and Europeans Project) 

which have initiated projects amongst domestic workers, the second 

is a move forming unions which has originated with the union workers 



themselves. Two of them are the Domestic Workers Association 

and the National Domestic Workers Union. 
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The new trends towards unionisation amongst South African domestic 

workers allows for cautious optimism. In analysing the historical 

and structural aspects of the situations of the domestic workers, 

I have questioned the exploitability of these workers. Part Two 

ot my research attempts to prove that this exploitability is still 

prevalent today. 



CHAPTER TWO 

CASE STUDIES 

This research, as stated in the introduction, contains evidence 

from the 28 domestic workers interviewed. The experiences and 

views they express are common to others of their calling. These 

case studies are edited versions of successful interviews and 

often recall episodes in their present and previous employments. 

The case studies were obtained by questionnaires and interviews. 

CASE HISTORY NO 1 

Beatrice Mpolo Zulu 

Age: 34 (female) 
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Beatrice Mpolo was born in Empangeni (Zululand) on 6 July 1952. 

This was the birth place of her mother, Kantini Kgobani. Her 

father, Tamba Zondi Mpolo, was born in Swaziland, but later settled 

in the Zululand area where he met and married Kantini. He worked 

as a labourer on the sugar cane farm, while his wife worked as the 

maid. She took care of the house, yard and the dogs. She died 

when Beatrice was 15 years old. Beatrice, therefore, left school 

and replaced her mother as the maid on the estate. She also looked 

after her 3 sisters and 4 brothers. For 12 years, she worked on 

the farm. She was paid R25,O0 a week with rations of rice, bread, 

sugar, flour, mealie meal and ju~a. The family was forced to move 

when the father died. Pinetown, where Beatrice's brother got a job, 

was the noe home of the Mpolo family. 
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In the Durban area, Beatrice worked for the City Council for a 

year as a sweeper. She then married John Zulu and moved to Umlazi. 

Her husband refused to allow her to work, so she remained at home. 

In 1983, her husband died of an heart-attack. She was now in a 

predicament: 4 children, aged 8, IO, 11 and 12½, no job and no 

money. Fortunately, a friend working in Tongaat told her about 

the present job. She has now worked for these employers for 

years. Initially, her wages was R15,00 a week, and at present 

she receives the weekly sum of R35,00. 

Beatrice is a resident domestic worker, that is, she stays at her 

employer's house. She has a small room at the back of the house. 

Beatrice complains that the room does not have hot water. She has 

to either obtain hot water from her employer's house or heat the 

water herself. She works approximately 47 hours a wrrk; she can 

be called upon anytime to work. This angers Beatrice, because 

sometimes she is disturbed when sleeping. Beatrice was told there 

is no place for her children in her quarters, thus they had to 

remain in Umlazi. Beatrice maintains her family with the aid of 

her two sons who work. She states that this aid is essential to 

prevent her family from starving. 

The greatest disadvantage of her job, according to Beatrice, is 

the lack of regularity demanded by her employers; being a resident 

domestic worker, her services can be called for at any time. She 

also resents having only one week annual holiday in December, since 

this is the only time she can go home. She would prefer to see her 



children more often. Beatrice also complains that she does not 

have the time to go to church en Sundays, as do other domestic 

workers in the area; she does, however, pray in her room. She 

does have friends in Ghandinagar - also domestic workers - whom 

she usually meets when she goes to the shop. Beatrice is also 

dissatisfied with her wages. She claims it is too little to 

support her family. 
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With regards to her job, Beatrice states that it is the only job 

she can do. She is concerned about the suffering her family would 

endure if she is unable to send home a regular income. Beatrice 

also states that she will work until her children have better jobs 

and can maintain the family without her aid. She has no regrets, 

because she claims she does not have a choice about work. 

On my last visit to Beatrice, I noticed that she was packing her 

bags. She explained that she had been offered a job as a "cleaning 

lady" at a supermarket for a pay of R40,00 per week. At this stage, 

Beatrice's employers had already found themselves a new maid, despite 

having only a day notice. Beatrice also told me that she will now 

stay with friends. 

CASE HISTORY NO 2 

Beauty Matiwanu Sikalele 

Age : 26 (female) 

Beauty was born in 1960 in Umlazi near Druban. Her parents had 

initially lived in the , where her fathe= wo:.~ed as a night 
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watchman and her mother a dressmaker. Her parents had moved when 

her father obtained a job as a night-watchman in Durban. Here, her 

mother worked as a 'packing lady' in a supermarket. 

In 1978, when Beauty's father retired and her mother could not 

support her and her father, Beauty was forced to leave school; 

she was in standard seven. I was rather surprised about this 

apparently small family, and asled Beauty if she was the only child. 

She replied that she did have two elder brothers, who live in 

Mozambique. They had left in 1974, and since then had not supported 

her parents. 

Beauty had worked from 1979 as a domestic servant. In her first 

year, she worked in Redhili. This was followed by two years in 

Stanger. Since then, she has been working in Tongaat. When she 

worked in Redhill, she travelled daily by train. In Stanger, she 

was a resident worker. Now, she travels to work by train, which 

costs her Rl9,00 weekly. 

Beauty is the highest paid member in my sample. She earns R59,00 

per week. ,,She works a 48-hour week, starting at 7h00 and finishing 

at 15h00 everyday. She does not work on Sundays. She goes on leave, 

whenever her employers are on holiday. 

What Beauty most resents in her job is cleaning the floors after 

the baby messes, cleaning toilets and travelling to work. She states 

that she does not have time for hobbies, since she also has to clean 
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and cook at her house as well. Beauty is not yet married, but has 

plans of her getting married by the end of the year. She intends 

to have her parents living with her and her husband, who is a 

fitter and turner at Sasol. 

Beauty describes her work as a necessity to support her family. 

She claims her 'madam' as a very moody person. Beauty states that 

when she has to bear the brunt for her 'madam's problems, she feels 

like punching her. At other times, however, her 'madam' is very 

kind and helpful. Beauty does admit she would like another job. 

One point that Beauty made which is very significant to my study 

was that: 

"I only stay in the job, because I need it. 
I can leave today and someone else will get 
my job - so we (domestic workers) are the 
ones that have to worry, not them." (the 
employers). 

This statement is so true of the domestic service in South Africa. 

Case History No I is an apt example. 

CASE HISTORY NO 3 

Margaret Nomgcibelo Nhlapo 

Age : 46 (female) 

Margaret was bron in Emona, near Tongaat on I March 1940. She was 

the fifth of the seven children of Christien and Paul Nhapo. Her 

parents were formerly of Newcastle, where her father was employed 

as a supervisor on a farm. The Nhlapo family moved to the farm in 



Emona and were quite prosperous. Margaret's mother planted 

vegetables which she sold to the people in Tongaat. Paulus was 

also successful at his job and when he died in 1957, the family 

was left with R950,00 in the bank. 
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At the time of her father's death, Margaret was two month's pregnant. 

Seven months later, in April, she gave birth to a baby boy, whom 

she named Simangela. At this time, she was seventeen years old 

and had to leave school. She was in Std. 9. Margaret regrets 

having left school. "I wanted to be educated. I was clever at 

school." 

The baby's father, Mfana, had paid damages of R50,00 and had then 

disappeared. As in order to support her child as well as her two 

small sisters, she was forced to seek work. Her four elder 

brothers had left home, but did not provide for the family. 

The type of work acceptable to Margaret had to be a job near home. 

This proved quite difficult. Thus, when the job as a domestic 

worker was offered to her, she accepted without hesitating. Since 

then, whe has accepted innumerous number of jobs all as a domestic 

servant. 

Margaret travels to work by bus, which costs her R3,50 per week. 

