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MIGRANT LABOUR IN WORLD PERSPECTIVE.(f) 

The topic which I wish to discuss today is "Migrant Labour in 
World Perspective". I shall begin by looking briefly at migrant 
labour in different parts of the world, and in particular around 
the Atlantic perimeter, where it seems to be most extensive. I 
shall then look at migrant labour in South Africa and ask why 
migrant labour exists, and whether its reasons for existing in 
South Africa are any different from those in France or Latin 
America or elsewhere. Then I shall ask where migrant labour in 
South Africa is heading. 

Let me start with the problem of definition; what do we mean by a 
'migrant'? In the South African context I would define a migrant 
as somebody who moves from his home to his place of work at a dis
tance which is greater than commuting distance, so cannot do it on 
a daily basis. If, on the other hand, we look at migrant labour 
in western Europe, the term migrant is applied only to foreigners, 
not to internal migrants. It also includes those who come with 
their families, though there is something of a class distinction 
here. A doctor living with his family in Geneva and working for 
WHO would not be called a migrant, whereas an italian roadbuilder 
living with his family in Geneva would be. This difference in de
finition means that there is some difficulty in making a compari
son in statistical terms between migrants here and those there. 
Nevertheless, bearing these difficulties in mind, there are some 
comparisons which are worth making. 

Let me begin with Argentina, where there is a certain amount of 
migrancy from neighbouring countries into Argentina where the 
standard of living is higher. Bolivians come in for the sugar 
harvest under very bad conditions indeed in terms of recruiting 
and wages. They may then move out of the rural areas into the 
cities, bringing their families and living in the slums. Thus 
migrants include the 'swallows' who fly back and forwards, the os
cillating migrants, and also those who stay in the cities perman
ently. I mention Argentina for two reasons. Firstly, so that 
people should be aware that there is a phenomenon of migrant lab
our in Latin America, and secondly to bring out the global impli
cations. The movement of people out of the limitrope countries 
into Argentina has largely taken place since the middle fifties, 
because of the development of migrant labour in Europe. Before 
then there was a considerable flow of migrants from southern 
Europe to Argentina, but since then have been attracted both to 
France and Germany. Thus what happened in Argentina was inter
related with what happened in Europe. 

In the U.S. migrant labour is all sorts of different things. 
Firstly there are internal migrants, primarily agricultural mig
rants, who move with their families from the gulf of Mexico where 
they spend the winter, up through California or up the eaat coast 
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to harvest vegetables. Because America is such a big country, 
there are continual seasonal changes; each row of beans is getting 
riper as you move north, so you can go on harvesting beans for a 
long period of the year. This is what the Americans would call 
migrant labour, and there are many serious problems with it, but 
it mustn't be forgotten that many people are moving with their 
families. One point that I want to make about internal migration 
is that there is a seasonal pull to the place of work in the agri
cultural area, but at the same time, when the havest is over, there 
is a push of the people away from these areas. The President's 
1951 Committee on migrant labour quoted a Californian farmer who 
said, "When the harvest ripens we wait with anxiety for the migrants 
to arrive, and when the harvest is over we wait with equal anxiety 
for the migrants to go away again". That is, they don't want to 
have to pay medical services for them during the winter, look after 
their kids, educate them, and provide the whole social infrastruc
ture. So people are being used as labour units, but are not really 
thought of as members of the society. 

The other form of migrant labour in the U.S. are those that come -
from outside, from Mexico to the West and the South West, or from 
the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico in the South East. The 
movement of Mexicans has been largely during the 1940's and 1950's 
either legally or illegally as 'wetbacks' swimming the Rio Grande. 
There has been a lot of political resistance to th'** by the work
ing class in the U.S. who argue that the impact of r.ht-.e migrants 
coming in is to hold wages much lower than they would otherwise 
be. Unscrupulous employers have exploited the Labour, employed 
the workers at wages well below the PDL, not paid their social 
security, and not enabled them to strxke. They will therefore say 
"keep these Mexicans out". Here I would like to raise a moral 
question to which there is no answer really; what is the right 
thing to do; to keep the Mexican migrants out or to let them in? 
From the point of view of the migrant being kept out, he can earn 
5-7 times as much if he can get-into the U.S.. On the other hand, 
if he is let in he can be used and manipulated by the employers to 
reduce the living standards of those who are already inside. I 
see a real conflict of interest here, and I do not see any final 
moral answer. If this goes on for a long period of time, so that 
Mexico becomes dependent on agriculture in California, it may be 
that Mexico should close her border and develop her own industry. 
This brings out the kind of problems which are relevant much closer 
to home. 

