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HAVE a suspicion that in the case of many 
prominent women there is often a vague and 

insubstantial figure behind them in the shadows. 
I am not thinking of their husbands, but of their 
domestic servants. I want to t ry and underline 
their importance in all our lives and the way 
in which they are generally treated in the Eastern 
Cape. 

I shall risk antagonizing my feminist allies 
by quoting something Thackeray wrote in "Vanity 
Fair", that "the greatest tyrants over women are-
women". The point I want to make is that the 
institution of domestic service allows for a mea
sure of tyranny. Domestic servants are, on the 
whole, an extremely powerless, vulnerable group 
of workers. As a group they are exploited a t three 
critical levels. 

1. Wages 
Often domestic workers are not paid a living 

wage. I am not talking about a fair wage — that 
is something each one of us must determine in 
accordance with her conscience — but in terms 
of measures such as the Poverty Datum Line and 
the Minimum Effective Level. In the study done 
by Mary Kota and myself, which is the first of 
its kind in the Eastern Cape, we investigated a 
random sample of 225 domestic servants through
out the Eastern Cape. 

The average monthly wage paid to full-time 
workers( i.e. those working a t least 40 hours 
a week) is, in round figures, R22 a month. The 
average paid to full-time domestic servants on 
farms is R l l a month. The wages ranged from 
two full-time workers earning R4 a month to one 
who earned R60 a month. One of the R4 workers 
works a six-and-a-half day week. She comes to 
work a t 7 a.m. and returns to her home in 
Bathurst location a t 5 p.m. She has four children 
and an aged mother to support. 

The people who pay these sorts of wages of 
R4, and R7, R8 and RIO a month are not poor 
whites. Some of them are prominent members 
of the community. They drive R16 000 motor cars. 

Two arguments are frequently heard to justify 
the payment of such low wages: 
(i) The unskilled nature of the work involved. 
While domestic work is traditionally regarded as 
an unskilled occupation, in fact there is an enor
mous range in the variety of demands made upon 
the worker, the skills expected, the trust and res
ponsibility involved. While some servants do only 

the simplest of cleaning work, others seem to he 
doing all the household work and cooking, plus a 
range of jobs from cleaning the car, to doing 
the shopping, to bathing and walking her em
ployer's dog. In one case where the servant ran 
the household completely — including shopping 
and ordering food over the telephone — i.e. for 
doing the job of a housekeeper, she was paid R18 
a month . 

Incidentally 20 per cent of the employers in 
my study said they did no domestic work a t all 
themselves. Of those who answered in the af
firmative this was something rather limited. For 
example one employer, could only say "Tidying 
the drawers and cupboards", 
(ii) Payment in kind. Domestic service is often 
thought to involve free board and lodging so 
tha t the wage earned is merely 'pocket money'. 
But of the total Eastern Cape sample of 225 
only 15 per cent of the servants 'lived in'. AH 
the servants in my study received food but the 
quantity and quality given varied a great deal. 
Almost half, 48 per cent of the sample who were 
interviewed in depth, said they received no meat 
at all. 

This is a particular source of frustration to 
servants who had to cook meat for their em
ployers, two and even three times a day. As one 
expressed it, "They expect me to live on the 
smell of meat". Several servants said they were 
given 'left-overs' from their employers' table. As 
one said, "I'm just a rubbish tin for them". When 
asked what was the worst thing about their 
job several commented: 

"Not eating what I cook". 
"Cooking the dog's food and not eating it." 

Yet 96 per cent of the employers thought they 
provided their servants with an adequate and 
balanced diet. 

Servants do not receive as much payment in 
kind as is generally believed. 46 per cent said 
they received no clothing, other than a uniform, 
from their employers for either themselves or 
members of their families. In at least six cases 
the uniform, or overall, constitutes the Christmas 
'present'. In several cases the employer sold her 
old clothing to her servant. As one expressed it 
"they only appreciate things when they have to 
pay for them". 76 per cent of the domestic ser
vants said they got extra money a t Christmas. 
The amount given ranged from Rl to R20. The 
average among given was R7,63. 
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Other forms of cash payment are rare. Only 
12 per cent said they were paid overtime for 
work done outside their normal hours. The vast 
majority were given medicines when they were 
ill, so they do have some kind of medical insur
ance. 

However, most have expenses outside of these 
payments. For instance 98 per cent of the do
mestic servants in the depth sample had children 
attending school, but only 16 per cent said that 
their employers regularly helped them with their 
children's schooling expenses. In only one case, 
in the entire sample of 225 was the employer 
paying into a savings account on her servant's 
behalf. 