She earns R25,00 per week. Her working hours are from eight in 

the morning to four in the afternoons. Sundays are her days off. 



Margaret was, throughout my interviews, very reticent. She was 

hesitant and appeared afraid of her employer. She always tried 
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to avoid any questions relating to her relationship with her 

employers. She did nto want to answer questions such as 'What do you 

not like about your employers?" and "Do you have any complaints?" 

All she said was the she was very satisfied. This was hard to 

"\ believe, especially B during my visits, she was scolded and 

shouted at frequencly. I attributed her attitude towards her --
employer to be fear, steIImling from insecurity as a domestic worker 

she feared losing her job. 

CASE HISTORY NO 4 

Phillis Boos a 

Age: 36 

Phillis has been employed as a domestic worker in Tongaat for seven 

years. Her previous working abode was in Doorinkop in Stanger. 

This was most convenient, since her family lives in Stanger. She 

was forced to seek another job when her employers moved to Johannesburg. 

Phillis has been working for this specific employer in Tongaat for 

four years. She is a resident domestic worker, since the distance 

between Tongaat and Stanger is 70 km. During her first few months 

of employment in Tongaat, she lived in Kwa Mashu. Although she left 

Kwa Mashu at about 4h30 in order to start work at 5h50, the earliest 

train frJm Kwa Mashu used to only arrive at the Tongaat station at 

6h15. In addition, her travelling expenses totalled R18,00 a month. 

At chis stage sG~ _ ~Y ~ar~6d Rl0,00 per week. Now after four years, 

she earns F19, ·· ,1. 
---::::!-.... 



48 

Phillis starts work at 5h50 and normally finishes around 20h30. 

However, she does work quite often much later than 20h30. She 

states that since she is a resident worker, her employer can call 

her at any time to help with the chores. Thus, her free time cannot 

be accurately calculated. She does, however, spend her free time 

sewing her clothes and planting vegetables in the small garden 

behind her room. Both leisure activities are motivated by the 

desire to save money. However, Phillis' attempts in the garden 

are not a success. Not only do the dogs dig up her vegetables, 

but repeated unfruitful attempts are becoming more expensive. 

Presently, she is saving money to buy a wire fence in order to 

surround the garden. 

Out of her earnings, Phillis sends R23,00 regularly (monthly) to 

her family in Dorinkop. Her family consists of her parents, two 

sisters and her five children. Her husband had died in an accident 

on the farm at which he worked. He was not compensated. She 

maintains her family would have been evicted had her sisters not 

been working as maids there. 

Phyllis's attitude to her job is one of indifference. Her reasoning 

is that she has to have a job to survive; she has done so - nothing 

else matters. When asked about her relationship with her employers, 

Phillis stated that no problem existed between both parties and if 

she had, it was not for anyone to know. Two possibilities can be 

accepted: either she prefers to solve and keep her problems to herself 

or she is afraid to talk about them - again the fear of being fired. 



CASE HISTORY NO 5 

Victoria Mashadi Siphika 

Age: 35 
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Victoria is a mother of 4 children, aged 8, 10, 14 and 15½ years. 

She earns R35,00 per week and works a 48 hour week, starting at 

7h00 and finishes around 15h00. Victoria has been working as a 

domestic worker for 15 years and this is her 3rd employer. At her 

first job she worked for 3 years with a wage of R12,00 a week. At 

her second job she worked for 10 years, earning R25,00 per week. 

She is now working at her present job for 2 years. For the first 

year she earned R30,00 per week and this year she was given an 

increase of RS,00 per week. With regard to her wages, Victoria 

states she would like to earn more because her husband earns only 

R200,00 a month. She has to pay for her children's school which 

includes buying clothes, books and other schooling necessities. 

Her husband and her also have to pay a rent of R100,00 a month; 

Travelling costs for her husband and herself total R30,00 a month. 

Her husband travels by train to work in Durban while she takes the 

bus to wrok. Thus with the bare expenses per month Victoria and 

her family find it difficult to survive. 

When Victoria finishes work every day, she has to go home and 

cook food, clean her house and wash clothes. Thus, she does not 

have very much spare time; therefore she does not have any regular 

hobbies. With regard to her treatment from her employers, Victoria 

states she is sometimes treated very badly. She is often scolded 

when she makes errors. Her 'madam' also swears her and speaks lies 
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about her to the boss. When asked why she accepts such treatment, 

her answer was a common one - often received from other workers, 

i.e., if she loses her job, she won't be able to get another job, 

and her family will starve. The worst aspect of her job is washing 

the floors after the baby (Employer's) excretes. She wishes that 

the madam would do the cleaning herself. She states that the baby 

often messes the whole house, making her job terrible. One of the 

positive aspects of her job is that she receives left over food to 

take home. 

Victoria, is hoping to get another domestic job in another district 

in Tongaat. If she receives the job, she states she will not 

hesitate to leave her present job. 

CASE HISTORY NO 6 

Bertha Kebute Seise 

Age: 26 

Bertha has just become a single parent. She gave birth to a baby 

boy 7 months ago. The father of the child claims he is not the 

father and refuses to marry her or support the baby. Before this 

episode Bertha stayed with her parents at Emona. But with the 

birth of the child, she had to find work because her parents 

could not support the baby. Bertha has a very large family of 

5 brothers, all under 20 years. Four of her brothers are still 

at school and one is unemployed. This makes it impossible for 

her parents to support the baby. Thus when her friend told her 

of the jcc, :~si~ ~ ~e~ e~?lcyers ?leading her case for the 

job. She ~Qr=:--~1 the =~~ with a wage of R25,00 a week. 
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Bertha is now working for 6 months. Her baby is left at home with 

her mother when she goes to work. She works from 6H00 to 17h00 

every day of the week. She travels home by bus, which costs her 

R10,00 per month. When arriving home she has to wash her clothes 

and feed her baby. She then has to help mother to do household 

chores. Thus, not enough time is spent with her child. Her child 

has already been to hospital twice, once for bronchitis and.the 

second time with malnutrition. The baby is thus receiving in

adequate care. 

With regard to her relationship with her employers, Bertha offers 

very little information. She states that she is happy with the way 

she is treated. This is, however, contradictory to the working 

situation which I observed. During my visits not only was she 

scolded but also bullied and embarrassed. Her employer justified 

this treatment by stating - "If you treat them very well, then 

they will rule you or even rebel." This sort of explanation is 

definately not an adequate one. It actually shows racial 

discrimination. But, then why did Bertha not complain? The answer 

is quite simple, she is afraid of losing her only means of earning a 

living. This fear is evident amongst most of the workers. 

The worst aspect of Bertha's job for her is leaving her baby at home 

to look after children. This is followed closely by an aspect of her 

job, washing the dog. According to her, the dog has fleas and ticks 

every day and wh2n washi~g it, she is often bitten. The only good 

aspect of her job she states, is that it offers her a chance to 
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to support her baby. When asked if she would prefer any other job 

her answer was yes but she also adds that it would be difficult 

because she has no qualifications for any other job. 

Thus, Bertha has been forced into the domestic service by circumstances. 

She is well aware that she has no chance of survival otherwise. 

Beatrice, Beauty, Margaret, Phillis, Victoria and Bertha are the 

six domestic workers discussed in my sample. Several aspects of their 

situations were common to all workers interviewed. The following 

factors will be discussed in order to show that their situations 

are common. These are wages, working hours, family and social 

lives, job satisfaction, their relationship with their employers 

and their rights as workers. 

WAGES 

The wages received by the 28 workers in my sample ranged from R12,00 

to R59,00 per week. Out of this sample, 20 workers were full-time 

workers, as defined by working at least 40 hours. The average wage 

was calculated to R25,71 per worker per week. 