From the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico there is a movement of 
migrants into the cities, into non-seasonal work. Tn the case of 
Puerto Rico in the 1950's workers were drawn to the cities for 1-3 
years and then returned. The point that I wish to draw out of this 
is; what is it about Puerto Rico that has made this movement of 
workers out of Puerto Rico and back again good for the development 
of Puerto Rico? It seems to be the case that the movement of mig
rants, sending back cash and then returning themselves, has enabled 
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the whole island to develop in a way in which it would not other
wise have been able to do. This can be contrasted with Sicily or 
Lesotho, where the drain out of migrants has impoverished the area. 
Lesotho today is a poorer country than it was a hundred years ago. 
Sicily is being impoverished by the draining out of labour. Why 
in one case is it beneficial and in the others not? Once more I 
do not have an answer. 

In Western Europe there is a long history of migrant labour, in the 
sense of people coming from a great distance into the industrial 
areas; in the 1850s Irishmen being brought into Manchester, Poles 
coming into Germany, Italians to the coalfields of Belgium. With 
the outbreak of the 1st World War, a lot of migrants were from 
hostile or unfriendly countries and so were sent back home. In 
the 1920s there was some improvement in the economy before the 
great depression of the 30s, so there was not much in the way of 
migrant labour in Europe with the single exception of Nazi Germany 
which during the 30s was using not migrant but forced labour. In 
1945, the real worry of those managing or thinking about the econ
omies was whether they were going to be able to employ everyone. 
This was particularly the case in the truncated Federal Republic 
of Germany, where there was not only a smaller country than before 
but also 10 million refugees pouring into the country from the ? 
east . But in fact the opposite of what was feared happened. 
Britain, Germany and France expanded very rapidly and soon needed 
far more labour than they could get in the country. Consider the 
case of West Germany; the number of foreigners employed rose from 
73 000 in 1954 to 169 000 in 1971, a thirtyfold increase in 17 
years. There was a similar rate of growth in France, Switzerland, 
Holland, and other parts of the continent. There was also a change 
in the source o* the labour supply. In the 1950s Germany drew its 
labour from Italy; first from the north, and then, as northern 
Italy developed rather as Puerto Rico did, from the South. But 
as Italy developed further. Southern Italians went to Northern 
Italy, and Germany had to look elsewhere. The trend was, first 
Italy, then Greece, Spain, Portugal, and then in recent years, 
Yugoslavia and Turkey, as is illustrated in the following table: 

FOREIGN WORKERS IN GERMANY. 

Sources (As a % of total 1959 1971 
foreign labour) 

Italy 29% 19% 
Yugoslavia 4% 22% 
Turkey 0% 20% 

In Britain there is a similarly changing pattern. First, Britain 
drew migrants from Ireland for a hundred years or so, and then as 
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Ireland grew economically, with Germany investing in ireland, 
Britain started to look elsewhere, to the Caribbean and the 
indian-subcontinent; West Indians, Indians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis 
came into Britain in the 1960s. In France the same thing happened. 
They started with Italian workers, and Algerians and other \*orth 
Africans, and then in the 1960s there occurred an enormous growth 
of Portuguese on the one hand, and of Africans on the other. The 
increase from Portugal was partly because of people wanting to 
escape from having to fight in Mocambique" and Angola. Today in 
France 28% of foreigners come from North Africa, roughly a third 
from the Iberian peninsula (Spain and Portugal) and 15% from Italy. 
The number fron- black Africa has increased from almost nothing to 
about 100 000 in the last 15 years, but it is stiLl a very small 
proportion of the total. However, it is worth considering it 
further as it exemplifies a familiar pattern. The Soninke group 
live several hundred miles due east of Dakar, where 
Senegal, Mauritius and Mali meet on the upper Senegal river, and 
it is from that fairly small area that most of the migrants from 
black Africa to France come. They move first to Dakar for two 
months, and spend this time working out how to get into France 
Illegally, which costs them about twice as much as the usual fare. 
They may get smuggled into France in the back of a truck over the 
Pyrenees, and land in Paris, where their conditions are not good 
in terms of housing and so on, but they make good money, which 
they send home to pay migrants to their home from further ^outh 
to do the work which they are no longer there to do. Eventually 
they return to Africa. 

