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THE MAKING OF A SERVANT

I can no longer ask how it feels 
To be choked by a yoke-rope 
Because I have seen it for myself in the chained ox.  
The blindness has left my eyes. I have become aware, 
I bave seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

He was sleek, lovely, born for freedom, 
Not asking anything from any one, simply 

priding himself on being a young ox.  
Someone said: Let him be caught and 

trained and broken in, 
Going about it as if he meant to help him.  
I bave seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

He tried to resist, fighting for his freedom.  
He was surrounded, fenced in with wisdom and experience.  
They overcame him by trickery: 'He must be trained.' 
A good piece of rationalisation can camouflage evil.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

He was bound with ropes that cut into his head, 
He was bullied, kicked, now and again petted, 
But their aim was the same: to put a yoke on him.  
Being trained in one's own interests is for the privileged.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

The last stage. The yoke is set on him.  
They tie the halter round his neck, slightly choking him.  
They say the job's done, he'll be put out to work with 

the others 
To obey the will of his owner and taskmaster.  
I bave seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.



He kicks out, trying to break away.  
They speak with their whips. He turns backwards 
Doing his best to resist but then they say: 'Hit him.' 
A prisoner is a coward's plaything.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

Though he stumbled and fell, he was bitten on the tail.  
Sometimes I saw him raking at his yoke-mate 
With his horns - his friend of a minute, .his blood-brother.  
The suffering under the yoke makes for bad blood.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

The sky seemed black as soft rain fell.  
I looked at his hump, it was red, 
Dripping blood, the mark of resistance.  
He yearns for his home, where he was free.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

Stockstill, tired, there was no sympathy.  
He bellowed notes of bitterness.  
They loosened his halter a little - to let him breathe, 
They tightened it again, snatching back his breath.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

I saw him later, broken, trained, 
Pulling a double-shared plough through deep soil, 
Serving, struggling for breath, in pain.  
To be driven is death. Life is doing things for yourself.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

I saw him climb the steepest of roads.  
He carried heavy loads, staggering 
The mud of sweat which wins profit for another.  
The savour of working is a share in the harvest.  
I have seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.



I saw him hungry with toil and sweat, 
Eyes all tears, spirit crushed, 
No longer able to resist. He was tame.  
Hope lies in action aimed at freedom.  
I bave seen the making of a servant 
In the young yoke-ox.  

The Making of a Servant and other Poems by J.J.R. Jolobe.  
Translated from Xhosa by Robert Kavanagh and Z.S. Qangule 
(Ophir, Ravan Press, Johannesburg, 1974)
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Preface 

Two centuries ago Lady Chudleigh commented, 'Wife and servant 
are the same, but only differ in the name.' This book sets out to 
examine this equation in the South African context.  

'Maids' and 'madams' are both victims of discrimination in this 
society - discrimination which maintains them in a subordinate 
and dependent position. Nevertheless, they experience this 
dependence very differently. The employment of maids frees 
madams in various ways, not only to play golf and bridge, but to 
undertake paid employment, to be involved in the community 
and to engage in academic research. This book tries to raise some 
questions about the cost of that freedom.  

The research on which it is based was undertaken in the belief 
that sociologists in South Africa have a particular obligation to 
record the injustice and exploitation that surround us and of 
which we are too often a contributing part. If the book has any 
value it is that it allows the voices of domestic workers to be 
heard. These voices need, however, to be located in terms of the 
social structures and historical processes which have silenced them 
for so long. A danger in this kind of sociological analysis is that 
the living nature of the feelings, ideas and hopes of the people 
studied becomes frozen and obscured in academic jargon and long 
computer sheets covered with endless statistics. I have tried to 
avoid this.  

Maids and Madams attempts to give a tentative and exploratory 
account of an institution which has been an essential part of the 
white South African way of life for generations. Perhaps the 
Eastern Cape, on which the research was focused, is South Africa's 
'Deep South', but there is a sense in Which the institution of 
domestic service itself constitutes apartheid's Deep South in that it 
is the crudest, and most hidden, expression of inequality in this 
society.



This book is an indictment of the liberal mentality which asserts 
the humanity of Africans, only to deny the human needs and 
feelings of African servants. The employers who pay wages of less 
than R25 a month and exact long hours from their domestic 
workers include some of the most prominent members of white 
Eastern Cape society. The publication of Maids and Madams may 
evoke controversy. Indeed while writing it, I have felt akin to 
Marx's worker, 'like someone who has brought his own hide to 
market and now has nothing to expect but a tanning.' 

It would not have been completed without the support and 
assistance of several friends. I would like to acknowledge my debt 
to five people especially: firstly, my field worker, Nobengazi 
Mary Kota, whose skill and sensitivity elicited a remarkable degree 
of trust from the domestic workers she interviewed. Secondly, 
Professor Edward Higgins who supervised the research on which 
this book is based. I am indebted to him for his help especially 
during the period of field work, and for his openness to opinions 
and perspectives which he does not share. I am extremely grateful 
to Dorothy Driver and Nick Visser who edited the manuscript and 
whose suggestions have made the text far more readable than it 
would otherwise have been. Lastly I am especially indebted to 
Kathleen Satchwell whose encouragement and incisive criticism 
have been invaluable.  

I would also like to thank Jeff Peires, Marion Lacey, Professor 
Winifred Maxwell and Professor Monica Wilson who have taken 
the time to read and comment on various chapters; Iona Mayer, 
whose knowledge as an anthropologist and sensitivity as a human 
being I have drawn on; Guy Berger and Janet Shapiro for their 
help and encouragement; Margaret Donaldson who made a good 
deal of archival material available to me; Marianne Roux and Neil 
Abrahams for the suggestions they made in constructing the 
questionnaires, and especially Virginia van der Vliet for her 
invaluable assistance at this point in the research; Mike Berning 
and Sandra Fold of the Cory Library for Historical Research, 
Rhodes University, who were of great help; and Mike Kirkwood 
and Biddy Crewe of Ravan Press for their trust and enthusiasm. I 
am also grateful to Rhodes University and the Human Sciences 
Research Council for financial assistance.  

Finally I am indebted to the domestic workers and their 
employers who gave up their time to be interviewed, and who 
spoke with such honesty and vividness about their lives. I have 
learned a great deal from them.  

Grahamstown September, 1979



Part One 

The Ultra-Exploitation 

of Domestic Workers





Chapter 1 

Introduction 

A victory on every page 
Who cooked the victory feast? 

Bertolt Brecht1 

... to trace the lines of exploitation in a society is to discover the key 
to the understanding of social relations of superordination and 
subordination which apply within that society.  

A. Giddens
2 

Domestic service constitutes one of the largest sources of 
employment for black women in South Africa.3 Yet it is a largely 
unstudied occupation. There has been no previous investigation of 
domestic workers in the Eastern Cape, and to date only two 
comprehensive studies of domestic workers in other areas of South 
Africa.4 This neglect is significant, for such inquiry involves 
questioning the accepted pattern of inequalities on which the 
entire social order is based.  

Domestic workers are among the most exploited groups in a 
society marked by extreme inequality. They are situated at the 
convergence of three lines along which social inequality is 
generated - class, race and sex. These inequalities are related to 
the capitalist system of production in South Africa, which is not 
unique, but is 'perhaps uniquely vicious in its degree of exploita
tion and repression'.5 I have tried to document one particular 
aspect of that exploitation.  

The argument advanced is tentative and exploratory. It offers a 
broad overview, a brief sketch. Much more detailed research is
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needed to fill in the outlines. There are three parts to my argu
ment.  

The first section describes briefly the situation of domestic 
workers in contemporary South Africa generally, and specifically 
the situation of a random sample of 225 domestic servants in an 
Area of the Eastern Cape commonly described as 'Settler Country'.  

/It is suggested that as an occupational group, domestic workers 
are subject to ultra-exploitation. They are deprived of a negotiated 
wage, of reasonable working hours and of family and social life.  
They are also denied favourable working conditions, respectful 
treatment and any acknowledgement of the dignity of their 
labour, as well as specific legal protection, membership in an effec
tive worker organisation and effective bargaining power./ 

The second section gives a brief historical overview, showing the 
roots of this exploitation in the treatment of domestic workers by 
the early European settlers in the Eastern Cape. Viewed over the 
last two hundred years of South African history, domestic service 
is a kaleidoscopic institution. It has involved San, Khoikoi, 
European, 'Coloured', Indian and African men as well as women.  
Its development reflects changing patterns of both racial and 
sexual domination. The process whereby it was transformed into a 
predominantly black, female institution is outlined.  

The third section analyses the structures which have created the 
ultra-exploitability of domestic workers and the mechanisms by 
which this is maintained.6 The powerlessness and vulnerability 
the ultra-exploitability - of black women within the institution of 
domestic service derive from the discrimination to which both 
blacks and women are subject in South Africa. A central tenet of 
this study is that one cannot arrive at any understanding of the 
situation of domestic workers without some analysis of the 
situation of black women in South Africa today. This is especially 
important in view of the dearth of published material analysing 
the position of women in South Africa.  

This is not to ignore the fact that domestic service in South 
Africa includes a number of black men. I have focused upon the 
ultra-exploitation of black female domestic workers because they 
are overall the majority. According to figures calculated from the 

71970 Census 88,9 percent of all domestic workers are black, and 
88,4 percent of all black domestic workers are women.7 While 
among the Xhosa of the Eastern Cape, domestic work for wages is 
the prerogative of women, this is not true of other areas and 
groups within South Africa. Male domestic workers are in a similar 
position of exploitation. Indeed they could be said to experience 
a specific, though different 'edge' to their exploitation deriving 
from the violation of the traditional male role that the nature of
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domestic work involves.  
This study draws on insights from both sociology and history in 

order to locate domestic workers at three levels: in terms of 
historical processes; in the wider social structure and in the home; 
in both the political and domestic economy. This constitutes the 
landscape in which domestic workers are placed. But it would be a 
bleak painting if this were all. The most important aspect of this 
picture lies in the human figures it depicts. Whatever colour and 
richness the study has, comes largely from individual biographies, 
from the thoughts and experiences of individual servants. Their 
definitions of the situation, their perception of themselves and 
their employers, their relationships with their employers and the 
ways in which these are negotiated, their hopes and fears, consti
tute a moving record of human suffering, endurance and denial.  

As an occupational group, the almost 800 000 black women 
who are domestic workers in contemporary South Africa show a 
considerable variety of characteristics. Some are part of an urban
industrial proletariat; others are migrant workers who send money 
to a family living in the homelands or on a white-owned farm.  
However, the prevailing characteristic of the domestic worker's 
situation in South Africa is exploitation. They are 'trapped' within 
a tightly woven structure of constraints: a condition of subjuga
tion and immobility.  

This study attempts to describe that framework of constraints, 
and to analyse some of the mechanisms which block their ability 
to resist exploitation. For the most part their parameters of choice 
are extremely narrow; they are markedly powerless to alter their 
situation. Lack of educational opportunities and employment 
alternatives, coupled with influx control legislation restricting the 
movement of black workers, all combine to 'trap' black women 
generally, and in the Eastern Cape most specifically, in domestic 
service. Employers set wages and conditions of work according to 
their own preference. These are usually decidedly disadvantageous 
to the worker. The predominant response obtained from the 
domestic workers interviewed in the Eastern Cape is a sense of 
being trapped; of having no alternatives; of living out an infinite 
series of daily frustrations, indignities and denials.  

Domestic workers are widely viewed as 'defer tial workers', 
yet this 'deference' is more apparent than rea Many domestic 
workers adopt a 'mask of deference' as a protective disguise, 
enabling them to conform to employers' expectations and shield 
their real feelings. The poor and ill-educated women who form the 
vast majority of domestic workers in the Eastern Cape do not 
accept the legitimacy of their own subordination in the social 
order. On the contrary, they have a high consciousness of ex-
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ploitation; a sense of community of interests; and considerable 
insight into the structures which maintain their subordination.  
Domestic servants are not deferential workers but trapped 
workers. This is generally true of South Africa's black workers, 
who are among the most regimented labour forces in the world.  
Ultimately, the problems of domestic workers are generated by a 
political system which does not operate in their interests.  

The ultra-exploitability of black women in South Africa derives 
from two sets of forces: a system of racial domination and one of 
sexual domination.  

Various measures of racial discrimination serve to maintain 
blacks in a subordinate position. These measures are shown to 
operate at five levels: political rights, property and residence 
rights, employment, education and income. Moreover a racist 
ideology legitimises this system of domination.8 Similarly various 
measures of sexual discrimination serve to maintain women in a 
position of dependence. These measures are shown to operate at 
four critical levels: legal status, employment, education and 
reproduction. Again a sexist ideology legitimises this system of 
domination. Both sets of forces are generated by the capitalist 
system of production and class structure, which operate to 
produce a complex pattern of inequality.  

While all women in South African society are subject to the 
sexual domination that operates in a system of 'sex bars', the 
system of racial domination provides white women with important 
mechanisms of escape from this structure of constraints. The 
employment of cheap, black domestic labour is one instance and Phis presents a challenge to conventional feminist analysis.  

Domestic service in South Africa is a social institution that is 
significant in four senses: first, in that it constitutes the second 
largest source of employment of black women. Secondly, the 
development of domestic service into a predominantly black 
female institution reflects changing patterns of sexual and racial 
domination. Furthermore the institution is a microcosm of the 
existing pattern of racial inequality in South Africa. But it is also 
more than this. Domestic workers play an important role in the 
reproduction of labour power, the capacity to work. This includes 
not only physical maintenance (through the preparing of meals 
and the laundering of clothes), but also ideological maintenance.  
The role of the domestic worker is important in socialisation into 
the dominant ideological order. Often it is the only significant 
interracial contact whites experience, and they experience this 
relationship in extremely asymmetrical terms. Many white South 
African children learn the attitudes of racial domination from 
domestic relationships with servants and 'nannies'. The converse is
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equally true in that many blacks presumably learn the attitudes of 
submission (or at least the semblance thereof) that apartheid 
requires, and also the resentment it generates, through some 
experience of domestic service. According to his sister, Steve Biko, 
the founder of Black Consciousness, first became politicised 
through observing the exploitation to which his mother was 
subject as a domestic worker.9 Finally, domestic service is signifi
cant in that it is an important point of incorporation into urban
industrial society for many black women. As in nineteenth
century Britain, it is an occupational role that allows for move
ment into an urban setting. Many domestic workers are migrants 
for whom urban employment has become an 'escape route' from 
harsh grinding poverty and a strategy for survival in an increasingly 
complex and hostile society.,

Before plunging into the results of my research, I feel it is 
necessary to give a brief description of the theoretical framework 
that governed my approach as well as the research procedures I 
adopted. It is probably only fair to warn the reader that this is the 
least readable part of the book and could be omitted by those 
who are not particularly interested in it.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

While this study draws on insights from different theoretical 
perspectives and disciplines in order to describe and explain the 
framework of constraints within which domestic workers in South 
Africa live out their lives, the emphasis is on the significance of the 
system of production. Such an approach is not infallible, but it has 
a special explanatory value, particularly important when one is 
writing about sexual and racial inequalities. There is nothing 
intrinsically problematical about sex or race. As Marx wrote: 

What is a Negro slave? A man of the black race. The one explanation is 
as good as the other. A Negro is a Negro. He only becomes a slave in 
certain relations. A cotton spinning jenny is a machine for spinning 
cotton. It becomes capital only in certain relations. Tom from these 
relationships it is no more capital than gold in itself is money or sugar is 
the price of sugar. 1 0 

Rubin rephrases this and asks: 

What is a domesticated woman? A female of the species. The one 
explanation is as good as the other. A woman is a woman. She only 
becomes a domestic, a wife, a chattel, a playboy bunny, a prostitute or
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a human dictaphone in certain relations. Torn from these relations she 
is no more the helpmate of man than gold in itself is money and so 
on.11 

Social inequalities along racial and sexual lines are frequently 
described in terms of the concept of 'minority groups'. But such 
formulations do not tell us very much. In fact they mystify rather 
than explain.  