Table 4 shows that almost 75% of the domestic workers earn less than 

R29,00 per week. Only seven workers (25%) receive over R29,00 each 

week. Only one of these seven workers received R59,00 per week. 

This wage was the highest wage in the sample. 



The problem of wage increases is not always sorted out when the 

domestic worker is employed. Domestic workers were not always 

informed whether they would receive a wage increase or how often 

a raise could be expected. Ten domestic workers, at the time of 
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my research, still received the wages they did
1
when they began work. 

In nine cases, workers did receive regular increases each year. 

Eight workers sid receive increases, but this was irregularly. 

The last worker had just started work with her employers in 

Ghandinager, and did not know when she would get increases. 

All workers informed me that they were uncertain of what their wages 

for the new year would be. One worker stated: "Increases come when 

the boss is happy or wins money." Several workers refused to ask 

for increases; they believe this would cost them their jobs. 

TABLE 4 WEEKLY WAGES OF DOMESTIC WORKERS 

Weekly Wages in Rands No. of Workers Percentage 

0-9 0 -
10-19 8 28,57 
20-29 13 46,42 
30-39 5 17,85 
40-49 1 3,57 
50-59 1 3,37 
60-69 0 -

28 99,98 
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One of the replies was: 

"I tried to speak to her for an increase but the madam 
said that she aouZd get another servant for aheaper wages." 

Others have given up asking for increases dur to the replies such as: 

"Never ask for an inarease" 

and 

"It is not your right to ask, I will deaide when you need 
an inarease." 

In this aspect of the study, that is, wages, it appears that there is 

very little bargaining power. This reflects the vulnerable position 

of the workers. 64,28% of the workers interviewed were told that 

they will receive before starting work, while 32,14% started without 

any knowledge of what they would be earning. One worker (3,57%) 

bargain for a starting wage. The following reasons were given by 

employers to workers when discussing wages: 

"I aannot give you wages until I see your work," or 
"I will start you if you 1iJork better, your wages would increase," or 
"If you don't give me problems, I would give you an increase." 

The manner in which the wages is discussed clearly reflects the 

vulnerability and powerlessness of the worker. Whisson and Wheill 

(1971:3) point out that fixing wages by employer without conciliation 

with the worker is the "traditional relationship" in South Africa. 

The employer states terms and the employer accepts them without 

negotiating. What one must understand is that the worker is in no 

position to negotiate. They are trapped within a structure of 

constraint which leaves them with little choice, alternative, 

employment or life-style. 
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TABLE 5 SIZE OF HOUSES - EXCLUDING BATHROOMS TOILETS AND KITCHENS 

Room size No. of houses % 

3-4 8 28,57 
5-6 14 50,00 
7-8 4 14,28 
9-10 2 7,14 

28 99,99 

Two types of arguments are frequently heard to justify the payment 

of such low wages: one concerns the unskilled nature of the work 

involved, and the other deals with the payment in kind. In the 

first case, although domestic work is traditionally regarded as 

unskilled, there is in fact, an enormous range of demands made upon 

the worker, skills accepted that the knowledge assumed and the trust 

and the responsibility involved. 

The majority of the workers 92,85% did general domestic work while 

7,14% (2 workers) were gardners. Some workers seem to do housework 

plus a range of other work, like shopping, washing the car, cleaning 

the dog and taking the children to school. 

If one has to have any notion of the amount of work these workers have 

to do, then it is important to take into consideration the size of the 

household workers work in and also the appliances available to them 

that would make work easier. In a study the average size of the house

hold was 4,5 persons. A large percentage, 65% were children under 

18 years. 
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The houses in the study varied from the average to large. An average 

size house is one which consists of 3-4 room house. A large house is 

considered to be a six or more room house. This definition of the 

size of houses excluded bathrooms and toilets, and the kitchen. 

Table 5 gives a clear indication of the size of these households. 

Eight of the houses that fell in the 3-4 category (average house) 

had two bedrooms, a lounge, and dining room. The second category 

(5-6 rooms), ten out of the 14 houses had 3 bedrooms, a lounge and 

a diningroom. Three houses in this sample of ten also had a s~udy. 

The remaining four houses had 4 bedrooms. These houses did not have 

a study room. In the third category, 7-8 rooms, I found these houses 

to have four bedrooms, a lounge, diningroom and in two instances a 

study room. In the final category (9-10) rooms, I noticed that in 

both cases they only differed from the third category because they 

had a T.V. room. All but 4 of the houses had garages and five of 

them had swi1IDIJ.ing pools. 

In the smallest house (3 bedrooms) the domestic worker has been 

working there for three years and was earning R37,00 per week. 

She stayed in a room adjoining the garage. She had to clean the 

house and the yard and once a week wash the car. In this household 

the husband and wife worked. In the largest house (9 rooms, 4 bed-
i 

rooms, lounge, diningroom, study room, T.V. room and play-room) the 

domestic worker h~d been employed for a year and is earning R30,00 

per week. She stays at the Hamhanati (African Township) in Tongaat 

and walks to work everyday - the distance being !.. km. Sr.·= 1:,-tal ks in 

order to avoid travelling costs. She starts work at 7h00 and finishes 



at 17h00. The employer's wife does not do very much work due to 

illness. She only cooks and does few odds and ends. 
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The above two cases highlight the difficulty these workers are placed 

in with regard to the amount of work they do daily. As seen only 8 

houses in the study of 28 houses are two bedroomed houses, the rest 

have large T.V. rooms. Cleaning up large houses is a difficult task 

for these workers especially in the face of low wages. 

TABLE 6 APPLIANCES AND FACILITIES AVAILABLE TO RESIDENT WORKERS 

Appliances and Number of Percentage Facilities Workers 

Stoves 4 33,33 

Fridges 8,35 

Radios 3 85,00 

Tables 10 83,33 

Single Beds 6 50,00 

Mattresses 4 33,33 

Sleeping Bags 2 16,66 

A Wardrobe 4 33,33 

Hot Water 10 83,33 

In keeping with being regarded as unskilled workers, domestic servants 

are not only given low wages, but are also paid in kind. These pay

ments in kind are frequently used to legitimize low cash wages. The 

problem here is that income in kind cannot be easily calculated. One 

example of such payments normally include food supplies. My argument, 

is whether payments should be taken into consideration, especially 

since most of the food given tc the -,:-rn--1--=-,...s are left-overs. Why doesn't 
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the employers give their workers a food allowance in cash to buy 

their own food? This will eliminate the problem of workers getting 

a day-or-more old food, and choice of food will be determined by 

workers and not by the employers. 

With regard to food received, some of the workers comments were: 

I only get vegetables - I don't like vegetables. 
The food is uncooked at certain times. 
I eat better food in my house. 
The eurrnd is excelZent. 
No complaints, I like the employer's food 

Unlike the English domestic worker whose greatest honour was the 

knowledge that one would have to wear a uniform. Nearly all workers 

(92,85%) in my samples - 26 workers did not wear uniforms. These 

workers were asked to dress up neatly. The remaining two workers 

were given uniforms. They were given two sets and were told to 

wear a set a day. 