Domestic servants on farms are in an especially 
trapped situation. Their payments in kind gen
erally involve free housing, fuel, water, part 
rations and the use of a garden plot. 1 know of 
one domestic servant who earns R6 a month 
in a farmer's kitchen. Her husband earns R9 
as a farm labourer and tractor driver. They are 
given rations of mealies and a small vegetable 
garden. But half the vegetables they grow have 
to be given to the 'Madam' for her own use. 
I have no idea how common this practice is. As 
one farm domestic commented: 

"The time has come for us to see that being 
a domestic is just a waste of time. Although 
we don't pay rent or buy wood, we have to 
buy clothes, tea and all the other things and 
pay for our children's school fees." 

This comment raises the most important aspect 
of payment in kind. It ignores the fact tha t 
most domestic servants have dependants. In my 
study each domestic servant had an average of 
5,53 dependants. In 42 per cent of the servant 
sample the domestic servant was the sole bread
winner and support of her family. 

2. Working hours 
The second level a t which domestic workers 

in the Eastern Cape are exploited is that they 
lack reasonable working hours. The average 
working week is almost 60 hours. This contrasts 
with the 44-hour week of most factory workers. 
The longest hours I have come across in 225 
cases were seven servants who worked 85 Hours 
a week. (Calculated by subtracting their days 
and hours off during the working week.) One 
servant started work a t 7 a.m. and was expected 
to be available to serve coffee a t 10.30 p.m. to her 
employer's bridge guests. She earned R17 a month 
with one afternoon (Sundays) off per week. 

Almost a third of the domestic servants work 
a seven-day week. I have been very saddened 
by the number of domestic servants, young and 
eager for life, whose working hours allow them 
no life of their own a t all. Often they are mothers 
of young children who are being brought up by 
a relative, or of school-going children, and they 
are not there to supervise their homework and 

play. Several said tha t their long hours were 
the worst aspect of their job. One commented: 

" I leave for home after supper about 7.30 
p.m. It 's late. I only work for one person 
but she won't let me put her supper in the 
oven. She said to me she likes her food to 
come straight out of the pan onto the plate." 

Clearly, this is especially hard on live-in ser
vants. One said the worst aspect of her job is 
tha t "I never sleep a t home with my husband 
and children. Even if I have a half day off I 
have to come back and sleep here at night." 

When I ask employers why they employ a 
servant several women have said that it frees 
them to spend more time with their children so 
they can devote more of themselves to their emo
tional and intellectual development. This is often 
done a t the expense of Black children. Many ser
vants, when asked what was the worst thing 
about their job, said that they had to look after 
two families and neglect their own in the pro
cess. 

Our servants have the same hope and fears 
for their children as we do. We should allow them 
a reasonable time to be with their own families, 
as well as to relax, be with their friends and 
develop their leisure interests. 

The vast majority of the servants in my study, 
83 per cent, had to work on public holidays. 22 
per cent were given no annual holiday. In one 
instance the servant had worked for the same 
employer for 17 years and was described as 
"one of the family". She had not had a holiday 
during tha t time — only the odd day off to 
attend a funeral. Only 40 per cent of the sample 
were paid during their annual holiday. 

The long hours and lack of holidays and free 
time of domestic workers clearly involves a con
siderable level of deprivation of social life. Many 
made comments such as " I don't have time for 
friends and visiting"; " I seldom see people. I 
don't have time". 

98 per cent of the servants belonged to a church. 
However, 60 per cent said they went to church 
'seldom'. Several expressed regret tha t they did 
not have time to go more often. 94 per cent of 
the employers in the sample belonged to a Church 
themselves, 36 per cent to the Anglican Church. 

None of the domestic servants in my study 
said they enjoyed domestic work. Their work is 
a means to an end rather than an end in itself. 
The end is survival in a complex and hostile 
society which often seems to them to deny even 
this modest goal. Many stressed the boredom and 
monotony of doing the same thing every day. 
46 per cent thought they were learning useful 
skills through their jobs but many made com
ments indicating tha t they could not use these 
skills in their own homes. 