... in cases of biologically based inequality, such as the racial system 
in South Africa, the specific form of inequality is an absolute mystifica
tion.., 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 often formally constituted in terms of them.12 

The Marxist approach enables us to deal with this problem of 
mystification and avoid the limitations of both idealism and 
empiricism.  

Empiricism is often heavily descriptive and equates reality with 
its apparent form. Further, it rests upon a false assumption that 
observational entities are, to some extent, independent of 
theoretical ones. According to the epistemology I am following, 
observation cannot occur pre-theoretically; it is invariably the 
product of a determinate theoretical practice.  

Idealism neglects the material basis of social reality. Several 
writers have dealt with the difficulties involved here, and 
specifically with the inadequacies of the idealist assertion that 
racial discrimination is due to racial beliefs, generated and 
maintained by ideological factors outside the economic system.  

However, in the sociology of South Africa the dominant 
perspective has been that of a variant of idealism, namely 
pluralism. It is a framework which has some descriptive use, but 
little explanatory value. 13 

In terms of current Marxist analysis much of the pluralist
revisionist debate in the sociology of South Africa takes on a 
shadowy character. It is often an unreal landscape populated by 
Don Quixote figures tilting at imaginary windmills. The favourite 
'windmill' is the conception of 'vulgar determinism'.  

The key to the difference between classical and contemporary 
accounts of Marxism seems to lie in the concept of causation.  
Used loosely this 'covers three interrelated problems: those of 
economism, voluntarism and historicism. The first, focusing on the 
role of the economy, is especially important. Neo-Marxism insists 
that it is not a form of economic determinism. A more sophisti
cated conception of cause replaces the classical monist conception.
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To argue that the political and ideological superstructure of 
society necessarily reflects the underlying economic base is 'vulgar 
determinism' or 'mechanistic materialism'. Williams points out 
that where 'determinism' implies a single cause which totally 
predicts and controls a social formation, the notion of 'determina
tion' is a much looser, more sophisticated concept.14 It implies a 
conception of the economic level as generating pressures and 
defining the parameters of superstructurai forms.  

This is expressed in Althusser's notion of 'overdetermina
tion'.1 5 This involves basically two principles: the relative auto
nomy of the superstructural forms and their specific effectivity, 
and the determination in-the-last-instance by the economic level.  
In Althusser's formulation each social formation is composed of 
several modes of production but in each we find 'the dominance 
of one mode which produces complex effects of dissolution or 
conservation on the other modes of production'" 6 and gives the 
society its character. Thus the social formation is a combination of 
distinct structural levels - economic, political and ideological, 
dominated by a determinate mode of production.  

South African society has for some time included different 
modes of production but the capitalist mode has gradually become 
dominant. The South African variant of capitalism is characterised 
by the extreme extra-economic coercion of the majority of the 
labour force which is associated with slavery or feudalism.  
Feudalism is not the dominant mode because the workers have 
been separated from ownership of the means of production; nor is 
slavery because the appropriator of surplus assumes no rights of 
ownership over, or responsibilities for, the person of the exploited.  
Thus, as Rex suggests, the South African variant is possibly 'the 
theoretically most perfect system of labour exploitation yet 
devised. 17 

A mode of production establishes the division of the classes and 
the form of exploitation. Exploitation is a concept which is 
frequently used very loosely and very infrequently examined. It is 
not the prerogative of Marxism, but it is a concept to which 
Marxists have a special claim. On the theoretical level, in Marx's 
critique of capitalism, exploitation was one of a set of linked 
concepts which provided an interpretative framework. At the 
empirical level there is a tradition in academic Marxism of 
documenting and exposing historically specific situations of 
exploitation. One obvious example is Engels exposure of working 
class living conditions in Manchester in 1844; another is Marx's 
expos6 of the exploitation of the Moselle vinegrowers in 1843, a 
work that led him, according to Engels, 'from pure politics to 
economic relationships and so to socialism. 8
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In Marxist terms the concept of economic exploitation is tied to 
the notion of surplus value. Marx considered that the worker in a 
capitalist system was exploited because he did not receive in the 
form of wages, the whole of the value produced by his labour.  
Thus the 'exploitative' character of capitalism is inevitable. It is 
based on the extraction of surplus value from productive labour.  
But the meaning of 'productive labour' is problematic. Gardiner 
maintains that the difficulty originates, in part, from Marx's rather 
contradictory treatment of the concept in different contexts.19 

Marx distinguishes between labour that is productive in general, 
that is, any labour that produces use values, 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. According to 
Gardiner, in Capital, where 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 indispensable to the production and 
distribution of commodities. In Theories of Surplus Value the 
distinction centres on whether the labour is paid out of capital or 
out of revenue (consisting of profits and rent spent on consump
tion, and wages). Thus productive workers are those employed 
within the capitalist mode of production - whatever useful form 
their labour takes - whilst unproductive workers are those whose 
labour power is bought by capitalists (or workers) for personal 
consumption.  

Poulantzas refers to the 'myth which identifies wage earners and 
working class.' He writes, 'while every worker is a wage earner, not 
every wage earner is a worker, since not every wage earner is 
necessarily a productive worker' producing surplus value. He 
stresses that wage earners in commerce, banks, service industries 
and so on, 'are not included among productive workers in Marxist 
analysis.'20 It has been pointed out that this view relegates 
workers who 'produce use-values in the form of services which are 
consumed as wage goods by the working class to the sphere of 
unproductive labour.' Given that service workers are often the 
most exploited in capitalist systems, this formulation seems 
questionable. Whether service workers are productive or un
productive, is a question that affects only the form of their 
exploitation, not the issue of whether they are exploited or not.2 1 

The form of exploitation is a complex theoretical question.  
Does the domestic worker produce su rplus value? A number of 
answers have been given to this in what has come to be called 'the 
domestic labour debate'.2 2 This has produced a good deal of 
confusion. One source of difficulty is that 'Marxist categories, like 
capital itself, are sex-blind.'2 3 The notion of surplus value rooted
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in productive labour cannot easily be transferred to housework 
which is essentially reproductive labour. Nevertheless it could be 
argued that women's domestic labour is integral to the capitalist 
mode of production in two ways. First, the sexual division of 
labour which consigns women primarily to the family means that 
they are available to augment the reserve army of labour for 
industry.2 4 This industrial reserve army is a crucial component of 
capital accumulation. As part of it, women can be drawn into 
production in times of boom or war, but are equally vulnerable to 
redundancy or the introduction of part-time work during periods 
of recession. In addition women have an important role in the 
reproduction of labour power within the family. 'The maintenance 
and reproduction of the working class is, and must ever be, a 
necessary condition to the reproduction of capital.'2 5 In South 
Africa this work is done mainly by women - by wives and 
mothers as unwaged workers in the home, and by black women 
domestic servants as wage workers. In terms of this analysis 
domestic labour contributes to the circuit of capitalist production.  
It produces use values which are necessary for the production and 
reproduction of labour power both on a daily and a generational 
basis. 'Generational reproduction involves biological reproduction, 
the regulation of sexuality, and the socialisation of children, while 
day-to-day reproduction involves numerous tasks of domestic 
labour such as shopping, cooking meals, washing, cleaning and 
caring.'2 6 While this involves the reproduction of the capacity for 
work, which is largely an economic function, the domestic worker 
also has an ideological function in the reproduction of the social 
relations of production. The role of the domestic worker in these 
functions may best be illustrated diagrammatically as follows:
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Figure 1.  
The Role of Domestic Work in the Reproduction of Labour 

Power and the Relations of Production2 7 

C indicates a function where paid domestic labour makes a contribution 

in some households; 

R indicates that the function is usually the paid domestic servant's 

responsibility in many South African households.

(a) Labour power reproduced 

1. Physical maintenance 

2. Psychological maintenance 

(b) Relations of production 

Ideological maintenance2 8

Domestic labour required 

Pregnancy and childbirth 
Childcare C/R 
Housecleaning R 
Cooking R 
Laundry work R 
Shopping C 
Sewing and mending C 

Tension absorption and 
promotion of cordial 
family relations C 

Sexual relations 
Socialisation of children C 

Domestic labour required 

Language, skills and 
socialisation into class, 
race and gender 
relations C

This analysis suggests that the paid domestic worker is firstly a 
wage labourer, and thus subject to the discipline of the wage, with 
the corollary that the worker receives less than what she produces, 
the surplus being appropriated by her employer. Secondly she 
plays a critical part in the reproduction of both labour power and 
the relations of production. She is thus an important element in 
the indirect production of surplus value for capital.  

However this analysis raises more questions than it answers. In 
the South African context the role of domestic work in the repro
duction of labour power covers three areas: the role of the house
wife; the role of the domestic servant employed by a housewife;
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and the role of the domestic servant in households where the 
housewife has a dual role and is also employed outside the home 
as a wage worker.  

Their precise relation to capital involves complex theoretical 
issues which are beyond the scope of this study to resolve.  

Nevertheless, without claiming to have specified the form of 
exploitation, this study attempts to show that domestic servants 
are among the most exploitable and exploited groups in con
temporary South Africa. In terms of Marxist theory, oppression 
refers to the social, political and psychic effects of exploitation.  
The two concepts oppression and exploitation cannot be 
separated. Seccombe argues unconvincingly that 'the housewife is 
not exploited because surplus value is not extracted from her 
labour' but 'she is intense y oppressed within the nuclear family 
under capitalism.'2 9 But surely the source of oppression is 
exploitation in some form? 

While my emphasis on the significance of the system of 
production as determining the relations of exploitation enables 
one to identify the structural relationships and historical processes 
which have created the ultra-exploitability of black women, and 
their ultra-exploitation as domestic servants, the sociological 
perspective should enable one to connect structural and historical 
processes with individual biographies.  

It is necessary to locate the domestic servant in a social context, 
particularly in terms of the constraints this context imposes, but 
at the same time to grasp individual meanings. Individuals are the 
products of social relations, and to some extent are trapped within 
them. As Marx wrote 

My standpoint... can less than any other make the individual 
responsible for relations whose creature he remains, socially speaking, 
however much he may subjectively raise himself above them.30 

This view is the basis of a humanism which recognises that both 
domestic servants and their exploitative employers are 'victims'.  

This framework requires that we take account of subjective 
meanings. We need to explore the way in which domestic servants, 
and their employers, define their situations, their typifications of 
themselves and others, and the rules which define how their reality 
is constituted and experienced in interaction. To understand what 
Jolobe called 'the making of a servant' in the poem at the beginn
ing of this book, requires drawing on insights from 'Phenomenolo
gical Sociology'.31 

Drawing from both Marxist and Phenomenological Sociology 
gives one an eclectic view which recognises the essential individu-
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ality and uniqueness of each person, but insists that the individual 
can only be understood in terms of his location in a social context.  
Thus an analysis of subjective meaning is linked to a conception of 
the actual situation within which the individual is embedded. The 
following four chapters focus, in part, on this micro-level: the 
interaction between servant and employer. The remaining chapters 
attempt to locate this interaction in a social and historical context.  
The key notion is that the macro-structures which control the 
distribution of power and resources in society, colour the inter
actions of these individuals at the micro-level. Domestic servants 
and their employers are not free and equal participants in inter
action. Their interaction cannot be comprehended without examin
ing the parties' respective situations in South African society.  

At the same time this is an empirically grounded analysis.  
According to an empiricist epistemology, descriptions are assumed 
to be free from either individual, cultural, or theoretical interpre
tations. Reality is presented to us without interpretation or bias.  
This study makes no such claims. The observation and recording 
of 'facts' is not unproblematic. Facts are socially created; they are 
the outcome of a process of intellectual production involving a 
theoretical interpretation of an event and its location in a specific 
context.  

AREA OF INVESTIGATION 

I intended the geographical area of the study to approximate that 
of the Zuurveld, the area of the Eastern Cape in which the British 
settlers of 1820 were chiefly located.3 2 The area chosen was that 
covered by the Albany and Bathurst Divisional Councils. This 
forms a kind of triangle, the apex of which is Grahamstown, the 
sides of which are the Fish and Bushman Rivers, and the base the 
sea. This is essentially colonial country. It was the cockpit of four 
frontier wars, and a frontier area socially, culturally, economi
cally and militarily.  

The choice of this area ensured that representatives of both 
rural and urban areas were included. In the rural areas there is a 
wide variety of agricultural undertakings, with beef and dairy 
cattle, pineapples, chicory, citrus and mixed farming being the 
chief activities. The area includes two urban centres. Grahams
town, Irbini in Xhosa, is an educational centre. It has a population 
of over 35 000 Xhosa-speaking people, along with 7 000 'coloureds' and 11 000 whites. Port Alfred is a holiday resort with 
only a fishing industry, a small white community of 2 000, and 
almost 9 000 blacks.
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Both are non-industrial towns and are sometimes said to be 
unique in their large black populations and lack of employment 
opportunities. However, Nyquist shows that Grahamstown is quite 
typical of smaller cities when evaluated as part of a sample of 16 
small cities from a total of 32 with populations between 15 000 
and 49 000 scattered throughout the four provinces of South 
Africa. 3 3 Further, as the historian, W. Macmillan, wrote of 
Grahamstown many years ago: 

... from all I can learn of wages and conditions elsewhere I believe it is 
easy to exaggerate the difference between this and any other country 
town, and make this an excuse for regarding our own case as peculiarly 
insoluble.34 

Sixty years later his words are still peculiarly apt. Both the urban 
centres in the study seem to be quite typical of South Africa's 
smaller cities and coastal resorts.  

RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

The research techniques were deliberately varied and combined 
several methods: 

(1) A search of historical sources. Here I was fortunate to have 
access to old diaries, newspapers, letters, housekeeping account 
books and other family papers which are stored in the Cory 
Library for Historical Research, Rhodes University; (2) participant 
observation in the home-work setting; (3) the routine perusal of 
statistics and the available literature on domestic workers; (4) a 
random sample survey, which was the most important source of 
data. This involved 225 interviews with domestic workers and 
employers using interview schedules.  

The interviews attempted to combine the richness of case 
studies with the comparability of survey interviews.3 5 The most 
appropriate research instrument appeared to be the semi
structured interview questionnaire. This technique allows for a 
level of spontaneity while ensuring a high degree of comparability 
between one interview and another. The framing of questions was 
standardised and thus the same substantive material was covered in 
all the interviews in order to produce quantifiable data.  

The questions were first framed in terms of five informal inter
views with key informants in the community. These were women 
with an extensive knowledge of the community and the general 
situation of domestic workers. A draft was then prepared and 
discussed with some colleagues and friends. On the basis of their
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criticisms an amended draft was then tested in the field in a pilot 

Re pilot survey consisted of 15 interviews conducted during 
July 1978. The purpose of the pilot survey was mainly to test the 
suitability of the questions on the respondents. On the basis of 
these sources of preliminary information, the final interview 
schedules were constructed.  

Three different interview schedules were used: (i) 125 domestic 
workers were briefly interviewed by me using a structured inter
view schedule focusing on objective aspects of their work 
situation. (This is reproduced in Appendix I.) (ii) 50 domestic 
workers were interviewed in depth by a field worker using a semi
structured interview schedule which focused on both objective and 
subjective aspects of their situation. (See Appendix II.) (iii) 50 
employers of domestic servants were interviewed in depth by me 
using a semi-structured interview schedule which similarly focused 
on both objective and subjective aspects. (See Appendix III.) 

Interview schedules (ii) and (iii) combined open-ended and 
fixed choice questions. It was surmised that many of the respon
dents would not have clearly formulated opinions on many 
of the issues. To avoid a forced statement of opinion and elicit a 
free response it was decided to keep some of the questions open
ended. The questions followed a psychological rather than a 
logical sequence. 'Touchy' questions were placed towards the end 
of the interview schedule.3 6 As Madge writes, 'the principal 
application of the interview in social science is its use for the 
purpose of making people talk about themselves.'3 7 The inter
viewer insisted on complete privacy with the respondent, where 
this was practicable, in order to encourage an atmosphere in which 
candour was possible. In the interviews with employers some 
excluded their husbands reluctantly, while others seemed to enjoy 
doing so - 'this is woman's talk'. The task of the interviewer was 
to encourage the respondent to talk freely and fully in response to 
the questions included in the interview schedule and to make a 
verbatim record of her replies. This was done with the use of a 
tape-recorder or shorthand notes.  

Experience in the pilot study revealed that a considerable 
degree of rapport was necessary for a satisfactory interview on the 
subjects covered, especially those which involved attitudes and 
emotions. This rapport was established in most cases largely 
because both interviewers are themselves part of the culture they 
were exploring. The 50 domestic workers who were studied in 
depth were interviewed by my field worker who is a black, Xhosa
speaking woman, from this area, with little formal education, and 
herself a part-time domestic worker. She was chosen because of
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these attributes. It was felt that a more educated person might 
have inhibited the respondents. Her personal qualities of warmth 
and compassion went a long way to establish trust in her respon
dents. Indeed, the insights she has elicited on extremely delicate 
and thorny topics is the most effective tribute to her skill in the 
interview situation.  

Similarly the writer is part of the cultural world of the 
employers interviewed. I am white, middle-class, of 1820 Settler 
descent and have lived most of my life in the Eastern Cape. These 
attributes contributed to overcoming initial suspicion. It is doubt
ful whether an 'outsider' would have achieved the same results. In 
addition some time was spent at the beginning of each interview 
establishing rapport by exchanging small pieces of conversational 
information. Certain questions were included in the interview 
schedule specifically to reinforce such rapport; for example, asking 
the employers to name the two television programmes they 
enjoyed the most. This usually elicited some discussion. I followed 
Beatrice Webb's maxim, 'accept what is offered', and tried not to 
rush away after the interview session. I often stayed for tea, to 
chat, look through photographs and scrap books, see over the 
garden and so on. The depth interviews lasted two hours on 
average.  

The interview schedules were carefully coded, and each 
question checked for accuracy and reliability before tabulation of 
the results.  

RESEARCH DIFFICULTIES 

At many points in the field work I felt that this was a study in 
guilt and fear. The fear was expressed largely by the domestic 
workers. Several refused to be interviewed at work without their 
employers' permission, and others were reluctant to be inter
viewed at all for fear of repercussions from their employers. The 
guilt was expressed in the response of several employers.  

During the pilot survey I introduced myself by saying I was 
investigating the situation of domestic servants. This provoked a 
25 percent refusal rate. The refusals varied from hostility 
'Haven't you anything better to do?' 'Whatever next... No, I'm 
too busy' - to employers who denied that they employed servants 
at all. In several cases these women avoided my eye, and were un
willing to open their doors very far. I had the impression that they 
were lying, and were simply unwilling to be interviewed. One 
woman said proudly that she did not employ servants because she 
preferred to be self-reliant and do her own work. It was sub-
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sequently reported to me that this woman 'could not keep a 
servant'. She had employed a series of servants who left because 
she 'was always chasing after them', and at the time she was 
approached was employing a servant she had engaged two months 
previously. On the basis of employers' responses in the pilot 
survey I changed my method of introduction and said I was doing 
a study 'on the position of women and the organisation of the 
home. This introduction proved far more successful and in the 
survey proper only three employers refused to be interviewed.  

The largest source of difficulty in the study came in arranging 
interviews with workers without their employers' knowledge. The 
importance of this was underlined in the pilot study where one 
domestic reported to the field worker that her employer had 
subjected her to abuse: 'She shouted at me for telling your madam 
what I earn. She said I should have said it's none of her business.' 

I was aware of the difficulties experienced by previous 
researchers on other 'delicate' topics in the Eastern Cape. For 
example, in her study of farm labour, Roberts found that 'the 
large majority of farmers were not prepared to co-operate with 
any attempt to interview their labour on conditions of work and 
work preferences.'3 8 Studies of domestic workers in other areas 
reported similar difficulties. For instance, in her study of domestic 
workers in a Rhodesian community, Weinrich reported that some 
employers looked on her research with disfavour. 'They feared 
that if servants were asked questions, they would begin to think of 
themselves as important people and become insubordinate.'3 9 

Similarly, in her Durban study, Preston-Whyte reported that 'lack 
of understanding, suspicion and mistrust of the motives of the 
study were rife' and many employers were uncooperative.4 0 For 
these reasons, while the initial contact was made by the researcher 
at the servant's place of work, all the depth interviews took place 
at the servant's home. These were often extremely difficult to 
arrange because many of them had little free time.  

A further source of difficulty lay in discrepancies in informa
tion given. I expected a discrepancy between information given by 
employers and that given by their workers. This was reported by 
Roberts who found that 'on a number of farms the picture painted 
by workers of their conditions of work was certainly less rosy than 
that conveyed by their employers.'4 1 For this reason the workers', 
and employers' responses were calculated separately. The 
employers' accounts of the wages and working hours of their 
workers did differ from those of the workers themselves.
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PERIOD OF INVESTIGATION 

The domestic workers and employers were interviewed during a 
nine-month period, between August 1978 and February 1979. The 
historical research was started in July 1976. The project will thus 
have taken three years to complete.  

THE SAMPLING FRAME 

The universe of the study consisted of white households in the 
Divisional Council areas of Albany and Bathurst. The areas and 
populations covered are as follows: 

Table 1.  
Albany Divisional Council Area, 1976 

Population European 'Coloured' Bantu Total 
Asiatic 

Rural 1803 1 301 28240 31 344 
Urban 14080 5 511 33 101 52692 

Table 2.  
Bathurst Divisional Council Area, 1976 

Population European 'Coloured' Bantu Total 
Asiatic 

Rural 1 859 145 23 149 25 153 
Urban 2974 1025 7613 11612 

The number of households in the area was computed by dividing 
the total population by the average household size. According to 
the 1970 census there are 3,7 persons per household for the white 
population of South Africa. This gave a total of 487,3 white 
households in rural Albany, 3 805,4 white households in urban 
Albany, 502,4 white households in rural Bathurst and 803,8 white 
households in urban Bathurst.  

The distribution of the population in the area thus involved the 
following population proportions in the sample of 225 house
holds:
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Table 3.  
Sample Proportions 

Area Short domestic Depth domestic Depth Employer 
servant interview servant interview interview 
schedule schedule schedule 

Rural Albany 9 3 3 

Urban Albany 85 35 35 

Rural Bathurst 12 5 5 

Urban Bathurst 19 7 7 

Total 125 50 50 

The study involved the use of a random multi-stage stratified 
systematic sample from lists.  

SAMPLE FRAMES 

The samples were drawn from four sample frames: (i) white 
household electricity accounts in Grahamstown. This involved 
drawing 155 addresses from over 3 000. Every 22nd address was 
taken. This constituted the urban Albany sample. (ii) white 
household electricity accounts in Port Alfred. This involved 
drawing 33 addresses from almost 800. Every 24th address was 
taken. This constituted the urban Bathurst sample. (iii) Veterinary 
Services list of farmers in the Albany district. This involved 
drawing 15 addresses from 528 farms and small holdings. Every 
35th address was taken. This constituted the rural Albany sample.  
(iv) Veterinary Services list of farmers in the Bathurst district.  
This involved drawing 22 addresses from 360 farms and small 
holdings. Every 16th address was taken. This constituted the rural 
Bathurst sample.  

A reserve list of the same number for each stratum was made, 
by listing the preceding address, in case I was unable to make 
contact with the employer at the original address.  

These sampling frames were chosen because they were taken to 
be the most inclusive of the universe under investigation. The most 
obvious sampling frame to use, and certainly an easier one, would 
have been the numbers of registered domestic workers in 
European households in the area. However this would have 
excluded the unregistered workers who, it was suspected, con
stitute a large number, especially in Grahamstown. This was
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not tested in the study because it could have been used to serve 
the interests of the officials who administer the influx control 
regulations. This problem highlights the considerable dangers in 
social science research. As Nicolaus warns, 'Sociologists stand 
guard in the garrison and report to its masters on the movement of 
the occupied populace. The more adventurous sociologists don the 
disguise of the people and go out to mix with the peasants in the 
"field", returning with books and articles that break the protective 
secrecy in which a subjugated population wraps itself, and make it 
more accessible to manipulation and control.'42 This is not the 
aim of my study.  

THE REPRESENTATIVENESS OF THE SAMPLE 

A sample of 175 domestic servants and 50 employers is un
doubtedly small. Are generalisations from the sample population 
warranted? There is a widespread tendency in social science to 
assume that a large sample provides some guarantee of reliable 
results, while a small one suggests unreliability. This is a mis
conception which 

is based on a naive idea of what constitutes 'validity' and 'reliability' in 
research procedure. Statistical representativeness is not, of course, 
assured simply by means of large numbers; a large sample running into 
several hundreds or thousands may be selected in a way which makes it 
unrepresentative of the general population, while a small sample may 
conversely meet more precisely the criterion of representativeness. 4 3 

Oakley stresses that 'every research study needs to be assessed on 
the criterion of whether it. measures up to its own stated objec
tives.'4 4 Her sample consisted of 40 London housewives. She 
writes 

For the goals of mapping out an area, describing a field and connecting 
events, processes or characteristics which appear to go together, a 
sample of forty individuals is certainly adequate. This kind of 
taxonomic approach may, perfectly appropriately, give rise to 
explanatory hypotheses, and particular, well-defined hypotheses may 
also be tested with samples of this size. In Tbeory and Methods of 
Social Research Johan Galtung makes a useful distinction between a 
'substantive' hypothesis 'which is about social reality and to be tested 
by means of the data', and a 'generalisation' hypothesis 'which is about 
the data'. The question as to whether a specific hypothesis is confirmed 
or not confirmed by the data is in principle different from the issue of
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whether the research findings can be generalised to a wider population.  
For testing substantive hypotheses Galtung considers a sample of forty 
perfectly acceptable (the criterion being the minimum number of cases 
required for statistical tests to be applicable). On the other hand, to be 
on the safe side for the purposes of generalisation, a sample size of 
around eight hundred individuals is needed.4 5 

Oakley points out that important contributions to sociological 
knowledge have been made using data from small samples. For 
instance Bott's influential study Family and Social Network, is 
based on interviews with twenty couples. Hannah Gavron's The 
Captive Wife is based on ninety-six interviews and Oakley's own 
study is based on only forty London housewives. This study sets 
out to describe and explain a situation of exploitation. In the 
analysis of the data which follows, the conclusions drawn about 
domestic workers in the Eastern Cape do, strictly speaking, apply 
only to the research sample. However, as Oakly stresses in her own 
study, there is no reason to believe that the sample is unrepresen
tative.  

Moser identifies three sources of bias in sample selection: the 
use of a sampling frame which does not cover the population 
accurately; the use of a 'non-random' method of sampling so that 
the selection of subjects is consciously or unconsciously affected 
by human judgement; and the refusal to co-operate among seg
ments of the chosen population.4 6 In terms of these criteria 
there is no evidence that the sample is unrepresentative of the 
wider population in any way.  

There are also questions of the researcher's responsibility 
involved here. 'The researcher who cautiously confines his 
conclusions to those strictly justified by the data may be safe from 
criticism, but he is not making his own full potential 
contribution.'4 7 Oakley goes on to say: 

It would be shirking one's responsibility not to speculate on how one's 
own findings may or may not be generalisable beyond the research 
universe. Important connections to draw are those between one's own 
findings and the conclusions of other, related research. These are 
broadly the approaches I adopt. I also operate with the assumption 
that, although my results pertain strictly only to the sample of forty 
housewives I interviewed, there is no reason why they should not relate 
to the wider population of housewives, since it cannot be shown that 
the 40 women are unrepresentative of the larger population.4 8 

This study adopts the same approach. No pretentious claims are 
made to portray the situation of the 'typical' domestic servant.
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However, there is no reason to suppose that the 50 employers and 
175 domestic servants interviewed are unrepresentative of the 
larger population. In spite of the small size of the sample the 
results are probably representative of the area under investigation.  
Thus while the results pertain strictly to that sample, evidence 
from other studies and sources is used to argue that domestic 
servants are an ultra-exploited group of workers, and that their 
ultra-exploitability derives from the constraints operating on 
blacks and women generally in South Africa.