26 workers (92,85%) had no help from their employers for their 

children's schooling. Two employers tried to help regularly with 

the worker's children's schooling. Both these employers were teachers, 

and provided books, pens, pencils, writing material and their 

children's old clothes and school bags. With regard to their 

personal problems, only two workers discussed their problems with 

"their employers. 
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TABLE 7 NUMERICAL AND PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF WORKING HOURS 

Hours worked per day No. of servants % 

40-44 3 10, 71 

45-49 10 35,71 

50-54 2 7, 14 

55 plus 13 46,42 

28 99,98 

TABLE 8 HOURS OF WORK 

' Starting Finishing Hours worked Number of 
% Times Times (including lunch Workers 

breaks 

06h00 17h00 11 1 3,57 

06h00 15h00 9 6 21,42 

07h00 15h00 8 5 17,85 

07h00 16h00 9 2 7, 14 

07h00 20h00 13 12 42,85 

07h00 21h00 14 1 3,57 

08h00 17h00 8 1 3,57 

28 99,97 
' 



The drudgery of the large amount of housework is in a few cases 

alleviated by modern technology. Twenty-six of these workers had 
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to clean the houses (sweeping, shampooing carpets, dusting furniture, 

washing floors), wash and iron clothes, sweep the yard, wash dishes 

as well as shopping. In these enormous tasks, only about 10 workers 

had the following appliances to help: washing machines, dish washers, 

polishers and vacuum cleaners. Eight workers had polishers and 

washing machines only, while 2 had polishers, and the rest (8 workers), 

had no appliances at all, which made work more difficult. 

The 12 resident workers were allowed to have appliances in their 

quarters. As shown in Table 6, only 4 workers had stoves, 1 had 

an old fridge, and 3 had radios. Ten workers had tables in their 

rooms, while 6 had single beds, 4 had mattresses on the floor and 

3 had sleeping bags. Only 4 workers had a wardrobe the rest had 

their belongings in boxes on the floor. Ten of the workers were 

fortunate enough to have hot water available to them. Out of these 

10, 7 had the water in their quarters, while 3 received hot water 

from their employers the other 2 made water hot. 

With regard to the use of the employer's appliances, no worker was 

able to use them. This does not mean the workers did not use the 

appliances. Some of them did so when the employers were not at home. 

The general trend was that employers preferred if their workers did 

not use their appliances. Thus it would stand to reason that not 

only had these workers difficulty in doing their work but had to be 

content in doing their own housework without modern appliances. 



The other workers did not discuss their problems with employers. 

The following reasons were given for their silence: 

She won't understand blaak people's problems. 
They don't have time for my problems. 
My problems are my business. 
I aan't worry them lilith my problems. 
I sort out my problems myself. 
My problems don't aonaern them. 
They are my problems most of the time. 

HOURS OF WORK 

The average hours of work done in the study was 62, 32 hours per 

worker per week. This figure includes the lunch breaks. Table 7 

shows that all 28 workers work more than 40 hours per week. Such 

long hours have been reported in other areas were similar studies 

have been carried out. A study of Clarke in Salisbury found that 
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the average was 63! hours per week; none of the workers worked less 

than 8 hours a day and some even worked 18 hours. While in Port 

Elizabeth, Wienrick found that 70% of the workers worked between 

9 and 13 hours a day while 12% worked longer than 14 hours daily. 

In her study in Cape Town, pektor found that the average weekly 

figure was 62%, while Cock's showed an average 61%. Cock (1980:329). 

Thus, my average figure of 62,32 hours is in accordance with previous 

findings. 

There are three domestic workers who fall within the 40-44 hour 

category. Two are gardeners who work a five day week, excluding 

weekends. They nonnally start work at 07h00 and end at 16h00. 



62 

The other workers worked six days a week, and started at 7h00 and ended 

at 15h00. These times given include a one-hour lunch break. In the 

second category (45-49 hours), all workers worked seven days a weke 

but their starting and finishing times at work differed. Six workers 

here start at 6h00 and finish at 14h00, while the four started work 

at 7h00 and finish at 15h00. In this category also the times 

reflected included the one hour lunch breaks. These workers worked 

a 49-hour week (58 hours - 7 hours). The noticeable point here is 

that all these workers travel to work. 

In the third category 50 to 54 hours, two workers were not resident 

workers. These workers started at 8h00 and finished at 17h00 from 

Monday to Saturday and worked from 8h00 on Sundays. On Sundays these 

two workers don't receive a lunch break. These workers work a 52 hour 

week (9 hours x 6) (Saturdays) = 54 - 6 (lunch breaks)= 48 hours 

plus 4 hours on Sundays. 

The final category consisted of 13 workers who worked over 55 hours 

per week. Out of these workers, twelve are resident workers. The 

worker that travels to work, works an 11 hour day. She starts work 

at 6h00 and finishes at 17h00 - a 77 hour week. She receives a 

1 hour a day lunch break, thus effectively she is working a 66 and½ 

hour week. She earns R40 for a week and travels to wrok by bus. Her 

travelling expenses are R3 per week. She is one of the workers that 

complains bitterly about the amount of time she spends working for 

low wages. Of the twelve resident workers the lowest hours worked 

by any one was 63 hours, while the highest was about 84 hours per week. 



What is significant about this category of workers is that these 

hours of work fluctuated most of the time. This was due to the 

fact that they were resident workers. The average wage for these 

workers was in the region R30-R40 per week. From this it is 

evident that the working hours are too great for the wages. They 

need to be paid more. 

Table 8 (hours of work-times) shows that 22 workers (78,57%) have 
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more than 8 hours of work per day. Twelve workers have a thirteen 

hour day while one worker has a fourteen hour day. The other six 

workers (twenty one, 42%) have around an 8 hour day. Of the twenty 

workers that have over an 8 hour work day, twelve of them are 

resident workers. An interesting point is that two of the workers 

who work for a thirteen hour day travel to work. One travels by 

train while the other by bus. The domestic worker's problem of 

travelling can be highlighted by these two cases. If the worker 

who travels by train misses her transportation, which is the last 

train (around 20h15) then she cannot go home. She stays in Kwa Mashu. 

She then stays at a friend's house in Hambanati. She has to walk to 

Hambanati which takes between 45 minutes to an hour. ni/s far she 

has missed the train twice. The second worker stayed in Buffelskloof 

in Tongaat. If she misses her bus, she has to walk home. The walk 

home is about one hour. Thus, late working hours do present a problem. 
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DAYS OFF PER WEEK (UNPAID LEAVE) 

Only three workers did not work complete weeks that is, every day 

of the week. Two of these workers are gardeners andwork a five day 

week - Monday to Friday, and the other works a six day week. The 

rest of the workers except one, works a six and half day week, 

work a seven day week. The workers that do not get days off are 

paid for those days, thus it is unpaid leave. 

Of the twenty four workers who don't get days off, twelve of them 

are live-in servants. The worker who received half a day week off 

worked only four hours on Sunday. One of the most common complaints 

about working on Sundays was that the workers could not attend church 

The worker that-received Sunday off gets it only because she has 

no transportation on Sundays. This evidence in my study is a total 

contrast to that of Preston-Whyte (1969:108) in her study of 

domestic workers in Durban. She found out that all full-time 

workers expect and require at least a day off. This does not only 

apply to my study only. According to Preston-Whyte, in Morningside 

and Durban North, workers receive Sundays and afternoons off. 

In order to appreciate these long hours of work, it is important 

to remember that most of these domestic workers are also workers in 

their own homes. On arriving home they have to cook, put the 

\ children to bed, was hi~ and ironi~ of clothes, before they can 

have soMe rest or go to bed for the night. It was evident from 
d' -
~, .... 

the interview that most of ;on-resident workers use up that time 
' 

to do tieir own domestic work. 
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TABLE 9 DAYS OFF PER WEEK 

Days Off Number of Workers % 

0 24 85,71 

i 1 3,57 

1 1 3,57 

2 2 7, 14 

28 99,99 

PAID LEAVE 

\ 
The norm in industry is to allow two or three weeks o~ paid leave 

a year, plus public holidays. Workers in my study do not get 

leave on public holidays, nor do they have fixed vacations. 

Only three workers have a December vacation. This was because their 

employers went on holidays. Several of the workers mentioned that 

this was one of the times that the domestic worker experienced. 