Relationships with employers do not seem to 
he as warm, close and protective as they are 
generally believed to be. Domestic servants are 
often said by their employers to be "one of 
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the family". 30 per cent of the employers in the 
study used this phrase. However, in no case in 
my sample did the domestic servant consider 
herself to be so. Many complained about a lack 
of appreciation by their employers. Some com
mented : 

"It's hard work with no respect or apprecia
tion from your employers and little money." 
"She pretends to like me. She keeps on say
ing I am part of their family. But if she 
liked me she would not pay me so little." 
"She thinks I am not fully grown. She treats 
me like a baby." 
"She doesn't care for me. I remember when 
my mother died she didn't want to give 
me off." 
"The children are rude. They don't count us 
as people. They think we belong to their 
parents." 
"She thinks she owns me like she owns her 
motor car." 

When the domestic servants were asked about 
the qualities they liked most about their employers 
some answers were revealing: 

"She does greet me in the mornings." 
"She swears at me in a polite kind of way." 
"If she has lost something, as soon an she 
finds it she tells me. She does not let me look 
for it for ever." 

The accusation of theft when employers mislay 
an article is a very common source of grievance. 

Many perceive themselves as slaves. One said 
"our employers t reat us like slaves", another "I 
have been a slave all my life". 

When asked if there was one thing about your 
job you could change what would that be, one 
replied "they should not t reat us like slaves". 

Other answers to this question were: " I would 
like to get a holiday a t Christmas but my em
ployer is old. She has nowhere to go so I can't 
leave her". 

"I would not prefer to sleep in, especially be
cause I am married. My husband can find other 
women while I am sleeping here." 

Many workers complained that their employers 
ddi not appreciate them. 18 per cent said their 
employers NEVER praised or thanked them for 
the work they did. Often there seems to be a 
fundamental thoughlessness in our relations with 
our servants. 

I have come across no cases of physical cruelty 
of employers to their domestic servants in this 
sample. 

To sum up so far, domestic servants are de
prived of a living wage; they are deprived of 
reasonable working hours; and they are deprived 
of fundamental protection security. 

Domestic workers are not protected by any 
legislation. There are no laws stipulating the 
minimum wage, hours of work, or other conditions 
of service. They do not qualify for unemployment 
insurance, workmen's compensation or maternity 
benefits. Some employers seem to think domestic 
servants may be subjected to instant dismissal. 

Not one servant in my study had a written con
tract with her employer or knew what wage in
creases she could expect the following year. Not 
one servant has known whether or not her em
ployer would provide a pension for her when she 
was too old to work. They are as anxious about 
this as we would be. 

Domestic servants are an exploited group. Their 
low wages, their long working hours and lack of 
paid holidays, their deprivation of family and 
social life, their low status, lack of job satis
faction, dependant relationships with their em
ployers, their lack of collective bargaining and 
worker rights, the absence of legal protection 
are all evidence of what I have called their 
'ultra-exploitation'. I t is expressed in many do
mestic workers' sense of leading wasted lives 
which they are powerless to change. 

Most of these women seem to be trapped in a 
cycle of poverty, with a lack of education and 
employment opportunities, which continues from 
generation to generation. This vicious circle effect 
leads me to suspect that domestic service may in
volve a degree of ascription in a quasi-caste 
status. In 66 per cent of the sample, the worker's 
mother had been a domestic servant. 

This is a problem that extends far beyond how 
employers t reat their servants. Domestic service 
is the largest single source of employment of 
Black women in South Africa today. According 
to the 1970 Census, 38 per cent of all employed 
black women are domestic servants. 

It is arguable that the Eastern Cape is the 
*deep south' of South Africa as far as employ
ment relations are concerned. The irony of this 
is that in the Eastern Cape we have inherited a 
unique tradition. This was a frontier where, 
through the institution of domestic service, women 
interacted with women. 

As Professor Monica Wilson has pointed out, 
in Xhosa country, as nowhere else in black Africa, 
women as well as men entered into employment 
with whites in the early nineteenth century. In
teracting with people is no guarantee tha t they 
will see each other as human beings, but it has 
the potential for doing this — for generating 
insight, understanding and the acceptance of a 
common humanity. This is the potential that we 
have lost, and that I think we should dedicate 
ourselves to regaining. 

Many of us are able to lead varied and inter
esting lives — working, doing academic research, 
being involved in community affairs, because of 
the help we get from our domestic servants. This 
applies especially to those of us with dependent 
relatives such as small children or aged par
ents. 

I think we need to do two things. 
Firstly, we need to look a t ourselves to estab

lish how much of this freedom is made pos
sible through employing a domestic servant, and 
to acknowledge our debt to these workers by 

(Continued on page 29) 
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