Chapter 2 

Experiences 

I have been a slave all my life.  
Domestic servant, January, 1979 

One of the first things I noticed when I landed was that I was 
immediately dependent on the services of men and women who are 
not of my own colour. I felt I was in a slave state, and that, too, the 
very worst sort of slave state. I mean the sort in which the slaves are 
not owned by masters responsible for their welfare, nor protected by 
stringent laws from ill-treatment, but one in which they are nominally 
like white people, and can be thrown into the streets to starve, without 
pensions, or public relief when nobody happens to need their services, 
or when they are old and are displaced by the young. 1 

George Bernard Shaw, April 1932, in a message to 
South Africa broadcast from Cape Town on the eve 
of his departure from the country.  

Domestic service is widespread in South Africa. All the white 
households in my sample employed domestic workers on either 
a full-time or part-time basis. Many of these workers perceive 
themselves as slaves. They are, in fact, an extremely insecure 
group of workers, who lack fundamental workers' rights and 
work for long hours at extremely low wages for employers who 
are often indifferent to their welfare. Their exploitation, in the 
words of John Rex, is sometimes 'suggestive of slavery'.2
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TWO CASE HISTORIES 

Mavis3 is a domestic worker and the mother of two young 
children. She earns R28 a month and works an 80-hour week.  
The only time she sees her children is during her 'off' on Sunday 
afternoons. The time she goes off varies because she must serve 
and wash up her employer's Sunday lunch. Sometimes, when there 
are guests, she gets off as late as 3.30 p.m., but usually it is earlier.  
She sleeps in because her employer, a widow, is too nervous to 
sleep alone. Even on Sundays she must return to her work place to 
sleep.  

Mavis is devoted to her husband, and is extremely anxious 
that her marriage seems to be breaking up. Her husband is not 
allowed to sleep over with her, but he used to do so occasionally.  
He is now involved with a young nurse.  

She is 3 8 years old and has worked for the same employer for 
eight years. She has not had a holiday during that period. She is 
given the occasional day off 'to attend a funeral'. She dreads the 
holiday season because then her employer's married daughter and 
her three small children come to stay, which means a good deal of 
extra work for Mavis.  

She says the worst things about her job are not having time to 
be with her husband and children, and that her employer is 
constantly joking about how fat she is. She has no hobbies or 
interests and spends her evenings alone in her room making grass 
mats which she sells. She cannot belong to any voluntary.  
associations and says she does not see other people much. Her 
social life consists of conversations with other servants in the 
neighbourhood on the afternoons when her employer is out 
playing bridge.  

She finds no satisfaction in her work, but feels a good deal of 
compassion for her employer who is elderly and has poor sight.  
She feels trapped in her present job by this sense of pity, and by 
the lack of any alternatives. She expects, though, that she will 
have to go on working until her children are educated. It is a 
source of considerable distress to her that her children see so little 
of her. She fears 'they do not think of me as their mother.' Her 
employer is the widow of a retired professional man and is actively 
involved in community work.  

Elsie, aged 42, has been a domestic servant all her working life, 
having started at the age of 12 as a nanny. She earns R25 a month 
and works a 66-hour week. She has no day off and has had one 
week's holiday in the four years she has worked for her present 
employer. She spends about two hours each day walking to and
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from work. At home, she spends most of her time doing her own 
domestic work. She has three children. Her husband is a contract 
worker in Port Elizabeth and comes home for one month each 
year.  

She says the worst thing about her job is that she 'has to live on 
the smell of meat.' She is given bread, tea, jam and mealie meal, 
and occasionally manages to steal a piece of meat out of the 
cooking pot when making stew for her employer's family. She 
jokes that she much prefers cooking stew to steak or chops, for 
this reason.  

She describes her employer as 'a chameleon, she changes from 
day to day.' But overall, 'I don't think she has any feelings for me.  
She looks down on me and shouts at me in front of her children.' 
Her employer, married to a successful professional man in 
Grahamstown, describes her as 'one of the family'. Elsie sees 
herself as 'a slave in the house' and talks a good deal about the 
difficulty of having to look after two families. Her hopes for the 
future centre on her children.  

Mavis and Elsie are two domestic workers encountered in a randon 
sample in the Eastern Cape. There is no reason to suppose that 
they are atypical.  

In order to establish that domestic workers like them are among 
the most exploited occupational groups in South Africa, seven 
aspects of their situation will be described: their wages, working 
hours, status in the community, family and social lives, their level 
of job satisfaction, their relationship with their employers, and 
their rights as workers.  

WAGES 

Masters, give unto your servants that wbicb is just and equal; knowing 
that ye also bave a master in beaven.  

Colossians 4:1 

This was quoted to me by a Baptist minister who pays his servant 
R48 a month. He expressed considerable concern about the wages 
paid to domestic servants in the Eastern Cape. In his view 'a just 
wage' is an essential starting point for people who are trying to 
organise their lives around Christian principles. Although the 
majority of the employers I interviewed claim to be Christians and 
belong to a church, few pay their domestic servants a living, let 
alone a just wage.
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In my sample of 225 households, wages ranged from R4 (in two 
cases) to R60 (in one case) a month. Of the 175 domestic worker 
informants, 157 were full-time workers as defined by a working 
week of at least 40 hours. They earned an average (arithmetic 
mean) of R22,77 per month. The mode was R24,57 and the 
median R24,46. The average calculated from the employers' 
answers was somewhat higher. The employer sample included 36 
full-time workers. One employer refused to answer this question.4 

The average of the 35 answers given by employers was R24,62 a 
month.  

Table 4.  
Numerical and Percentage Distribution of Monthly 

Wages of Full-Time Domestic Workers 

Monthly wages No. of Percentage Cumulative 
in Rands workers percentage 

0- 9 11 7,0 7,0 
10-19 38 24,2 31,2 
20-29 66 42,0 73,2 
30 - 39 32 20,4 93,6 
40-49 5 3,2 96,8 
50- 59 4 2,5 99,3 
60 1 0,6 99,9 

Total 157 99,9 

This table shows that almost three-quarters of the full-time 
domestic workers in the sample earn below R30 a month.  

In only five cases was this the wage the worker received when 
she started working for her present employer. In one case the 
worker had started at R3 a month and was now earning R30 a 
month, after 17 years service. In anotherthe increase was from R5 
to R22, after 20 years service with the same employer; in another 
from R8 to R35 after 25 years service.  

Only in seven cases was this wage increased regularly every year.  
The remainder received irregular increases in their wage, and not 
one worker knew how much it would be increased by during the 
next year. As one worker expressed it, 'She gives me an increase 
when she feels like it.' 

Several of the servants said that they were too afraid of losing 
their jobs to ask for an increase.
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I tried complaining that I cannot afford my children's school fees, but 
she said she is also struggling. I am afraid she will sack me if I speak 
again.  

Others said they had given up trying to ask for increased wages: 

I always wait until she gives me an increase. Once when I tried to ask 
for an increase she told me in a low voice that I must never ask for an 
increase. I must just wait, because her husband never asked for an 
increase when he was employed by other people. He worked hard until 
he got himself his own job. Now he has a garage of his own.  

I was told I must never ask for an increase because her husband does 
not ask for an increase at Fort England.  

In the Eastern Cape there seems to be no bargaining over wages 
when the domestic worker is initially employed. This reflects their 
atomised, vulnerable position as workers. In 74 percent of the 
depth sample the worker was told by her employer what she 
would be paid. In the remaining 26 percent of the depth sample 
the servant started work without knowing how much she would be 
paid; she simply waited until the end of the month to see what her 
first payment would be. Overall, wages appear to be settled 
entirely by the employer, in a haphazard way decidedly dis
advantageous to the worker.  

In fact the domestic worker is in much the same position as 
Elsie, the domestic servant in Arnold Bennett's novel, Riceyman 
Steps. Her employer, Mr Earlforward is about to marry Mrs Arb 
who opens the conversation: 

'Now, I expect Mr Earlforward's settled your wages with you.' 
'No, 'm.' 
'Not said anything at all?' 
'No, 'm. But it'll be all right.' 
'Now what wages do you want, Elsie?' 
'I prefer to leave it to you, 'm.' 
'Well of course, Elsie, being a "general" is a very different thing from 
being a char. You have a good home and all your food. And a regular 
situation. .. ' Her wage was settled at 20 pounds a year.5 

It is significant that Stewart's Xhosa Pbrase Book and Vocabulary, 
first printed in 1899 and reprinted in 1906 and 1976, contains a 
section entitled 'About work in the House' in which wage negoti
ation proceeds as follows:
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What wages do you want? 
I want sixteen shillings a month.  

or 

I want a pound a month.  
That is too much; I cannot give that, till I see how you work.  
What will you give me? 
I will give you fourteen shillings a month and your food.  
I agree to that.6 

Clearly the manner in which the starting wage is arrived at reflects 
the vulnerability and powerlessness of the worker vis-i-vis her 
employer. Whisson and Weil point out that this fixing of wages by 
the employer without consultation with the worker is 'the 
"traditional relationship" in South Africa. The employer states the 
terms and the employee accepts them without attempting to 
negotiate.'7 The domestic worker can hardly do so, as she is 
trapped within a structure of constraints which leave her little 
choice of alternative employment or life style.  

Two arguments are frequently heard to justify the payment of 
such low cash wages: one to do with the unskilled nature of the 
work involved; and the other with payment 'in kind'. Both these 
arguments present difficulties. In the first case it must be stressed 
that domestic labour is not a simple commodity. While it is 
traditionally regarded as an unskilled occupation, in fact there is 
an enormous range in the demands made upon the worker, the 
skills expected, the knowledge assumed, and the trust and 
responsibility involved. While one employer may expect her 
worker to do only the simplest of cleaning work, another may 
require of her extremely complicated and personal services.  

The majority of the domestic workers in the Eastern Cape 
depth sample, 84 percent, did general domestic work. Only six 
percent did no cooking. The workers interviewed demonstrated an 
extremely wide range of skills. Some seemed to be doing all the 
household work plus a range of jobs from cleaning the car, to 
doing the shopping, to bathing, brushing and walking the 
employer's dogs. A number of the employers, 20 percent, said 
they did no domestic work themselves and of those who said that 
they did the amount was sometimes extremely limited. For 
example, one employer who said she did domestic work could 
only list 'tidying of drawers' when asked to specify her tasks. In 
one case where the worker did all the household work, this 
included shopping and ordering food over the telephone. For what 
should be considered the job of a housekeeper she was paid R18 a
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month.  
The duties of domestic workers depend primarily on the size 

and wealth of the households in which they work, and on the 
number of workers employed. In small households many roles 
have to be combined. In the Eastern Cape study the average size of 
the employer's household was 3,9 persons; 47 lived in houses and 
3 in flats. A small proportion included young children: 2 house
holds had 3 children under 6 years of age, and 4 had 2 children 
under 6 years of age. The houses varied from extremely luxurious 
to small suburban. There were no slum dwellings in the sample.  
The size of the houses varied as follows: 

Table 5.  
Size of Employer Homes 

Number of Rooms, excluding Number of Homes 
bathroom and kitchen 

3- 4 13 
5- 6 25 
7- 8 10 
9-10 2 

In one of the two largest houses 2 servants were employed, but in 
the other only one servant earning R22 a month. Sixteen house
holds employed 2 servants and the rest only one.8 Thus the 
one-servant household seems to be the norm, at least in the urban 
areas of the Eastern Cape. Most are 'maids of all work', often 
overburdened with a combination of drudgery and isolation.9 

The drudgery is sometimes alleviated by modern household 
appliances. Most of the servants had access to hot water in the 
kitchen, and several households contained appliances such as 
polishers and vacuum cleaners. However, domestic servants are not 
always allowed to use these and this is often a source of grievance.  

She does have a vacuum cleaner, but I am not allowed to use it. She 
said I will break it. I must kneel. She uses it when she is at home, then 
that day is a day of hell.  

Another domestic worker who was not allowed to use the vacuum 
cleaner reported 

She uses it when she wants to be a devil on me. I use a brush which
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does not clean as well as the machine. As soon as she takes that vacuum 
she says I do not clean properly. I don't know what she pays me for.  
(This worker was earning Rio a month.) 

In the Eastern Cape, and throughout South Africa generally, 
payments in kind are frequently used to legitimize low cash wages.  
Income 'in kind' cannot be easily calculated. For example, 
payments in kind generally include food supplied, either full board 
for those living in, or meals at work for those living out. But, as 
Whisson and Weil point out, it is debatable whether this food 
should 'be valued in terms of what it cost the employer, in terms 
of the value that it represents to the employer (for example, 
left-overs that might have been thrown away had the servant not 
eaten them) . . . ' or in terms of what the servant would have spent 
on the food of her choice.' 0 

Writing of domestic service in nineteenth-century Britain, 
Burnett focuses on the difficulty of estimating the real, as opposed 
to the money earnings of domestic servants.  

One of the major attractions of the occupation was that it normally 
offered board and lodging and, for men servants, livery when required, 
so that the wage was clear of out goings and available for spending, 
saving or other uses. 11 

Burnett implies that in the case of a live-in servant the cash wage is 
simply 'pocket money'. However, in the total Eastern Cape sample 
of 225 only 16 percent of the servants 'lived in'. Hence the 
'pocket money' thesis is not generally applicable. Nevertheless it is 
a widely used rationalisation for the payment of low cash wages./ 
For this reason Macmillan has termed it 'the most pernicious 
pocket money theory'. He writes 

I must insist on this as at the root of the most general type of poverty 
in the world, the poor and solitary woman, and I must insist I am 
blaming no individual, only a system based on lack of understanding.1 2 

In the Eastern Cape payments in kind vary considerably. All the 
workers in the depth sample received some food daily. The follow
ing items were most frequently mentioned: samp, beans, mealie 
meal, bread, jam and tea.  

In the majority of cases, 86 percent, the food was rationed.  
Sometimes this rationing is done in minute detail. For example, 
one employer said she gave her domestic worker 

1 carrot, 1 tomato or onion, half a pound of samp, 2 inches of milk, 2
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slices of bread, 1 piece of 'servants' meat', 2 tea bags and 1 spoonful of 
jam 

each day.This employer itemised the above proudly, and reckons 
that her worker is 'the best fed in Port Alfred'.1 3 

A large proportion, 40 percent, were not allowed to take any 
food home. However a total of 82 percent said they did sometimes 
take food home for their families, though one said 

No, there is nothing I could take home. My children know that they 
must not expect anything from me when I come home from work.  