In West Africa there Is another migrant labour movement which is 
largely agriculture: . People move from the in','d savannah zone, 
either due west to harvest peanuts , or south '• harvest cocao 
and coffee. This is largely a seasonal dove» *IJ. i ng, since when 
labour is needed on the coast there is a sidck period inland, and 
vice versa. There is a considerable debate going on at the monent 
between those who think that this movement is beneficial to econo
mic growth, and those who argue that it has been good for the 
coastal regions, but very bad, to the point of exploitation, for 
the inland region. 

Coming further south, the last place I want to look at before 
South Africa itself is Central Africa, the migrant labour pattern 
on the Copperbelt and in the Union Minidre in Katanga. The inter
esting point here is that in the 20s and 30s Union MiniSre and 
the Copperbelt made use of migrant labour just as the gold mines 
always have. They brought in workers from outside, housed them 
in hostels, and then sent them away again. But at the end of the 
1920s for Union MiniSre, and at the end of the 1930s for Roan 
Selection Trust and Anglo American, there was a switch in policy 
towards a more stable labour force. People came with their fami
lies, earned higher wages, and were provided with houses, education 
and social security. Today there is a completely stable labour 
force on the Copperbelt with virtually no turnover at all. 
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Why is it that the Copperbelt should move to a stable labour pat
tern whereas the gold mines which started using migrant lab
our 50 years earlier, are still using oscillating mine workers? 
Why, on the other hand, do you still have migrant labour going 
backwards and forwards in West Africa? There are all sorts of 
different patterns. In some places migrant labour is being main
tained and in others changed. What are the economic and pplitical 
forces at work? 

In South Africa we have a long history of migrant labour, starting 
primarily if not exclusively with the mines; first diamond mines 
and then from 1886 gold. A huge compound system developed so that 
today you have 99% of the 350 000 workers in the goldmines housed, 
on a single basis, in huge hostels of about 7 000 workers. There 
is also migrant labour in agriculture - maize, sugar and deciduo 
fruit - and, this is one of the important points to note, also a 
rapid growth of oscillating migrancy in manufacturing. This has 
occurred particularly in the last five of six years, with the mas
sive growth of hostel accommodation in Durban, Pretoria, Johannes
burg, Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, and elsewhere (with the exception 
of East London). Every second African man legally working in the 
urban areas is housed there as a 'single1 migrant, without his 
family. The proportion varies from 20% in Port Elizabeth to 86% 
in Cape Town. 

The main sources of migrant labour are; Transkei (192 000), Kwa-
Zulu and BophutaTswana (roughly the same as the Transkei), Lesotho 
(192 000), MocambiquS (130 000), Malawi (100 000), Botswana (55 000) 
Swaziland (30 000), Angola (5-6 000). Over time there has been a 
change in the sources of labour. The mines used to recruit nobody 
from the tropical areas north of 22 S, whereas today one third 
of the mines' labour force comes from these areas. This is not 
because migrants from the earlier sources are no longer migrating. 
Rather, they are moving into manufacturing, where wages are about 
twice what they are in mining. 

Why, then, do we have migrant labour? Is it because of ecominic 
forces at work, quite independent of pass laws and apartheid, as 
elsewhere in the world? This is the question I want to ask. To 
answer it I shall build a very simple model, more a clarification 
than a model, and think of four sets of forces. 

RURAL 
(SUPPLY) 

If B was a rural area, we could have a model of seasonal dovetail-

PUSH 2 PULL 1 

PULL 3 PUSH 4 

URBAN 
(DEMAND) 
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ing, as in West Africa. "hexe would be a pull (fo^ce 1) during 
the harvest season, and a push away during the off season, and 
the reverse pattern in A, so you will get a process of labour 
oscillation without or even over political forces, as a result of 
the economic factors. I don't think t-hat we will ever succeed in 
not having rural migration for harvesting; it happens all over the 
world, and all that one can do is to try to improve the lot of 
those engaged in it. 