The following con:n:nents were made by the domestic workers on this 

aspect of work: 

Our job makes no place for holiday. 
A holiday would be like a dream come true. 
She has to die before I get a holiday. 
Even when my cousin died I did not get leave. 
Ho l.idays are not meant for us. 
If we get holidays, then we won't get wages during the 
ho Z iday period. 

,-"t 

Thus such working hours 'd1viously involves a considerable amount of 

stress on the family life of these workers. 



FAMILY LIFE 

All the domestic workers in the study had children. The average 

household size with regard to children was 4,3. Eight of the 

workers were the only bread-winners in the family. 

The domestic worker with seven children under the age of 16 is a 

widow and earns R35,00 per week (R140,00 monthly). One of the 

children is working, while the rest are at school. The worker 

that had six children under 16 years earns R37,00 per week. Her 

husband received a pension of R42,00 a month from company. These 

figures are shown in Table 10. 

TABLE 10 NUMBER OF CHILDRL~ UNDER 16 YEARS OF THE WORKERS 

Children Number of Children over Number of 
under 16 years Workers 16 years Workers 

0 2 0 10 

1 5 1 8 

2 9 2 2 

3 4 3 1 

4 2 4 4 

5 4 5 3 

6 1 6 -
7 1 - -
8 1 

28 28 
' 1 

66 
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Three workers have five children each over 16 years. Of these three 

workers, one has 3 children working, the other has two children 

working and the last one had none working. The worker that had no 

children working stated that two of the children went to school 

while three others were unemployed. Of the three unemployed, two 

were boys and one a girl. Of the total number of children of the 

workers only 15 of them were working, 10 were unemployed, 35 were 

too small to attend school and 62 were at school. Thus at least 88% 

of the children of the workers were still dependent on the parents 

(the exact figure was 87,70%). 

Thus, one can conclude that the family of these workers depended 

greatly on them. These workers not only had to fulfil family 

obligations but also had their own expenses. Travelling expenses 

seem to be the greatest expense. Ten workers travelled by but and 

the fees ranged from R3,00 per week to R7,00 per week. Four workers 

had train costs which was in the region of R15,50 to R19,50 per month. 

In view of the low wages and travelling costs, it is surprising how 

many of these workers still send money or take money to the families. 

In my study, 57,14% of the workers (16 workers) send money home 

regularly. Of these 16 workers, 12 were resident workers, while 

four stayed in the African township as boarders. The amounts vary 

from R15,00 to R65,00 per month. In one instance one worker sent 

R25,00 monthly to Swaziland where her children were schooling. 

Another case, R15,00 was sent to one's mother in Zululand, monthly. 
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One woman sent R60,00 monthly to her family in Transkei. She only 

earned RI 20 ,00 per month. rnese examples represent a great self

denial in place of family needs. 

Only 10 workers (35,71%) received money from family living or working 

away. Only in three cases did the money come regularly. In the first 

case, one worker received R35,00 a month from her husband in Zululand. 

Another woman received R15,00 monthly from her son in Uitenhage. And 

in the third case a woman received R20,00 a month from her husband in 

the Transkei. 

These domestic workers are frequently subjec;i to some degree of what 

is ter~ed 'family disorganisation' (Cock: 1980:51). This term is used 

to show the break-up of families normally through migrant work. With 

regard to this point, 16 workers are separated from their ffamilies 

(Fig. 1). Of these 16, 12 were resident workers and 4 were boarders. 

All of them had children at home, while 6 were deserted by the 

husband. Five had husbands also working away from home as migrant 

workers. One of the women had children ranging from 8 years to 15 

years at home in Transkei with her mother. Her husband had left her 

while she was working in Tongaat. Thus her children have neither 

parents at home. They only see their mother once a year for one week. 

This family is totally disorganised. The woman hoped her family ·---- ----....... _________ _ 

would be able to stay with her but her employers refused to allow this. 

Many of the women only became domestic workers when their husbands 

had to worke as migrant workers. Some of the husbands did send money 

home, but it was not enoLgh to su?po~: -- - .... - : 7 --- ~ ... --- ... _.,.- . 
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This meant that the wives had to find work in order to support the 

family. Thus, the woman sacrifices being a mother and a housewife. 

Out of the sample only eight workers saw their husbands daily, 21 

saw them at week-ends and 2 saw them monthly. Ten women only see 

their husbands once a year. In the case of resident workers, the 

husbands are not allowed to stay with them. Even when the husbands 

come to visit they can't sleep with their wives. Many women complain 

that they because they have to work away from home, and not going 
. -..-~~ -~- ---------

home regularly, their marriage has broken up, or not a very happy 

one. 

The picture, that emerges from the domestic workers long working 

hours and family separations is that they experiences considerable 

deprivation of family life. One of the aspects of the domestic 

workers situations was the extreme limitations on their families. 

This seems to be the general situation for all domestic workers 

in South Africa. The same family deprivation that is experienced 

by the domestic workers are also experienced by migrant workers 

who are normally fathers working away. But this deprivation is 
;; . 

even worse if the mother has to work, given theu,ivotal nature of 
I 

the mother role in African culture. 

This deprivation of family life involved an important contradiction. 

In advanced capitalist society all women are subject to a system of 

sexual domination as explained in my theorical section. Women's -------experience of sexual domination depends on their locations in class 

structure. A woman's class position may provide her with_)'techanism 
\ 

, 
of escape from the structure of constraints generated by this system. 
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An excellent example, the women of theproperty-owning class can buy 

her way out of the domestic roles by employing domestic labour. 

While the advanced society this applies to few women, in South 

Africa because of the system of racial domination most white women 

can obtain 'outs' in this way and most do. This system of racial 

domination and effects of a class structure can be seen in my ·study. 

The Indian women in the area avoided domestic work because they are 

financially well off and are in a position of domination. Frequenlty 

this involves divesting themselves of a considerable part of domestic 

work, and responsibilities, including the care of children. Quite 

often the mothers went to work and left the house and children to 

the care of the domestic workers. In certain instances the children 

spent more time with domestic workers than with their parents. Thus, 

it became quite elegant that domestic work (labour) is an instrument 

whereby the Indian women escape the constraints of the domestic roles. 

They do so, at a considerable cost, to the black women, especially 

wives and mothers. I • 
!-'.-. 

Many domestic workers st'ressed that they had to look after two families 

and have to neglect their own families in the process: 

"We leave our ahiZdren early in the morning to Zook after 
other women's families and still they don't a:ppreaiate us." 

As stated previously all these workers are mothers, some with very 

young children. All hate to leave their children alone during the 

day in the care of others, but they are forced to do so either because 
~ 

they have no other source of income or because her husband's inco~2 

is too low. The tension between the domestic worker's roles of mother 

and wage-earner are aggravated by the fact that blacks are in the worst 

_)( 
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and wage-earner are aggravated by the fact that blacks are in the 

worst position as regards ~/day - care centres for children e~. 

Thus, one can conclude that these workers definitely do their 

families, at the cost of surviving. 

SOCIAL LIFE 

7 

The long hours and lack of holidays of domestic workers also involves 

a considerable level of deprivation of social life. Only twelve of 

the workers see their friends daily around their family life. Even 

these workers don't have enough time to talk to their friends. Most 

of them just say greetings and leave. Of these twelve workers, only 

two stated they were satisfied with the frequency with which they saw 

their friends. The other sixteen workers stayed away from home, and 

their families don't see their friends of home. Most of them only 

see their friends when they go home - normally once a year if possible. 

These workers have got new friends who work and live in the area they 

work and stay. But some workers (especially resident workers) work 

long long hours, they don't have enough time to spend with their new 

friends. These were some of the connnents received from the workers: 

'How aan you see friends when you onZy work and work?' 
'I don't have time for my family, where is the time for friends?' 
'I only have time to greet my friends.' 