A number of workers, 18 percent, received the same food as their 
employers, but the majority, 80 percent, received 'servants' 
rations' and one received both.  

The 'rationing' of food is subject to different cultural meanings.  
In traditional Xhosa society everyone is allotted their pre-ordained 
portions of food according to age, sex and family position. How
ever, in the workplace the practice and language of rationing 
often conveys hurtful messages of inferiority and reinforces the 
domestic worker's dependence on her employer.  

The quantity and quality of food given varied widely. Almost 
half, 48 percent of the depth sample, received no meat at all. This 
was a particular source of frustration to servants who had to cook 
meat for their employers two and even three times a day. As one 
expressed it, 'The smell of meat must be enough for me.' Almost a 
quarter (23) of the depth sample received meat every day, two 
twice a week and one once a week. A number of the depth sample 
(32), said they were allowed to make coffee or tea at any time, 
but often the quantities were rationed. One domestic servant was 
given one tea bag every two days; in another case a worker was 
dismissed for stealing a tea bag.  

Just less than a quarter (12) thought they got enough food, and 
only eight were satisfied with both the quantity and the quality of 
the food they got. Twenty-four were dissatisfied because they did 
not get what they considered sufficient meat; ten because they got 
no fruit or vegetables, and eight because generally the quantities 
given were considered too small. Some comments were: 

I only get samp, but I cook everything and am not allowed to eat it.  
Everybody would like a piece of meat, specially if you have to cook it.  
The smell is enough.  

I only get samp, bread and jam. I could get TB quite easily.
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The smell of their food makes me hungry.  

Making puddings for them is the worst. I have to just lick the dish and 
that's the end.  

The only meat I get is what I steal from the pot while the stew is 
cooking. 1

4 

Another had to take her food home uncooked. She commented, 

I only eat the smell of food because they cook their own meals.  

Several were given leftovers from the employer's table. One said, 

I'm just a rubbish tin for them.  

Clearly, most employers in the Eastern Cape do not share the 
opinion of Arnold Bennett's Maggie Clayhanger that 'to give 
inferior food to a servant was . . the most unforgivable in par
simony.'1

5 

Nevertheless, leftovers and hand-me-downs to the domestic 
worker often mean that she is able to feed and clothe her own 
children better. Neil Williams has described how a domestic 
worker 

was allowed to take the food in the pot after her masters had eaten. So 
we ate well. The faceless, voiceless people she served faithfully gave her 
some old baby clothes for me to wear. I was always warm. 16 

Unlike the English domestic worker whose 'greatest horror was the 
knowledge that I would now have to submit to the badge of 
servitude - a cap and apron', uniforms are highly prized.1 7 Many 
(62 percent) of the depth Eastern Cape sample said they were 
provided with a uniform by their employers, though sometimes 
this was only an apron. It is not uncommon for this to constitute 
the domestic servant's Christmas present.  

She buys me overalls at Christmas and tells me that it is my Christmas 
present and I must wear it at work. To avoid trouble I take it as a 
Christmas present and wear it at work but you shouldn't have to wear 
your Christmas present to work.  

Another worker reacted differently to the same situation: 

She gives me overalls and tells me that's my Christmas present and I
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must wear it to work. But I say a Christmas present is something 
different. I will never wear it at work. I only wear it when I feel like it 

to save my clothes. I mean she cannot tell me what to do about it.  

Another, when asked what she received last Christmas replied, 
'Only an overall' and did not elaborate further.  

Some domestic workers are given old clothing by their 
employers, though 46 percent of the depth sample said they 
received no clothing other than a uniform from their employers 
for either themselves or members of their families. In a few cases 
the employers sold their old clothing to their workers.  

I buy their old clothes from this little bit of money they give me.  

Most domestic workers are given something extra at Christmas.  
The majority (38) of the domestic servants in the depth sample 
said they got extra money. The amount given ranged from R3 (in 
two cases) to R20 (one case). The average amount given was 
R7,63. Eighty-two percent of the domestic workers said they 
received Christmas presents for themselves or their children. These 
presents mainly took the form of groceries and clothing (either old 
or new). One was given overalls for herself and a pair of socks for 
her son. Another was given 'R3 and a petticoat'; another 'a dish 
towel, a face cloth and some soap'; another 'R1 worth of meat and 
two cups'. Sometimes workers were given sweets for their 
children, and in a few cases fairly substantial amounts of groceries 
such as 'sugar, samp, rice, biscuits, jam and a box of Surf'.  

Other forms of cash payment are rare. Only 12 percent said 
they were paid overtime for work done outside of their normal 
hours. Eleven said they were paid extra if there were guests staying 
in the house, and fifteen said the guests sometimes tipped them.  
Other times the guests 'just say goodbye.' In only one case was the 
employer paying into a savings account on her worker's behalf. In 
no case did the worker know whether her employer would provide 
a pension for her when she was too old to work.  

In a few cases employers help with their workers' children's 
school fees. In the 48 cases in the de th sample where domestic 
workers had children attending school, only eight said that their 
employers regularly helped them with their children's schooling 
expenses. One commented 

No, she does not care. She does not like our children to go to school 
because she says they end up nowhere.  

Another said 'She is not interested in that because she says our
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children don't go far in school.' 
Domestic workers usually have access to a service equivalent to 

medical insurance. This is a beneficial aspect of the paternalistic 
nature of the relationship between workers and employers within 
the institution of domestic service. As Roberts found in her study 
of farm labour in the Eastern Cape, 

the paternalistic nature of the relationship between farmers and their 
labour usually implies the tacit acceptance by the farmers of an obliga
tion to care for the health of their farm servant.1 8 

Many employers of domestic workers accept the same obligation, 
though the degree to which this is fulfilled varies extremely 
widely. The large majority of workers, 98 percent, were given 
medicines when they were ill, usually inexpensive aspirin and 
cough mixture./ 

A few workers were provided with other facilities such as the 
use of the employer's stove to cook for themselves, the use of the 
employer's facilities to wash their own clothes, or the use of a 
radio. Several said they were not allowed to use the radio or the 
telephone. Sometimes they had been told this was because they 
might break them. However 98 percent said they sometimes used 
some of these facilities surreptitiously without their employers' 
knowledge. The one who didn't said it was because her employer 
'is always around.' The question 'Do you use any of these facilities 
without your employers knowing?' elicited some surprising 
responses. For example, one domestic worker replied 'Yes, 
especially the kitchen to eat in.' It transpired that both the 
domestic workers employed in this household had to eat their 
meals 'outside, next to the toilet', when their employers were at 
home, as they usually were.  

Another answered, 

Yes, especially the radio but I have to lock the front door so I can hear 
her when she comes.  

One worker was only allowed to use the radio from 9 to 9.30 a.m.  
for the church service, but did so surreptitiously at other times.  

Of course, by acting in this way, domestic workers are con
forming to their employers' expectations. Employers expect 
their workers to cheat and steal, and in doing so the worker 
accepts and reinforces the master's image of herself. As Genovese 
has pointed out, writing of slavery in the American south, this also 
reinforces their inferiority.1 9 However, in the vast majority of 
cases, stealing appears to be a strategy of survival.
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This is especially true of farm workers. Their payments in kind 
generally involve free housing, fuel, water, part rations and the use 
of a garden plot.20 One domestic worker earns R6 a month as a 
domestic servant in a farmer's kitchen. Her husband earns R9 a 
month as a farm hand. The only food they are given is a tin of 
mealies once a week for the whole family of six people. They have 
a small vegetable garden, but half the vegetables they grow have to 
be given to the 'Madam', to be used in her own kitchen. One farm 
worker said 

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, 
coffee and all the other things, and pay for our children's school fees.  

This comment reveals the extent to which payment in kind ignores 
the fact that most domestic workers have dependants. All the 
domestic workers interviewed had others besides themselves 
dependent on their earnings: there was an average of 5,53 
dependants per domestic worker.  

This finding is confirmed by studies of domestic servants in 
other areas of South Africa. Preston-Whyte found that 60 percent 
of the domestic workers in her Durban study were supporting 
minor children,2 1 and Whisson and Weil quote a survey conducted 
in Johannesburg in 1970 which estimated that 'on an average each 
maid has four dependants, namely mother, two children of school
going age and one child of pre-school age. On an average 76 
percent of the minimum expenses for food, clothing and schooling 
are paid by the maid.'2 2 In Cape Town, Whisson and Weil found 
that 80 percent of the domestic servants had dependent fami
lies.2 3 

Obviously wage calculations in the Eastern Cape do not take 
account of these responsibilities. Domestic workers on farms are 
especially exploited. The average (arithmetic mean) wage paid to 
28 full-time domestic servants in the rural areas of the Eastern 
Cape (farms plus the small village of Bathurst) was R11,25 per 
month. The mode was R10;00 and the median R10,71. The 
following table shows that 82 percent of the domestic workers 
interviewed who are working full-time in the rural areas of the 
Eastern Cape earned R1 3 or less per month.
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Table 6.  
Numerical and Percentage Distribution of Monthly 

Wages of Full-Time Rural Domestic Workers 

Monthly wages No. of workers Percentage Cumulative 
in Rands 

4 1 3,6 3,6 
7 2 7,1 10,7 
9 6 21,4 32,1 

10 7 25,0 57,1 
11 1 3,6 60,7 
12 3 10,7 71,4 
13 3 10,7 82,1 
15 2 7,1 89,2 
17 1 3,6 92,8 
20 2 7,1 99,9 

Total 28 99,9 

Cash wages paid to farm workers throughout the Eastern Cape are 
low. Antrobus found the monthly cash wage paid on 299 farms in 
the Eastern Cape in 1973 was on average R10,67, with a median 
of R9,89. He reports that 15 percent of the farmers surveyed 
were paying permanent workers a cash wage of R5 or less per 
month; 45 percent were paying between R6 and R10, 20 percent 
between R11 and R15; and a further 20 percent between R16 and 
R30.2 4 He estimates the monthly cash wage to constitute only 
about one-fifth to one-quarter of total remuneration with rations 
making up another quarter.2 5 Thus domestic workers on farms are 
in a special position of exploitability and exploitation.  

The low wages paid to domestic workers in the Eastern Cape are 
confirmed by other sources. According to one source, domestic 
workers in Riebeeck East, a small village 40 kilometres northwest 
of Grahamstown, earn 'an average fulltime wage of R10 a month'.  
One woman who 'had worked for the same employer for 30 years 
earned R8 a month.'2 6 The Mayor of Port Alfred has stated, 'The 
domestic wage paid to those lucky enough to get a job is probably 
less than R10 a month.'2 7 In Grahamstown the situation is not 
much better.  

In their study of Grahamstown's Fingo Village, Roux and 
St.Leger found that 92 percent of the females in employment 
were in domestic service, and their wages averaged R8,44 a month 
in 1970.28 Domestic workers comprised 73,5 percent of all
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women workers in Grest's 1973 Grahamstown study, and they 
earned the lowest wages of all occupational groups. Their wages 
ranged from R2,15 per month to R43,34 with an average of 
R12,78. This was in a year when the Primary Poverty Datum Line 
for Grahamstown had been calculated to be R66,32.2 9 In a 
follow-up survey of black wages in the Grahamstown area in May 
1976 - 1977, Getz found that domestic workers were the lowest 
paid. Using a cumulative score, over half the sample (51 percent) 
earned less than R20 a month. Almost the entire sample (96,4 
percent) earned less than R40 a month. Overall the mean wage for 
female workers was R44 a month, with 96 percent earning under 
R60 a month. The mean for males was R59,25 a month, with 
wages on either side rising and dropping sharply. Thus black 
women earn less than men and black female domestic workers are 
the lowest paid of all occupational categories.3 0 

This is true of other areas besides the Eastern Cape.3 1 The most 
comprehensive picture comes from the Department of Statistics 
who give the following average monthly wages being paid to 
general domestic workers in October, 1972, where payments in 
kind represent employers' estimates.  

Table7.  
Wages of Domestic Workers in Selected Areas (1972)3 2 

Area Cash Kind Total 

Cape Town: African woman 28,93 26,63 55,56 
'Coloured' woman 26,80 31,41 58,21 

Port Elizabeth: African 21,14 24,38 45,52 
'Coloured' 18,98 27,04 46,02 

East London: African 16,03 22,02 38,05 

Kimberley: African 16,14 20,91 37,32 

Pietermaritzburg: African man 19,81 21,95 41,76 
African woman 18,36 22,10 40,46 

Durban: African man 16,22 22,19 38,41 
African woman 19,29 23,26 42,55 

Pretoria: African man 22,50 26,66 49,16 
African woman 20,52 26,27 46,79



Experiences

Witwatersrand: African man 29,86 27,92 57,78 
African woman 23,60 24,44 48,04 

/The general trend that emerges from these figures is that black 
women are the lowest paid of domestic workers, although regional 
variations are important.,The latest available statistics report that 
the highest average cash' wages for African male general domestic 
servants, namely R44,52, is shown for the Witwatersrand, while 
Durban shows the lowest cash wage for African male general 
domestic servants, namely R29,27, For female general domestic 
servants the highest and lowest average cash wages are R44,60 and 
R25,12 paid to African females in Cape Town and Bloemfontein 
respectively. 3 3 

Overall, wages are considerably lower than is recommended by 
the South African Institute of Race Relations' Domestic Workers 
and Employers Project (DWEP), of a minimum cash wage of R65 a 
month for a full-time living-in domestic servant working a 44-hour 
week.3 4 This only amounts to 32,5 cents an hour.  
/Domestic workers are not protected by legislation stipulating 

the minimum wage, hours of work, or other conditions of service.  
Add to this legal vacuum the lack of disability and unemployment 
insurance, pensions and paid sick leave, and domestic workers are 
clearly an extremely insecure group of workers, open to 
exploitation by their employers. Such exploitation is evident, not 
only in their low wages, but also in the long hours they work.,/' 

HOURS OF WORK 

Domestic workers work far longer hours than other workers, with 
the exception of farm labourers. In the Eastern Cape study the 
average (arithmetic mean) is/61 hours per week for full-time 
workers.  