It is the urban migration which is more important. Here force 1 
is the pull to the urban areas as a result of economic growth; 
for example the growth of the labour needs on the Witwatersrand 
from nothing in 1886 to 100 000 14 years later. Anywhere in the 
world, the process of economic growth leads to an increase in jobs 
in the urban areas at a rate greater than the natural population 
increase. Force 2 is the push from the rural areas, which may 
take many froms. It may be as the result of the political machin
ations of those who run the society, whether it be the Enclosure 
Acts in Britain, of Cecil Rhodes' Glen Grey Act here, where there 
is a squeeze on those in the rural areas, pushincr them into the 
cities. There is also a push from the rural areas as a result of 
the mechanisation of agriculture; combined harvesters, tractors, 
or weedkillers, which do away with many skoffelinq jobs. For ex
ample in the U.S. you havy the development of oblong tomatoes 
which can be picked more easily by machine without being bruised 
and cut and canned without taking too much space. This process 
of mechanisation means that you can produce the food you need with 
less and less labour. The third possible push from the rural areas 
is rapid population growth, as a result say of malaria control and 
better clinics, with a rural economic structure which is not able 
to absorb it. 

In the other direction, you have force 3 that pulls people back 
to the rural areas again. This is mainly a social security pull-
back in the early stages of industrialisation. People coming from 
the rural areas come in to the bottom end of the economic pyramid, 
where, in the early stages of industrialisation, there is no social 
security, no unemployment insurance, no old age pension and no
body looks after you if you are sick. On the other hand the rural 
areas from which the migrants come have an extended family network; 
people know you, and if you go back you are not going to be left 
out in the cold to dit% There will be a little food, and some 
kind of old age security. Thus there is social security in the 
rural areas at the early stage of industrialisation compared wit* 
that available in the urban centres. 

The force 4, the push back to the land, is really a political 
push from the employers, and it rises from the fact that, even if 
you are employing labour all the year round, it may nevertheless 
be in your interests to employ migrants. They are unskilled 
workers and the cost of turnover is not very high, so you may 
reason thus; "If we employ these people who have a home in the 



24 

rural areas where their wives and children fend for themselves, 
then their wages do not have to cover the maintenance of their 
families. Also, we do not have to build houses and the whole 
urban infrastructure which we would have to build either by pay
ing taxes or by paying higher wages so that people could afford 
them themselves". So there is an employer political push, push
ing them out again as soon as they are not needed. 

During the early stage of industrialisation you get these four 
sets of forces ; two bringing people to the cities, two more taking 
them back again. People become urbanised in a tentative sort of 
way. Afrikaners moving from the OFS to the goldmines in the 1920s 
considered themselves farmers coming to the mines at the time the 
drought was on; when the drought is over, back they will go. But 
as the economy continues to grow, the balance of the forces starts 
to change. Force 1 grows stronger as the demand for urban workers 
increases, whether in construction, or in South Africa, in the 
civil service, or anything else. At the same time the rural push 
is increasing because of mechanisation and/or population increase; 
the rate of growth of jobs in the rural areas may actually be neg
ative, or at least less than the natural population Increase. 

On the other hand force 3 is getting weaker, because of the rise 
of social security in the urban areas. The whole politics of the 
welfare state, which has been the major political battle of the 
last hundred years in Britain, France, the U.S. and elsewhere is 
about social security for those in the urban areas. There is 
also a weakening of force 4 since as the economy goes on growing 
there is a greater demand for skilled labour; you don't want some
body who can lift a bag of mealies onto a truck,you want somebody 
who can drive a fork-lift truck carrying ten bags of mealies. He 
will have to be skilled and so it will no longer pay you to have 
a high turnover. So the political push weakens as a direct result 
of economic growth. 