Most of the domestic workers stated that they were friendly with fellow 

domestic workers and spole ti them when on lunch breaks or when going 

to the shop. 

X 
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With regard to these workers belonging to voluntary associations, 

my study could not find any such organisation exciting. But 'three 

of the workers did attend church on Sunday. These are the same 

workers who received Sunday off. These churches were not in my 

study area but in the living areas of these workers. 

Leisure activities are also very limited. All the resident workers 

stated that after work every day, they go to the living quarters, have 

supper, wash their clothes, clean their rooms and do the other chores. 

Therefore these workers are freqt:enc:y too tired to have a hobby or 

any ot:-ier leisure activity. T:1.ey nor:nal::.y just go off to sleep, or 

listen to the racio before fal!ing asleep. Those who travel to work 

nor::iaJ...i.y come home and are c:::mf:-.Jr:ted ~...;1.:11 '" 
. . . 

- own domest~c chores 

This makes it ver; di : for t~e~ to ha~e ~uch leisure. Only or:e 

resident worker seemed to have a constant l~isure activity, this is 

the woman who has a vegetable garden behind her quarters. Thus the 

leisure activities for most of the workers can be attributed to the 

fact that they work long hours, especially since most of them 2r2 

domestic servants, mothers and wives. 

JOB SATISFACTION 

Only two workers in the study stated that they enjoyed their work. 

When asked why they enjoy their job, they stated they had no problems 

with job. This is a strong contrast to the answers of the other 

twenty six workers. These workers stated that they did not enj-oy 

their job and preferred another type of work. 
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When asked, 'What would you say is the worst thing about your job?' 

sane answered: 

Her shouting at me 
Reporting me ta the m::zster 
She &-~ects me to do everything 
They don't h.a.ve fixed times for meaZs 
Working on public holidays and week-ends 
I don't get hoZi011ys 
I am not allowed to sleev with mu husband and with rrry children 
Their children are rude to me and don't respect me 
Too rrruch work is given to me 

When asked, "What would you say is the best thing about the job?" 

some answers were: 

There is a good understanding bet~een the mca...r.m and me 
I get Sunday off 
They give my children school books and oZd clothes 
I get food from them 

The question, "What they like to change in their job" received 

answers such as: 

Change my working hours 
Be able to sZeev with my family 
Get holidays 
Get week-ends off 
Be respected more often 
Use more appZ~ances to make my work easier 

WORK HISTORIES OF DOMESTIC WORKERS 

The majority, 25 WG~kers were domestic workers all their lives. 

This varied from 1 year to 25 years service (Table 11). The important 

reason for these workers becoming domestic workers seemed to be that 

they had no choice but that of the domesti~ service. 
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TABLE 11 NO. OF YEARS IN THE DOMESTIC SERVICE 

Number of years in the Domestic Service Number of Workers 

T.A...BI.E 12 

0 -

- 4 

5 9 

10 - 14 

15 - 19 

20 - 24 

25 - 30 

NO. OF JOBS BY THESE WORKERS 

Number of Jobs 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

6 

7 

3 

8 

2 

28 

Number of Workers 

6 

5 

4 

4 

3 

4 

2 

28 
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In my study (Table 11-12) I found that six workers have been working 

for between three months and one year. Four of these workers were 

on their first job, while two were on the second job. Seven workers 

were working in the region of one year to four years. In this 

category, one worker was on the second job, while four were on the 

third job and two were working at their fifth job. In my third 

category (5-9) years, there were three workers in this category. 

Of these three workers, one was on her first job, while two others 

were on the fourth job. In the 10 to 14 years category, we--re the 

mo-st: number of workers ~ found here, is,, eight we-rkers-. Four 

, of these eight workers are on the sixth job while two were on 

were on their fourth job. In the 10 to 14 years category, the 

number of workers found here was eight. Four of these eight 

workers are on their sixth job while two were on their seventh 

job and two on their fourth job. In the category 15-19 years, 

my study showed that the two workers involved here were 

The answers given for the change in jobs seems to justify the changes. 

With the exception of the workers working for the first time and the 

worker working for twenty five years, the rest of the workers stated 

that better wages always drew them to new jobs. The workeing working 

for one employer for twenty five years is one of the very few workers 

who is quite happy with the job. She has no problems at her job and 

earns ~9,00 per week. The four workers in the first year of work 

have not yet decided to find other jobs. The two workers who are in 

their :irst year of work but at the second job state that better wages 

was the determinant factor for the change of employers. 
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The main recruitment for jobs appeared to be through friends and 

personal contacts. 18 workers received knowledge of the jobs from 

friends, relatives and acquaintances with other domestic workers. 

The 10 workers found their jobs by themselves. 

This continuous changing of jobs causes instability in the fields 

of the domestic service. But the change is related to the low 

wages, poor working conditions, the long working hours suffered by 

these workers. Anything better with regard to the above conditions 

that other jobs offered, these workers accept. In all these cases 

that jobs were changed, all of them were still in the domestic service. 

Because the workers are faced with low wages, long working hours, poor 

working conditions, poor accommodation, inadequate social and family 

lives their relationship with the employer is differently affected. 

The dissatisfaction with their jobs is manifested in the relationship 

with their employers this can be seen in Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE EMPLOYEE'S VIEWS ON HIS RELATIONSHIPS WITH HIS EMPLOYERS 

Relationship between domestic workers and their employers showed 

considerable variation. In few situations the employer and servant 

are practically strangers meeting on a footing of employer and employed, 

nothing between them but work and wages. Nevertheless much of the 

work involves close contact between the both. In some cases servants 

were treated with genuine human feelings, while in others there was 

extreme rigidity. But from the worker's point of view, majority of 

the employers always acted superior. 

All workers in the unit of study English and Zulu; a few spoke 

Anosa as well. This suggests that an important factor in the employment 

was the connnunication in English and the employer's communication in 

Zulu. No employer knew Xhosa. 

When asked, do you like your employer? Answers such as the following 

were received: 

I have no choice butt- like them to earn a living. 

Many of them stated it was not a matter of liking or not liking. 

When asked, what are your feelings towards your employer, a considerable 

variety of answers were given: 

I feel sorY'IJ for her 
I comfort he1" wiien -

w 

I have no feelings for her 
I don't like her but have to work for her 
I worry 
They are 
I aT:J 

• 6 ... """ ,.,., ~ .,., 
.:,...,t.., _,. ~· 

.., i ..... ' rua.e anc. 2-poi..l-::; 
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When asked, 'What do you think her feelings are towards you?' 

the answers agains were different: 

I don'~ think she likes me 
She treats me badly 
She doesn't care for me 
She pretends to like me 
I think she likes me 
She has no feelings for me 
She thinks I am a baby, doesn't treat me as an adult 
She insults me 
She swears me 
I don't know, she changes her feelings too often 
She ·hates me 
We get along fine 
She thinks I am a thief 
She doesn't trust me 
I did not consider the question before 

78 

When asked, 'What sort of person is your employer?' - many answers 

prevailed: 

,. • ""! .,,. 

She .,.::; a norr;.,.pD1,,e persJr. 
-:.s selfish 

s,;e is v.gZy and 
. . ., s-cup1,,c.. 