In this study, out of the sample of 175 domestic workers, there 
were 157 full-time workers, that is, those working at least a 
40-hour week. The average working week was calculated by 
subtracting their time off during the working day, and the number 
of days, if any, they had off per week. The median calculated 
from the full-time domestic workers' responses was 59 hours per 
week.
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Table 8.  
Numerical and Percentage Distribution of Working 

Hours of 157 Full-Time Domestic Workers 

Hours worked No. of servants Percentage Cumulative 
per week percentage 

40-44 13 8,3 8,3 
45 - 49 27 17,2 25,5 
50-54 23 14,6 40,1 
55 - 59 19 12,1 52,2 

60-64 15 9,6 61,8 
65 - 69 13 8,3 70,1 
70-74 10 6,4 76,5 
75 - 79 22 14,0 90,5 
80-84 12 7,6 98,1 
85 - 89 3 1,9 100,0 

Total 157 100,00 

This table shows that 122 domestic workers, or 77,7 percent, 
work more than a 48-hour week.  

Such long working hours have also been reported of domestic 
workers in other areas.3 -1b the Eastern Cape study the longest 
hours were usually worked by live-in servants. ,iThe longest hours 
worked in this sample were by three domestic servants who 
worked 85 hours a week, and seven who worked 84 hours a week.  
All were live-in servants.This is supported by Whisson and Weil's 
finding that the average live-in domestic servant in Goodwood 
worked over 60 hours a week. The longest hours worked in their 
study were by two young country girls in Goodwood, who put in 
84 and 78 hours a week, for which the latter received R10 a 
month. 36 

A living-in domestic worker in the Eastern Cape is frequently 
considered generally available in the evenings to cook, wash up, 
baby sit, serve snacks when her employers return from an evening 
out or, as in one case, serve coffee at 11 p.m. to their bridge 
guests. In the latter case the domestic worker started work at 
6 a.m. and earned R18 per month, with one Sunday afternoon off 
per month. Work until late hours is also reported by Meer in her 
Durban study.3 7 Horn reports cases of servants working from 
6 a.m. until midnight in nineteenth-century Britain, but in South 
Africa today this appears to be the exception rather than the 
rule.38 Only in six cases in the depth sample of 50 domestic
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workers was the worker paid overtime for work done outside her 
normal hours. As one answered, when asked what was the worst 
thing about domestic work, 'You never knock off.' 

The three part-time workers in the depth sample worked 36 (in 
two cases) and 35 (in one case) hours per week. The vast majority 
started work early in the morning.  

Table 9.  

Time of starting work of 225 domestic workers 

Starting time Number of workers Percentage 

6- 7 a.m. 114 50,7 
7- 8 a.m. 98 43,6 
8 - 9 a.m. 10 4,4 
9 - 10 a.m. 3 1,3 

There was a far greater range in the time at which they usually 
stopped work for the day.  

Table 10.  

Time of Stopping Work of 175 Domestic Workers 

Stopping time Number of workers 

1- 2 p.m. 7 
2- 3 p.m. 19 
3 - 4 p.m. 20 
4- 5 p.m. 34 
5 - 6 p.m. 41 
6- 7 p.m. 20 
7-8 p.m. 15 
8 - 9 p.m. 13 
After 9 p.m. 6 

In the last six cases three were living-in workers and the rest were 
farm workers. By these calculations 52 percent of the sample 
stopped work after 5 p.m. These calculations were made on the 
basis of when the domestic worker usually stopped work for the 
day. Several mentioned that they had to stay longer if their 
employer had guests. One who generally went off at 6 p.m. had to
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stay until between 9 and 10 p.m. when her employer entertained.  
The majority of workers had some time off during the day, and 

this has been subtracted from the calculation of the average 
working week.  

Table 11.  
Time Off During the Working Day of 175 Domestic Workers 

Time off/Rest periods Number of workers 

1/2 - 1 hour 138 
1 - 2 hours 13 
2 - 3 hours 7 
3 - 4 hours 1 

No time off 16 

Several workers stressed that their time off was extremely rushed.  

I only sit down when I eat.  

I only have just enough time to eat.  

I just eat while I am standing washing the dishes.  

Like the factory worker who does a 44-hour week, the domestic 
worker may have to spend a considerable time each day travelling 
to and from work. This was true of the 42 living-out workers in 
the depth sample: 24 spent about an hour travelling to and from 
work; seven spent about half an hour: seven spent about two 
hours; one spent three hours and three spent a few minutes. Only 
12 usually travelled to work by bus. These were all Grahamstown 
workers; in the other small town in the area of investigation, Port 
Alfred, no bus service is provided. Thus the majority of the 
domestic servants in the sample (75 percent) walked to work.  
Sometimes this involved a considerable distance. The furthest 
distance covered in the depth sample involved six kilometres from 
a luxurious beach-front house in Port Alfred to the domestic 
worker's two-roomed dwelling in the township. This distance 
includes a steep hill and took me one and a half hours one way.  
The woman who walks this distance of twelve kilometres per day 
does so six days a week and is 52 years old. She earns R28 a 
month. In one case the domestic worker left her home shortly 
after 5 a.m. each day, and reached her place of work at 6.30 a.m.
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In the evening she left at 6 p.m. and reached home about 
7.30p.m. Clearly black workers generally in South Africa have to 
spend considerable time travelling to their workplace. However it 
is possible that domestic workers, because of the distance between 
bl!,ck and white residential areas, have to spend longer.  
./If the working day of domestic workers generally is long, that 
of domestic workers in rural areas is especially so. No less than 
99,9 percent work more than forty-eight hours per week. The 
average working week is 73 hours 35 minutes (arithmetic mean).  
The mode is 77 hours and the median 77 hours 43 minutes.,

Table 12.  
Numerical and Percentage Distribution of Full-Time 

Rural Domestic Workers' Working Hours

Hours worked 
per week

Number of 
workers

48 
59 
59,5 
65 
66 
68 
76 
77 
78 
80 
81,5 
84,5 
85

Total

Percentage 

7,1 
3,6 
3,6 
3,6 
7,1 
3,6 
3,6 

25,0 
17,8 
10,7 
3,6 
3,6 
7,1

100,0

Among the full-time domestic workers in the rural areas a low 
negative correlation (P equals -0,04) was found between working 
hours and wages. This means that there is a very slight inverse 
relationship, that is, the more hours worked the lower the wages.  
In the urban areas there was a weak positive correlation (P equals 
plus 0,2).

Cumulative 
percentage 

7,1 
10,7 
14,3 
17,9 
25,0 
28,6 
32,2 
57,2 
75,0 
85,7 
89,3 
92,9 

100,0
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Days Off Per Week 

Almost a third of the total sample of 175 workers work a seven
day week. Having a day off per week is considered a highly-prized 
advantage in a job. When asked what was the best thing about 
their job, several workers mentioned that they got one day off, ox 
an afternoon off, per week.  

Table 13.  
Days Off Per Week of a Sample of 157 Full-Time 

Domestic Workers 

Days off per week Number of workers Percentage 

No day off 50 31,8 
1/2 day off 15 9,6 
1 day off 68 43,3 
1 1/2 days off 1 0,6 
2 days off 10 6,4 
2 Sundays off 
per month 10 6,4 
1 day off per 

per month 3 1,9 

Total 157 100,0 

One mother of three small children, who are being brought up by 
their grandmother, is able to visit them only on her one day off 
each month.  

This pattern contrasts with that which emerged from Preston
Whyte's Durban study, where she found that 'all full-time servants 
expect, and most receive at least one free day or afternoon per 
week. This may be, but is not necessarily, in addition to the free 
Sunday afternoons which are traditionally accepted as the 
servants' right.' In Morningside and Durban North the majority of 
employees received both.3 9 Weinrich, on the other hand, found in 
the Fort Victoria study that only 9 percent of servants have a 
whole day free each week.40 
/ In order to appreciate what is involved in such long working 
hours, it is important to remember that most black women 
workers are also domestic workers in their own homes. On arriving 
home, at whatever time, from whatever work, she often has to 
cook the evening meal, put the children to bed, and sometimes do 
washing, cleaning and ironing, before she herself lies down for the
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night. Most domestic servants said they spent their meagre leisure 
time doing domestic work in their own homes.4 1/ 

Paid Leave 

Not only do domestic workers work far longer hours than other 
workers, but they also receive less paid leave. The norm in 
industry is two or three weeks of paid leave a year, plus public 
holidays. As in the case of working hours and wages, there is 
considerable variation in the amount of paid leave given to 
domestic workers; however, within this variation certain features 
emerge clearly:The great majority of the domestic workers in this 
sample (83,4 percent) have to work on public holidays. Several 
mentioned that this was one of the worst features of their jobs: 

I have to work on public holidays instead of enjoying myself in the 
township with my friends.  

A considerable number (40) were given no annual holiday. Overall, 
34 percent were given one week's holiday or less, each year.,/ 

Table 14.  

Annual Holiday of a Sample of 175 Domestic Workers 

Annual holiday Number of workers 

No annual holiday 40 
Less than 1 week 2 
1 week 18 
2 weeks 51 
3 weeks 25 
4 weeks 14 
6 weeks 3 
Did not know what holiday 
they would be given 22
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Figure 2.  
Annual Holiday of a sample of 175 Domestic Workers 

LEGEND 

None 

0 1 Week 

or less 

2 Weeks 

0 
" :3 Weeks 

0 

:!i~~~i ~ ! J o4- 5 Weeks 

Don't know 

010 

Of the eight domestic workers in the depth sample who were given 
no annual holiday, four had worked for between five and ten years 
with the same employer, and four for between 15 and 20 years. In 
one case no leave had been given during the seventeen years the 
domestic servant was continuously employed by the same person.  

In the Eastern Cape it seems fairly common to take a domestic 
servant to a holiday house on the coast. Here her duties are often 
even more onerous, owing to primitive cooking facilities, and more 
time-consuming with extra visitors and guests in the house. This is 
often counted as the domestic worker's holiday.4 2 Such 'holidays' 
are not always popular with domestic workers. When asked to 
identify a single aspect of their job they would choose to change, 
one domestic worker replied 

They take me to the sea and when we get back they say did you have a 
good holiday. But it's no holiday for me.  

This practice is especially irksome to those domestic workers who 
have friends and relatives who are migrant workers and come 
home for a brief period at Christmas.  

Studies of domestic workers in other areas of South Africa
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report a similar variation in the amount of annual leave granted by 
employers.4 3 Paid leave is not invariably the practice in the 
Eastern Cape. Only 40 percent of all the domestic workers inter
viewed in the Eastern Cape study said they were paid during 
their annual holiday. It is beyond my comprehension how the 
remaining employers expect their domestic workers to live during 
this period.  

Less than one third (32 percent) of the depth worker sample 
spent all of Christmas day with their own families. Fifty-eight 
percent spent part of it with their own families; eight percent 
spent none and one was a new worker who did not know what 
arrangements her employer would make over Christmas. This is a 
frequent source of grievance. As one worker expressed it: 

Even on New Years Day I don't have off. Even if people come to visit 
me I have to leave them and go off to work.  

Such working conditions appear to be even worse than those of 
farm workers, the other group of ultra-exploitable and ultra
exploited workers in the Eastern Cape. Antrobus found that the 
majority of farmers give one to two weeks leave each year, though 
18 percent of the farmers give no leave at all.4 4 In her earlier 
Eastern Cape study, Roberts found that 42 of the 73 farmers 
visited gave their permanent male workers regular annual paid 
leave, but only 11 gave more than eight days. She stresses the long 
hours of farm workers.  

Almost all farmers work their labour, in theory at any rate, from 
sunrise to sunset. In practice this means roughly from 5 a.m. to 7 p.m.  
in summer and from 7 a.m. to 5.30 p.m. in winter. Most of them allow 
half an hour off for breakfast and an hour at midday for lunch.4 5 

Such working hours obviously involve a considerable level of 
deprivation of family life for the workers involved.  

DEPRIVATION OF FAMILY LIFE 

All the domestic workers in the depth sample had children. The 
average household size was 6,7 persons and in over half the sample 
the domestic worker was the sole breadwinner and support of her 
family.
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Table 15.  
Number of Children of a Sample of 50 Domestic Workers

Children 
under 16

Number of 
workers 

17 
3 

16 
9 
3 
1 
1

Children 
under 16

Number of 
workers

The domestic servant with eight children under the age of 16 (six 
of whom are still at school) is no longer married and earns R28 a 
month for an 85-hour week. The domestic worker with six 
children earns R22 a month for a 51-hour week. Her husband 
receives a pension of R19,86 per month. The domestic worker 
with 5 children is a widow and earns R35 a month for a 65-hour 
week. Many of these children are still at school 

Table 16.  
Number of Children in School of a Sample of 

Domestic Workers

Number of children in school Number of workers

The last case has 11 children, seven under the age of 16 and four 
over the age of 16. She is married to a gardener, and earns R50 a 
month for a 77-hour week.  

All the 175 domestic workers in the Eastern Cape study had 
people dependent on their earnings besides themselves. The 
number of dependants ranged from 11 to 3 people, with an
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average of 5,5 dependants per domestic worker. In 102 out of the 
175 cases, no one else in the family was employed. Thus in 58,3 
percent of the sample the domestic servant was the sole support of 
her family.  

In view of their low wages it is surprising how many servants 
manage to send money to other members of their family. In 
almost a third of the depth sample the worker sent money to 
someone living somewhere else. In eleven of these cases the money 
was sent regularly, and in five occasionally. The amounts varied 
from R20 sent by a domestic worker earning R60 a month to her 
son, a political detainee, to R5 a month. In another case, R10 was 
sent regularly to a relative by a woman earning R22 a month; in 
another case R5 was sent regularly by a woman earning R15 a 
month; another sent R10 regularly out of R16 a month. These 
stark figures represent great self-denial - a denial of self that is 
subsumed under the workers' definition of family obligations.  

Only 14 percent of the domestic workers in the depth sample 
had someone employed somewhere else who sent money to them.  
Only in one case was this money sent regularly. This consisted of 
R20 a month sent by a son working in Port Elizabeth to his 
mother, a domestic servant earning R12 a month.  
/These domestic workers are frequently subject to some degree 

of what is termed, in the bland language of Social Science, 'family 
disorganisation'. The majority of the depth sample, 78 percent, 
had been married. Only 48 percent were still married, the others 
having been widowed (two), divorced or deserted. Over a third 
(17) had had a church marriage, three a civil rites marriage and 19 
a traditional, customary marriage. / 

The vast majority, 98 percent, were married to unskilled 
workers. In seven cases the husband was employed as a labourer; 
four were farm workers; seven were gardeners; one was a driver; 
four were pensioners and one was unemployed.  