So as the economy goes on growing, forces 1 and 2 are getting 
stronger and forces 3 and 4 are getting weaker, and so more and 
more people are moving into the cities. This is taking place all 
over the world, including Western Europe. What is happening there 
is that the national rural area has dried out, and so it is nec
essary to go further afield, to Italy, Turkey, Yugoslavia, or 
India, and this is creating problems because there is a political 
boundary involved. Bu* all the evidence is, and this is a funda
mental difference fron- '̂ outh Africa, that Europe is trying to 
come to terms with thia by widening the boundaries over which 
people may move freely. In terms of Common Market Regulation of 
1964, anybody living in the ECM can move to any other member 
country. There is also an agreement between Germany and Turkey 
in terms of which Turks will be able to move back and forth with
out any difficulties with passports and so on. But in South Africa 
exactly the opposite is happening. 
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What is happening in South Africa? As in Europe, as the economy 
grows at 5%%, or at whatever the planned rate, so urban jobs, in 
building, in the civil service and in manufacture, grow very ra
pidly. The jobs which are not increasing relatively as fast as 
the increase in the natural population are mining, and agriculture 
itself. So there is a steady push from the rural areas, in the 
one case from the mechanisation of white farms, and on the other 
hand, owing to population pressure in the Bantustans. So there 
is a double push from the rural areas. At the same time, the 
social security pull back has weakened enormously, not because, as 
in other societies, of the development of urban social security, 
but because the rural social security available to black workers 
is far less than it used to be. In the Ciskei one third of the 
family heads living there have no arable land of any sort. The . 
majority have not got enough land to produce enough for themselves 
let alone to look after somebody returning from the urban areas. 
Contrasing this with the situation 150 years ago, the evidence is 
that this area is now much poorer and more crowded, so there is. 
no social security to pull people back. 

At the same time force 4 is also weakening although more slowly 
because the consequence of the colour bar is to prevent blacks 
from doing more skilled jobs, and so as long as blacks are unskilled 
it pays to push them back again because the cost of turnover is 
not high. Eut the economy goes on growing and the consequence of 
this is that the colour bar begins to shift upwards. Instead of 
a worker loading bags by hand, he will now be using some piece of 
equipment. He may be laying irrigation pipes or working looms in 
a textile factory. He is much more skilled, and the employer will 
be much less willing to let him go and bring in an unskilled man 
in his place. The cost of turnover increases and force 4 weakens. 
So you find the balance of forces changing to bring more and more 
workers into the cities as a result of goal number 1, which is 
economic growth. But in South Africa there is a second goal, 
goal number2, the goal of separate development, in terms of which 
black workers are citizens of politically independent, economic
ally viable, homelands, which is the rural area in our model. If 
you want workers to be workers in the city for goal number 1, and 
citizens in the rural homelands for goal number 2, the only way 
to do this is to keep them on the hop with a migrant labour system. 

What used to be a nice, satisfactory labour system operating with
out undue hardships, has now changed because the balance of forces 
has altered as a result of economic growth. If you want to main
tain migrant labour you have to bring in the force of law far more 
strongly than you did before. This is done in two ways. Firstly, 
the pass lav/s put in a filter which ensures that only those who 
are needed in the city as workers can move; no wives, no children, 
no grandchildren. At the same time you must ensure that those *. 
who move dc not settle. This is done by the 1968 Labour Requlation 
Act, which says that a worker can come to the city but only if he 
contracts to leave it again after one year. If he doesn't he will be 
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arrested; consequently you have an enormous increase in pass law 
arrests, simply to keep the system going. At the beginning of 
the 1920s there were 48 000 convictions each year under the pass 
laws; in 1948, 176 000, in 1962 385 000 and in 1971 the number of 
prosecutions was 613 000. The figures are down a little at the 
moment from what they were 2 or 3 years ago, but still more than 
one person every minute of the day and night is being prosecuted 
in terms of the pass laws. Within the present political frame
work, economic growth is going to expand the process of oscillat
ing migration. More hostels are going to have to be built in 
the cities, and more people are going to have to be arrested in 
order to keep people who should not be in, out and to kick people 
out again after they have been allowed in. This is going to be 
the consequence of pursuing both these goals. 

My conclusion is that I do not believe that we have to go on 
having the pattern of migrant labour in South Africa- Indeed, I 
would argue that it is so appalling in its consequences that steps 
should be taken to end it. I also believe that such steps would 
not necessarily involve changing the governing party. There is a 
possibility of change within the present framework, partly because 
such a change is at the micro level not threatening. To allow a 
person into the city with his family is not really a political 
threat to white workers in the same way that a trade union might 
be a threat. But this change is not going to take place just 
by waiting for the economy to go grinding on and making the system 
evaporate. It is not going to evaporate. It is going to get worse 
and worse unless political action is taken, to end it. This need 
not be on a party basis. It would cut right across parties and 
colours. We need to understand that if, as we are doing , we are 
trying to build a common economy, the implication of this is that 
we must also build a common society. 