She is a good person 
She -z,s kind 
She is moody 
She is nice 
She is not easy to get aZong 
She is lazu 

V 
and does nc work 

She talks on the phone too Tr!".A.Ch 

When asked the qualities they liked about their employer -

The answers were as follows: 

She lends money 
She gives me clothes 
She gives me and rrrJ family food 
She gives me off on Sundays 
I eat 7.JJi th her 
She leaves me at the bus stop wi-:;h the car 
She helps me with the housework 
She goes shopping with me 
She greets me in the morning 
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When asked, what do you like the least of your employer, the following 

answers came for~ard: 

She accuses me of stealing 
She is rude to me 
The famiiy does not respect me 
She forgets a lot 
She keeps moaning all day along 
She swears me 
I; she loses something she blames me 
She reports to her husband abc-ut me 
She gets up late in the morning 
She disturbs me at night 
She keeps fighting with me 

Many of the domestic workers comments show that they feel that 

employers perceive them only in their occupational role. This one

sided perception of them is seen to involve a denial of their human 

feel and needs. 

Most relationships between employers and their domestic servants 

showed a degree of social distance. In only nine out of the sample 

of 28 domestic workers did the employer and employee discuss their 

problems with each other. More often it was the problems of the 

employee rather than those of the employer. The most common aspect 

of discussion amongst the both was the life in the township in the 

presence of political situation. Only three stated they knew 

secrets of their employers and families. Four workers stated that 

they discussed the pros and cons of the sanctions/disinvestments 

war against South Africa. 

}!any ~orke~s c2:::pl~i~ed that their employers never appreciated them. 

57,14% (16) workers never received praise or thanks from their 

em:p loye rs for the wori,c ... J~d. Or-e worker complaine~~ 



; f€j~Z ashamed of myseZf for wasting my years 
WorK~ng for someone does not appreciate me 

The rest 52,86% stated that sometimes praise and gratitude were 

received. These people stated they appreciated such praise and 

thanks. These were the comments received: 

I feel important 
It- makes me fee Z wanted 
I feet 'happy 
It makes me work better 

Out of these 52,86%, some of them were indifferent and cynical of 

such praises or thanks. These were the comments received: 

only does it tc make me work more 
I just smi and c:A.rse you 
I feel Zike a fooZ 
She says~~ stupid:y 
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Over all, the relationship between worker and employer is coloured 

by the enormous difference in life styles. When asked if there 

was a difference in standards of living between employees and 

employers, all domestic workers said the difference was great. 

24 workers felt that the difference was unjust, 3 felt it did 

not matter, and I blamed the whites in South Africa for such a 

difference. 

None had any idea of how much the employer earned, however, 20 

workers thought their employers were tremendousl~ rich. One stated 

that both her employers were doctors - this domestic worker gets 

R45,00 per w~~~ (Rl8C,CJ1 per month arrd worked 47 hours per week. 

Several said it was worse to work for rich people than for poor ones. 



The comments were as follows: 

Tney don't share 
They always want more and more 
They are never satisfied 
The poor people pay better and Zook after us 

When asked, what happens when you do something wrong, the answers 

were as follows: 

She scolds me 
She shouts at me 
She deducts from the wages if I break anything 
She swears me 
I aet insulted and bullied 
sr:e warns me that she wilZ sacK me 
S.he embraces me 
She says Ah! she's sorry b?/4t: I should concentrat;e ar: my work 
Sr~ reports to the husband 
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Although a lot of these workers seem to be exposed to psychological 

violence none was physically assaulted by their employers. I did 

notice that the employees were very hesitant about questions 

and it appears that some were physically hit, but this cannot be 

proved. Workers fear their loss of work if they spoke of such crimes. 

It was noted in such instances that the giving of gifts to servants 

promoted a personal loyalty and commitment to the workers. These 

were things such as clothes, schooling expenses, and food. The 

importance of such gift relationship has been recognized in 

anthropology. Maurshas noted how this helps to reinforce a social 

hierarchy by promoting feelings of loyalty, faithfulness and 

gratitude. Thus these gifts help to cement the servant's loyalty 

and reinforce the hierarchical nature of their relationship. The 

domestic worker's mockery of this employer must be seen as a 



rebellion against the employers. This is a crucial moment of 

adoption, a line of resistance that enables the servant to 

maintain her personality and integrity intact. Considering 

the low wages and cost of living, this seems to be a strategy 

of survival. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SELF I~GE 

The exploitation of the domestic worker, compared to the other 

sections of the work force in South Africa, in respect to wages, 

working hours and conditions, is quite evident. Yet, these 

workers very rarely complain about their situacion; they do not 

",,__ go on strikes or dem'=-~-~-~.!E~te violently about t:heir sicuation. 

Consequencly, they are seen as a g=oup of people who accept 

their posicion, but they are aware of their situation. These 

workers do not try to identify themselves wit:h t::ieir superiors 

or s c.::i ve to reac::i their status; ::;.2y dif.:er .:::-o::i '.:heir employers 

socially as well as politically. Because 0£ =~e above 

situation, Lockwoor refers to the domestic worker as the working 

classes mostsOC:-i;lly asquiescent and conservative element. 

This image of the domestic worker is quite evident in study. 

The most important aspect of these workers is their powerlessness 

to obtain better working conditions and wages. Tnis is because 

in sociecy they are considered subordinate to all others -

socially, politically and economically. The question that 

one would ask now is, why does the domestic worker not do 

something about the situation? The answer lies in the dependents 

on their form of occupation. As stated previously, the domestic 

recognize their powerlessness in society. 
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It is this situation of workers, i.e., the great disparity in 

income and life-style between them and their employers that acts 

as a model of wider society in their minds. The inner qualities 

of power, wealth and income that they experience at work at their 

muro-level, are reflections of the general inequalities existing 

in South Africa amongst domestic workers and their employers. 

THE DOMESTIC WORKERS A.i.'t\ffi THE WAY THEY SEE THfil1SELVES AS WORKERS 

Only 14,28% (4 workers) interviewed said that they were satisfied 

with their present jobs. Nearly all the workers stated that the 

scarcity of jobs and the lack of education makes it difficult to 

get any ocher jobs. Althoug many workers preferred not to work, 

it was impossible for them to do so. 
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Nearly all the workers realized that they are exploitec by their 

employers, due to the low wages and lack of appreciation from their 

employers. With regards to their financial situation 92,85% (26 

workers) felt that they should be paid more than what they are 

presently receiving. The following reasons were given by the 

domestic workers who were complaining about their wages: 

I don't have enoLIIJh to feed my ahiZd.ren 
I have no aZothing and broken fu:rrnitu.re 
I de.serve more money beaau.se of the work I do 
Beaause I work seven days a week 
I wake four o'a~oak in the morning to aome to work 
I worked here for two Zang for too ZittZe 
Things a.re expensive aan't afford it 
My traveZZing expenses takes almost half my wages 
I have to send money ~o m'd ahildren in Swazilaria 
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Just as findings in the Eastern Cape, the workers in my area have 
; 

felt badly. The following reasons were given to improve the 

situation by them: Better wages, more respect for domestic workers, 

a fixed time for working, be able to voice their opinion without 

being shouted at and have better living quarters. 

Other reasons were as follows: 

r the workers with regard to the past statement is as follows; 

We aPe chiZdren of God 
We only dif:er in the case of our skin 
Give me the same opportu:riities and I will do the same 
If other races are-in my position they ~outd do jhe same as Q~.rs 
In other cc'w'Z.~ries ~hey would be eqZA.CZZ 
Money makes us aU different and. sepru"':::::::;e 

Three workers (19,71%) felt they were far superior than other races. 

Their reasons seems to be influenced by their awareness and conscious

ness of their exploitation in South Africa. The answers were as 

follows: 

Black is better than white 
They keep us down because we are more powerful a:nd clever 
God put us duwn, in this cowitry because only we can ru 
whites got th.air countries. 