A quarter of the depth sample did not know what their 
husbands earned.4 6 Where this was known the wages ranged from 
R80 to R9. It appears that farm workers do not always know what 
they will be paid at the end of the month. The husband of one 
respondent, who managed a farm for the owner who lived in 
Peddie, was only paid his promised wage of R15 a month if no 
farm animals died during the month. Otherwise he received only 
R10 a month. At the time of the interview he had received only 
R10 a month, for doing the job of a farm manager, for the 
previous eight months. He commented: 

The animals get sick. What can I do ... I've got no medicines.
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In only half the cases in the depth sample was the husband living 
at home with his children.  
/ These women are clearly victims of the disruption of family life 
that the system of migrant labour entails. Many men are forced to 
leave their homes and families in the Eastern Cape to go as 
contract workers to the mines and industrial centres such as Port 
Elizabeth and Uitenhage. Of the 24 domestic workers in the depth 
sample who were still married, only 16 said they saw their 
husbands daily; two saw them once or twice a week; three once or 
twice a month; and three once a year when their migrant worker 
husbands return home for a brief period. Only in 19 cases was the 
domestic worker living at home with her husband. Two live-in 
workers were married and had husbands living in the same town 
but had to sleep apart from them. In six cases the worker's 
husband was working in another town. Of the married live-in 
workers two said their husbands were allowed to sleep in their 
rooms sometimes; two were not; three said he did sleep over with 
her occasionally, but one said she was too afraid of losing her job 
to risk this. Many of these women expressed considerable anxiety 
over the disruption of their marital relationships this involved: 

I have to sleep in and neglect my husband.  

While we are at work other women can play with our husbands.  

The picture that emerges from the domestic workers' long working 
hours and family circumstances is that they experience a con
siderable deprivation of family life. One of the aspects of the 
domestic worker's situation which Rex found 'suggestive of 
slavery' was the extreme limitation on his or her own family life.  
Of course this is not unique to the domestic worker in South 
Africa. The same deprivation is imposed on the black father by 
the migrant labour system. But in the case of the domestic worker 
it is uniquely vicious, given the pivotal nature of the mother role 
in African culture.  
/ This deprivation of family life involves an important contradic

tion.In advanced capitalist societies all women are subject to a 
system of sexual domination, but their experience of it depends 
on their location in the class structure.4 7 A woman's class position 
may provide her with mechanisms of escape from the structure of 
constraints generated by this system. For example, the woman of 
the property-owning class can 'buy' her way out of domestic roles 
by employing domestic labour. While in all advanced capitalist 
societies this is the prerogative of a small minority of upper class 
women, in South Africa, because of the system of racial domin-
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ation, most white women can obtain 'outs' in this way, and 
most do. Frequently this involves divesting themselves of a con
siderable part of domestic work and responsibilities, including 
the care of young children. For example, in several instances, the 
house and young children were left in the care of the domestic 
worker, while both parents went out to work. In some instances 
the children appear to spend more time with the domestic worker 
than with their parents. Thus, cheap, black, domestic labour is the 
instrument whereby white women escape from some of the 
constraints of their domestic roles. They do so at considerable cost 
to black women, especially mothers. / 

Many domestic workers stressed that they had to look after two 
families and had to neglect their own families in the process.  

We leave our children early in the morning to look after other women's 
families and still they don't appreciate us.  

Many employers gave their reason for employing a domestic 
servant to be that it enabled them to devote more time to their 
children's intellectual and emotional development. Clearly this is 
done at the expense of black children. One Grahamstown man 
said the employment of domestic workers explained why 'white 
people's children don't grow up criminals.' It is not from having 
everything they need but 'having nannies who watch them every 
minute of the day' and instil discipline.4 8 

All these domestic workers are mothers, some with very young 
and some with school-going children. All hate to leave their 
children alone during the day or in the care of others, but they are 
forced to do so either because they have no other source of 
income, or because their husbands do not earn enough to maintain 
their families.  

The majority of the workers in the depth sample (33), said their 
children were living with them at home; 17 were living with their 
grandparents or another relative. Most (35), said they saw their 
children daily; five once or twice a week; six once or' twice a 
month; one once every two months, and two once a year. One 
young woman, with three children being brought up by their 
grandparents on a farm, only manages to see them once a month.  
A significant number, 38, said their children were allowed by their 
employers to visit them at work; six said they were not, and six 
did not know. Only 15 reported that their children did visit them 
at work.  

One worker's children were looked after by neighbours; 12 by 
'no one'; 25 by a relative, usually the grandmother or an older 
child. Often the person looking after the children is a daughter
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who is thus kept out of school in order to run the home.4 9 This 
perpetuates 'the cycle of poverty, inadequate child care and 
incomplete education.'50 Only in six cases were the children all 
grown up and six were in a creche. Only five said they had to pay 
someone to look after their children. Anxiety was expressed not 
only by the mothers of pre-school children, but also by those 
mothers whose children are already of school-going age. They 
worry because they have no check on what these children do 
between the time they get home from school and the time their 
mothers get home. They feel anxious about not being able to be at 
home to supervise their homework.  

This deprivation of family life applies to both kinds of domestic 
workers. For example, there is the case of Evelyn whose job 
includes caring for the small children of a couple, both of whom 
are employed. Evelyn herself is a mother with two children, aged 5 
and 2 years. She does not spend much time with them in the 
morning as she leaves home at 5 a.m. and returns about 6 p.m. The 
children are cared for by her sister and her family. She gets every 
alternate Sunday off. Thus her situation is not very different 
from that of a live-in domestic worker, such as Regina, who is 
separated from her only child of four years old whom she sees 
once a week.5 1 

The uniquely vicious operation of this system in South Africa is 
illustrated by a letter to the local newspaper telling of a visit from 
two policemen to a private house.  

The reasons for their visit ... was that we were accommodating an 
additional African, the maid's three-year old boy, without a licence.  
The maid explained that her son normally spent the day with friends 
while she was at work, but for two days while they were away, she had 
been forced to bring him with her. He had not slept on the premises 
and would return each night to the location. This was apparently not 
legally permitted without the boy having a licence to be with his 
mother. Under these circumstances my maid was duly fined R10.5 2 

The tension beween the domestic workers' roles of mother and 
wage-earner are aggravated by the fact that blacks are in the worst 
position as regards the provision of day-care facilities for the 
pre-school child.5 3 The incident described above illustrates the 
cruel paradox of a situation that drives a black mother to seek 
employment to support her family, and then neglect her family in 
the process.
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DEPRIVATION OF SOCIAL LIFE 

The long hours and lack of holidays of domestic workers clearly 
also involve a considerable level of deprivation of social life. None 
of the workers in the depth sample in the Eastern Cape study said 
they saw their friends daily, and only six said they were satisfied 
with the frequency with which they saw their friends. Almost 
three-quarters said they saw their friends only at week-ends; 
fifteen said they saw their friends only once or twice a month.  
Some commented 

How can you have time to visit when you have two families to look 
after.  

I don't have time for friends and visiting.  

I'm too tired.  

I seldom see people... I don't have time.  

All the workers in the depth sample said they were friendly with 
other servants in the neighbourhood or area. Nine said they saw 
them daily, often on the way to and from work; one once or twice 
a week, but most (70 percent) said they did so 'seldom', and five 
said 'never'. The majority spent their time together talking and 
'moaning about our difficulties.' The cost of living and 'our 
employers' appear to be the favourite topics of conversation. I 
suspect that Powell's account of domestic workers' conversations 
is applicable here: 

If 'them' upstairs could have heard the conversations the parlourmaids 
carried down from upstairs, they would have realised that our impassive 
expressions and respectful demeanours hid scorn and derision.5 4 

Since many domestic servants socialise on the pavement outside 
their employers' houses or in the backyards, the appropriate 
divison seems to be 'inside' and 'outside', rather than 'upstairs' and 
'downstairs'.  

Membership of Voluntary Associations 

Membership of voluntary associations is largely confined to 
church organisations. Of the depth domestic worker sample, 35 
belonged to church organisations, one to a ballroom dancing club,
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and one to a choir. The great majority, 98 percent, belonged to a 
church. This compares with 94 percent of the employers. Over a 
quarter, 27 percent, belonged to African Independent Churches.  
In her Fort Victoria study Weinrich reports that 12 percent of 
domestic servants belong to African Independent Churches, 
especially to the Zionist Church.5 5 Similarly, Preston-Whyte 
found that 20 percent of all domestic servants were Zionists. She 
attributed the popularity of this church to the community spirit 
among church members, for a sense of belonging is very lacking in 
the social environment of domestic servants.56 

Despite their need for a community spirit many domestic 
workers do not always have the leisure time to attend church 
meetings and services. In the Eastern Cape study 60 percent said 
they went to church 'seldom'. Several expressed regret that they 
did not have the time to go to church more often. One woman 
said she would like to go to church every Sunday but was only 
able to go once a month, as she only got one Sunday off per 
month. This statistic compares with 22 percent of the employers 
who said they went to church 'seldom'. Many employers expressed 
guilt rather than regret at so doing. Six domestic servants said they 
generally went to church once a month; ten went two to three 
times a month; three went four or more times a month.  

Religious activity plays a very important part in black urban 
dwellers' lives generally. Willsworth reports that one of the main 
grievances of employees whose jobs involve them in weekend 
duties is that 'we can't go to church.' This was said by young and 
old.5 7 At the time of writing, I am involved in the case of a 
middle-aged domestic worker who came to the Grahamstown 
Advice Office (a voluntary organisation which provides inform
ation for black people involved in labour, housing, influx control 
and other problems) and expressed her fear that 'my church say 
they won't bury me unless I go more often.' She cannot go more 
often as she is only given one Sunday off per month. Her 
employer is one of the most respected members of white Grahams
town society and high in the Anglican Church hierarchy.  

Leisure Activities 

All the live-out domestic workers said they spent their evenings at 

home. One said 

I get home late so I don't have an evening. I just go to bed.  

Weekends were spent visiting friends, going to church, and doing



Experiences

domestic work in their own homes.  

Sometimes we have some home-made beer, and just enjoy ourselves.  

I am too tired to go anywhere at weekends.  

Only 44 percent had holidays in another place; this compares with 
92 percent of the employers.  

Only seven domestic workers read a daily or weekly newspaper.  
Almost three-quarters (37) listened to the radio every day. Some 
did not because 

I don't have a radio. My son promised to buy us one long ago.  

Only one domestic worker read any magazines and only one said 
she had any special hobbies or leisure-time interests, these being 
'tennis and music'. Many expressed regret that they did not have 
time for such things: 

No, I am an old lady.  

No, I have no time. I am always at work.  

No, my age is beating me.  

No, I have not been to school enough. I don't like to mix myself with 
educated people.  

No, I have too many problems to have time to enjoy myself.  

No, because I have no education. I feel too shy to join anything.  

No, if you have not been to school, you always feel small.  

The lack of leisure time that these women's dual role in produc
tion and reproduction involves is also true of women doing other 
kinds of work. In their study of women textile workers, Westmore 
and Townsend found that many women had little leisure time.  
Only one woman in their study said she had time to sit back and 
relax with a newspaper during the week. None had creative 
hobbies. Westmore and Townsend also point out that 'the role of 
reproducer as a limitation on the role of wage labourer, has 
a structural as well as an ideological dimension.'5 8 The isolation of 
unpaid domestic workers is broken down when they enter social 
production, but the potential for collective organisation and
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political action is constrained by the fact of their time-consuming 
labour. Clearly the paid domestic servant is under a dual disability 
here because of the privatised, atomised nature of her work and 
the duplication of work her roles in production and reproduction 
involve.  

This deprivation of social life is amplified in the case of live-in 
workers. Only 16 percent of the domestic workers in the Eastern 
Cape sample lived in, a somewhat lower figure than has been 
reported For other areas.5 9 Their situation has several character
istics of Goffman's conceptualisation of the 'total institution'.6 0 

Domestic Service as a Quasi 'Total Institution' 

The central feature of total institutions can be described as a 
breakdown of the barriers ordinarily separating the individual's 
sleeping, working and playing life. 'All aspects of life are con
ducted in the same place and under the same single authority.'6 1 
This clearly applies to many live-in domestic workers. ' . . . All 
phases of the day's activities are tightly scheduled, with one 
activity leading at a prearranged time into the next, the whole 
sequence of activities being imposed from above by a system of 
explicit formal rulings and a body of officials.' 6 2 Clearly there is a 
good deal of variation here, but in some households the domestic 
worker is subject to an extreme regimentation, and her work is 
done within a rigid routine: ' . . . the various enforced activities are 
brought together into a single rational plan purportedly designed 
to fulfil the official aims of the institution,' in this case the 
maximum ease, comfort and convenience of the employer.6 3 

'Inmates (of total institutions) typically live in the institution and 
have restricted contact with the world outside the walls.'6 4 In 
many households domestic workers are only allowed visitors at 
certain hours, and sometimes visits from the opposite sex, even if 
they are husbands, are prohibited. The long working hours of 
many live-in and live-out workers often cut them off from their 
own communities.  

'Each grouping tends to conceive of the other in terms of 
narrow, hostile stereotypes, staff often seeing inmates as bitter, 
secretive and untrustworthy, while inmates often see staff as 
condescending, high-handed and mean.'65 With the addition of 
'lazy' to the staff's typification of inmates, and 'bad tempered' to 
the inmates' typification of staff, Goffman could be describing 
many domestic workers and their employers here.  

'Social mobility between the two strata is grossly restricted; 
social distance is typically great and often formally prescribed.
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Even talk across the boundaries may be conducted in a special 
tone of voice ... '66 For example, the madams who address their 
domestic servants in broken English at a slower pace, in a tone 
pitched much higher than usual.6 7 It is shown below that most 
domestic workers' relationships with their employers are charac
tersed by a degree of social distance and formality.6 8 

The extent of the social distance shows a good deal of variation, 
however. Preston-Whyte found that in* Ridgeheights, a prosperous 
Durban upper middle class suburb, domestic servants were 
expected to do all the domestic tasks, largely unassisted and 
unsupervised by their employers who were out for much of the 
day. They worked within a rigid routine and the relationship 
between employers and their domestic servants was 'one of 
formality and distance'. In Central Flats, a relatively low income 
and heterogeneous suburb of Durban, the work demanded of 
servants was of an unskilled nature. It involved the cleaning and 
polishing of the house and the heavy laundry. The white women in 
the home cooked, tidied and did a good deal of the washing and 
ironing. Their relationship with their employees was marked by 
'familiarity and by warmth, tolerance and understanding on both 
sides.' Preston-Whyte emphasises the 'common social environment' 
of employers and employees in Central Flats, and the links 
between individuals within this environment. 'Ridgeheights 
employers were, on the other hand, drawn from a different social 
class and in particular from urban English homes. They based their 
behaviour within the master/servant relationship upon an idealised 
conception of the pattern in upper and middle class British house
holds of the early part of the century in which there was often 
little intimate contact between the woman of the home and 
her domestic employees.'6 9 In Goffman's terms 'all these 
restrictions of contact presumably help to -maintain the antago
nistic stereotypes. Two different social and cultural worlds 
develop, jogging alongside each other with points of official 
contact but little mutual penetration.'70 Of course this social 
distance is reinforced by language differences in the South African 
case.  