All domestic workers in the sample felt that black people are not 

treated fairly in this country. The example of unfair treatment 

most frequently cited involved the following: 

.f!'. • ., ·~. Poor J ac1,,i.,1,,.,,i.es 
Lack of good education 
Have to carry my pass everywhere I go 
We get very low wages 
The police and peop look at us as thieves 
The laws of the cow:, try keep us ao1.;;rn. 
I pay for rrry kid's school books 
My famiZy and husb::zrd can't stay togethar at my work 
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My Ziving quarters are very dirty 
We are treated Zike we have diseases 
We are riot machines that car: wcr~ "7tJent;.,,, 1icuy,s 
I am a human being V 

I have feelings Zike them a:n.d should be treated Zike one of them 
We servants shouZd be given a working contract, then we can't 
get fired for nothing. 

THE WAY THESE WORKERS SEE THEMSELVES AS BLACKS 

According to Jacklyn Cock, Genovese suggested that all forms of class 

oppression have induced some kind of servility and feelings of 

inferiority in the oppressed; failure to induce, means 

failure to survive as a system of oppression (Cock, 1980:109). 

This, in view of the above information I did find.35,71% (10 workers) 

in my sample considered blacks are generally inferior to Indians in 

their personal qualities. These were :he answers I received: 

They are my bosses 
Indians are far better of: thar. i.-<.e 
We are under the Indi1ns because they give us -work 
If you can't have anything you wcxtr;, but yo7£.t' boss caYL get 
them, then they are better than you. 

The above reasoning by workers show us that workers are confused 

when they consider personal and structural inferiority. 

A large number of workers (15 workers) i.e., 53,57% felt that 

Indians and Blacks and even all other race groups are equally in 
\' 

their P,ersonal attributes and capacities, and that they are kept 

down by not receiving enough wages. The answers from the workers 

with regard to the past statements are as follows: 
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I oan't stay in the village at night the polioe will oatoh me 
Beoause I am blaok I get treated badly 
'ile ge.-t, very Zittie hoZida.ys 
No oomforts in ou.r houses as in ou.:r bosses houses 
We oan't live where we want 

The e~ploitation of blacks in South Africa has led to blacks forming 

opposition to the government. With the political detentions, bannings 

and the wide emergency regulations throughout black opposition and 

especially during my period of investigation, I was prompted to ask 

certain political questions to my sample workers. 

First, I asked the workers if they knew what the A.N.C. was. The aware

ness of these people was not as expected, i.e., it was low. Only 10 

workers (35,71%) knew what the A.N.C. was the rest, 18 workers, either 

knew or pretended not to know or honestly did not know. The following 

were the answers I received with regard to the 18 workers: 

Don't kno-w what it is 
I heard of it but aa:n't remember it is 
I 't talk about ~oZitios 
I went to the doota;'ls but I don '-:: have it 
I don't know the oov:ntry 
I hg.ve about the movie 

DOMESTIC WOR.~ERS' VIEWS ON THE INEQUALITIES IN LIVING STANDARDS 

When asked what they felt about the workers' and the employers' 

differences in living standards, all but one felt that there is a 

great and significant difference in their living standards. The 

answers received back up this point of view: 

They live like kings, we like sZ~ves 
:Ju.r ~ives ai-•e -i;er1 1ib:e 
I feel very sad about the way I live 
Thev aan a_;:-.-e-ord anuthina but I oan 't 

-., •,,,; V V 
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The children throw food in the bin., and I don'-c 'have 
food to throw. 
Mo-v:.a-.; :.s the key to the vrab Zems 
They pay us Zess and hav~ more of the money for themselves 
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When asked whether the position would change, the response was quite 

interesting: 

We ":Jon 't be ah le to be rich 
We c::.re born to be servants 
Cha:r..ge 'WiU come slowly 
If we get everything the whites 'have, things would change 
We :ire forced into 1.vorking by the gaverrment, ::mZy they 
aan ahange it. 
No ah.,,.rrnge wiZZ occur. 
Cha~..ges wiZZ occ-u.r only i; we rule 

What is quite evident from this chapter is that these workers see 

themseh-es as caught in the sys tern; they are exploited, they can't 

afford ~o rebel and finally they are dependent on domestic work. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

Domestic service in South Africa is a social institution that has 

four important characteristics. Firstly, it constitutes the 

largest single source of employment of blacks (women) after 

agriculture; secondly domestic service constituted an important 

point of incorporation of black women to colonial societies. 

Thirdly, the domestic service is a microcosm of the existing 

pattern of inequalities in South Africa and contribute to these 

inequalities in many ways. Lastly, it is an important route of 

incorporation into Urban-Industrial Society for many black women. 
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Despite its disadvantages to the blacks, domestic work does not 

appear to be a declining occupation. It would seem that while the 

level of education of black South Africans is kept so low and their 

opportunities for jobs reCTain limited, many of them will continue 

to find them.selves with no alternatives but domestic workers as a 

means of them Sl!E.£~~-E:g __ themselves and the families. These workers 

must realise that they can and should demand better working 

conditions and wages in return for the efficient service that they 

provide. 

My argument through this study has been that domestic workers as a 

group are trapped in a system which generated inequalities in three 

~-rnys, viz. , race, class and sex. This study has shown that domes tic 

servants play a major role in the reproduction of a major production. 

__ .... ~ · , t~e; ara respc~si~le for the 



reproduction of the class and the ruling class. Physical main

tenance and ideological maintenance are two important factors. 

This means that they contribute to the production of surplus 

value for capital, although this contribution is indirect. The 

domestic worker allows her employers to work and accumulate 

capital, her employer thus extracts surplus value from her 

domestic worker because only a small portion of the employer's 

wages goes towards payt!lents to the worker. 

It has been suggested by previous works on domestic workers, 

that the situation lies in the powerlessness and dependence on 
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their employers, (Cock, 1980:319). This point has come out quite 

significantly in my study. The employers have set wages and working 

conditions according to their own preferences. This is highlighted by 

the £act that 64,28% of the workers were told before starting their 

work what they would receive and had no chance to reject or appeal 

for more, while 32,14~ had no knowledge of their wages when they 

started and 3,57% bargained for a specific wage. The exploitative

ness of the job is shown in Table 4, where one can notice that 

almost 75% of the workers receive less than R29,00 epr week and 

increases .have been irregular for the majority and in many cases not 

done as yet. The long hours of work further highlights the plight 

of these workers. All workers worked over 40 hours a week the 

average being 62,32 hours per week. The study showed that 46, 

42% worked over 55 hours per week, 7,14% between 50-54 hours, 

35, 71% between 45 and 49 hours, while only 10, 71% worked between 

40 and 44 hours per week. These long working hours are more 



received. Only three workers don't work seven day week (Table 9) 

85,71% of the workers received no day-off, while 3,57% received 

half-a-day, 3,57% one day and 7,14% received 2 days off. With 

regard to the 7,14% that received 2 days off, both are gardeners. 

The workers in the study don't receive paid leave nor do they 

have fixed vacations. Holidays are only got when the employers 
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are on vacation. These working conditions bring out the exploitative

ness of these workers remarkably. The plight cf these workers is 

further highlighted by the relationsh~ps with their employers. 

It seems that workers meet their employers on footing as strangers, 

i.e., employer/employee, status with the employer adopting a 

superior attitude towards his employee. There were instances of 

genuine human feeling between the employer and the e!:!ployee but also 

there were cases of rigidity. 

The significant point of this study is that these workers are 

trapped in a situation where they have no alternatives but to 

worke as domestic workers. This lack of alternative is insured 

by government legislations and the capitalist system. The problem 

in South Africa is that it is accelerated by wide -spread poverty and 

political and social systems which ensure that supply will continue 

to exceed demand. Thus the problem for them in South Africa is that 

the system does not operate in their favour. 

This study can serve as a mere-example of the situation of the 

domestic workers in South Africa. 
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