'In some institutions there is a kind of slavery, with the inmate's 
full time placed at the convenience of staff.'71 The domestic 
workers who put in an 84 or 85-hour week certainly illustrate 
this.  

Total institutions also involve a degree of role dispossession.  
'The recruit comes into the establishment with a conception of 
himself made possible by certain stable social arrangements in his 
home world. Upon entrance, he is immediately stripped of the 
support ... of these.. . In many total institutions the privilege of
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having visitors or of visiting away from the establishment is 
completely withheld at first, ensuring a deep, initial break from 
past roles and an appreciation of role dispossession.'7 2 Visitors to 
domestic servants are often rigidly controlled. And of course 
frequently the domestic worker is known to her employers by a 
different, English name, symbolising her break with her own social 
roles and cultural identity.  

Goffman also points to 'the forced deference pattern of total 
institutions; inmates are often required to punctuate their social 
interaction with staff by verbal acts of deference, such as saying 
"sir". Another instance is the necessity to beg, importune, or 
humbly ask for little things such as a light for a cigarette, a drink 
of water, or permission to use the telephone.'7 3 In the Eastern 
Cape domestic workers are almost invariably required to address 
their employers as 'madam' and 'master' in a respectful tone. This 
often extends to small children in the employer's family. Servants, 
on the other hand, are generally addressed in terms reserved for 
children and inferiors. The domestic worker is usually a 'girl' and 
the gardener a 'boy'. They are referred to by their first names, 
their African surnames frequently being quite unknown to their 
employers. They are often made to enter and exit by a side or 
back door and domestic workers are frequently seen sitting behind 
their employers in motor cars. Goffman writes, 'corresponding to 
the indignities of speech and action required of the inmate are the 
indignities of treatment others accord him. The standard examples 
here are verbal or gestural profanities' or 'talking about him or his 
fellow inmates as if he were not present.' -Statements by many 
domestic workers in the Eastern Cape bear witness to this.7 5 

Total institutions are also characterised by the standard issue of 
uniforms and food.76 The domestic worker's uniform externalises 
her position in the social order. 'Servants' rations' consist of 
inferior food and often include stale, rotten or simply 'left over' 
food which the employer considers unsuitable for her own 
family's consumption.  

While the concept of the total institution illuminates the 
extreme regimentation of many domestic workers' situations, it 
fails to capture the extreme. isolation some of these women 
endure. Consider, for example, the case described by Meer of 
Nancy, who is left in sole charge of her employer's house from 
7 a.m. until 6 p.m. when the couple return home. They attend 
evening classes after supper and some evenings they go to the 
cinema. She is then locked in the flat. Occasionally she has a 
gossip with other domestic workers when she hangs out the 
lundry in the open space on the roof. Lacking a room of her own, 
she sleeps on a mattress on the floor of the living room of her
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employer's two-roomed flat.7 7 This is a special kind of 'incapsu
lation'.  
y'In his East London study Mayer found that a few Xhosa women 
remained incapsulated like the men in their own circle of fellow 
villagers. Mayer, however, points to 'the absence of any incapsulat
ing social circle' 78 such as that which surrounds the average male 
migrant. Clearly the emotional upheaval involved in rural-urban 
migration is softened somewhat for men by the 'homeboy' 
arrangements reported by Mayer7 9 and Wilson and Mafeje.V° 

Preston-Whyte points out that 'the typical pattern of homeboy 
groupings reported from most South African urban centres eases 
the introduction of the male migrant into the urban area. Men, 
particularly on their first visit to tdwn, often come to employment 
and accommodation found for them by the group of men from 
their local area who are already in town. This arrangement and the 
continual help of homeboys mitigates what might otherwise be a 
complex and bewildering experience, particularly for uneducated 
men with little experience of the urban system. No such associ
ations exist to sponsor and help female migrants.8 1 Preston-Whyte 
found that female domestic workers made up 74 percent of the 
total number of economically active African women in Durban, 
and of these an overwhelming proportion (particularly those in 
resident domestic employment) were migrants, of rural origin. She 
describes them as 'country-rooted' because they visited their 
homes during their short annual leave, sent money home and 85 
percent had at one time left children or taken them to be reared at 
rural homes. However in their life styles and aspirations many 
domestic workers showed an urban orientation. Therefore, in 
Mayer's terms they were 'double-rooted'.8 2 /7 

Mayer points out that in East London, as in Durban, domestic 
service was the most frequent form of employment for the 
uneducated migrant, and 

the conditions of domestic service are unfavourable both to incapsula
tion in town and to frequent home-visiting. There is no weekending, for 
Sunday afternoon is the usual extent of the servant's free time. A 
fortnight's leave enables her to go home once a year... At work she 
lives, usually, in a detached room at the end of her employer's garden 
or adjoining the garage. This situation, while it may enable her to 
receive visitors fairly freely, prevents the formation of 'amakbaya' 
clusters and the voluntary restriction of social contacts to people of 
one's own cultural background.8 3 

In Johannesburg it was found that the networks of most domestic 
workers were both socially and spatially closed. They tended to
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interact with persons similarly employed in the same locality.  
'Home girls' played no particular part in these networks.84 Thus it 
seems clear that domestic workers experience a particular 
deprivation of many normal social contacts. Clearly their 
residential arrangements and long working hours leave very little 
opportunity for any social or recreational life.  

Accommodation of Residential Domestic Workers 

The accommodation provided for residential domestic workers is 
frequently squalid, or bare and cramped, especially in comparison 
with the standard of furnishings in the employer's living quarters.  
The way in which residential homes are o ten built with servants' 
quarters at the back, frequently with a separate entrance, creates 
separate social universes for the two groups. The standard 
accommodation for domestic workers in the two towns in the 
Eastern Cape study contains a toilet, and sometimes a shower.  
Some employers furnish their servants' rooms with a bed and 
mattress, a chair and table; some provide blankets. Only six of the 
live-in servants in the Eastern Cape depth sample said they liked 
their rooms; two said they did not. Only three had access to a 
bathroom, and only one had hot water available for her personal 
use. One said she had to 'wash in the toilet with water from the 
kitchen.' When asked, 'If there was one thing you could add to 
your room what would it be?' some answered 

Blankets.  

A chair.  

A table to put my plate when I eat.  

Most servants' rooms that I have seen are drab, bare, small, and 
cheerless. They are reminiscent of Elsie's bedroom, as described by 
Arnold Bennett in Riceyman Steps: 

Its furniture comprised one narrow iron bedstead, one small, yellow 
washstand, one small yellow chest of drawers with a small mirror, one 
windsor chair, and nothing else in the way of furniture unless the books 
behind the door could be called furniture. No carpet. No apparatus of 
illumination except a candle.8 5 

But such accommodation has to be seen in several cultural 
contexts. In Elsie's case her bedroom had
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one grand, exciting quality. It was solely hers. It was the first bedroom 
she had ever in all her life had entirely to herself. More, in her personal 
experience, it was the first room that was used as a bedroom and 
nothing else.  

She had had no privacy. She now gazed on every side and what she saw 
and felt was privacy; a luxurious sensation, exquisite and hardly 
credible.

8 6 

To have a room of one's own, regardless of its size, is a great 
luxury for the vast majority of those in domestic employment, 
especially in the context of the acute housing shortage in most 
black and 'coloured' townships and the difficulties of finding even 
single accommodation.8 7 It is also a luxury compared to the 
squalid and crowded accommodation many migrant workers live 
in.8 8 It affords some protection from the violence and insecurity 
of the townships, some of which are among the most 'violent 
communities in the world'.8 9 Clearly residential servants experi
ence a degree of comfort and security in their accommodation 
which many non-residential servants lack. They often have access 
to facilities such as electricity and hot water which are not 
provided in most black township houses. A room of one's own 
often symbolises independence to the young African girl, as it did 
to Elsie and to Virginia Woolf.9 0 This is especially true for those 
escaping from the restraints of rural life. Mayer reports a young 
girl saying 

girls who had been in East London before told me the most interesting 
things about it, especially the freedom one enjoys there - a room to 
yourself, and earning money, and buying anything you like. 9 1 

While 'a room of one's own' may be valued, and domestic service 
may provide an escape route from rural poverty, it appears to 
afford domestic workers little intrinsic satisfaction.  

LACK OF JOB SATISFACTION 

None of the domestic workers in the Eastern Cape depth sample 
said they enjoyed domestic work, or derived any sense of fulfil
ment from it. 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 deny even this modest goal. Z 

When asked 'What would you say is the worst thing about your 
job?' some answered
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The worst thing is you don't knock off. (This worker started work at 
6 a.m. and stopped between 8 and 9 p.m. six and a half days a week.) 

Not eating what I cook.  

Cooking the dog's food and not eating it.  

Window cleaning and making fudge because then the Madam moans a 
lot about her sugar.  

Baking cakes and roasting meat and not eating it.  

Looking after the dogs and cats.9 2 

Working on public holidays and not enjoying yourself with friends in 
the township.  

I never sleep at home with my husband and children. Even if I have a 
half day off, I have to come back and sleep here at night. (This worker 
works a 76-hour week.) 

Looking after the pigs and the dogs. (A farm domestic worker.) 

Washing cars. I feel so bad when people walk past me and see a woman 
doing that kind of work.  

To be called a 'domestic'.  

The children are rude. They don't count us as people. They think we 
belong to their parents.  

It's work even when the employers go away on holiday; you have to 
look after the house, the dogs and the cats.  

It's hard work, with no respect or appreciation from your employers 
and very little money.  

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.  

Having no time off.  

Only having a half day a week off.
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I sleep in. They don't have an exact time for supper, so I go off late.  

Making the fire first thing in the morning.  

Making a fire. Although there is a gas stove, I am not allowed to use it.  

The master is a nuisance. He comes into the kitchen and tastes the food 
and says things, but I can do nothing.  

Getting home so late.  

Ironing and looking after the children at the same time. My employer 
expects me to do everything.  

Her shouting and telling the master everything.  

Not being allowed to sit in the kitchen. We have to eat outside next to 
the toilet and it smells worse than hell.  

Many domestic workers referred to specific tasks in their work 
routine: window cleaning and looking after the dogs and cats were 
mentioned most frequently. Several mentioned the monotony and 
boredom of doing the same tasks every day.  

When asked 'What would you say is the best thing about your 
job?' many domestic workers seemed to have difficulty answering.  

There is nothing good to say. My job is hell.  

But others said: 

She doesn't rush me with my work.  

There are no small children.  

That I am on my own with the children during the day.  

Sometimes they eat out and then I get home a little earlier.  

I have two weeks holiday. Many servants don't have that.  

Nothing, but at least I have a job.  

Half a loaf is better than no bread.  

Perhaps that sometimes her daughter gives me a tip or a jersey but then 

65
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my employer moans and says she is spoilingme.  

I am allowed to sleep at home..  

When asked, 'If there was one thing about your job you could 
change, what would that be?' some answered: 

Looking after the dogs.  

They should not treat us like slaves.  

Cleaning windows. I have to climb a ladder. One day I wanted to throw 
myself to the ground so she would not tell me to clean windows. But I 
would have broken a leg and gained nothing.  

Getting home so late. (This worker leaves work at 7.30 p.m., having 
started at 7 a.m.) Sometimes I have a sick child and I don't even have 
time to look after it.  

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

Looking after the dogs. I even have to wash them once a week.  

I would like to get a holiday at Christmas but my employer is old. She 
has nowhere to go so I can't leave her.  

Their work is often monotonous drudgery, carried on for im
mensely long hours with very little aid from machinery.  

All the domestic workers in the Eastern Cape study said they 
found domestic work boring rather than interesting. All said they 
found that they had too much to get through during the day. Only 
10 percent of the depth sample said they felt lonely in the job.  
Several who answered in the negative added, 'Because I have so 
much to do.' 9 3 Over a third of the depth worker sample (36 
percent) felt their employer supervised their work too closely and 
bossed them around too much.  

She tells me to do one hundred things a day.9 4 

The supervision is killing me.  

The supervision is too much ... I can't stand it. Everybody wants to 
tell me what to do and how to do it.



Experiences

The privatised nature of the work, the high degree of observability 
in work performance as well as the close supervision it often 
involves, are among the reasons for the unpopularity of domestic 
work.9 5 

Just under half, 46 percent of the depth sample, thought they 
were learning useful skills on the job. Many said they were learning 
skills such as making sweets, cakes and cold drinks, but these were 
of no use to them, because they did not have the money to buy 
the ingredients to make them for their own families.  

I can't help anybody with what I have learnt because we don't have 
what our employers have.  

No, because it's things I cannot do at home.  

Yes, I have learned how to cook and roast the meat that I cannot eat.  

I am not interested in what I am learning because it will not help me or 
my children.  

This contrasts with domestic service in nineteenth-century Britain 
which, Burnett emphasizes, provided the opportunities for both 
learning useful skills and social mobility. 9 6 

Domestic work has been described as 'barbarously unproduc
tive, petty, nerve-wracking, stultifying and crushing drudgery,'9 7 

and it has been suggested that the biggest single 'brain drain' in 
industrialised societies today is 'down the kitchen sink'.9 8 These 
are extreme views. Compared with factory work there are oppor
tunities for creative and satisfying work in a domestic context.  
Some domestic workers take pride in the cleanliness of the homes, 
and a pleasure in the care of children left in their charge. Some 
may prefer the apparently easier routines of domestic work to the 
hard, driving routine of the factory. But much domestic work is of 
an uncongenial kind and is extremely monotonous and repetitive.  
Also it should be stressed that domestic work is often of a 
physically demanding nature, for example, moving furniture, 
turning mattresses, carrying heavy loads of laundry, and so on.  
'Although the tasks that make up housework are dissimilar, there 
is said to be a sameness about them, which derives from their 
frequent need to be repeated, their lack of intrinsic meaning, and 
the impermanence of the goals they achieve.'9 9  Speaking 
generally, it appears that those who glorify domestic work rarely 
engage in it. 1 o0 

In Oakley's study of a group of London housewives, the 
predominant feeling was one of dissatisfaction with domestic
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work. In reply to direct questions, 90 percent of the housewives in 
the sample reported 'fragmentation'; 75 percent 'monotony'; and 
50 percent 'time pressures'. She compared these with Goldthorpe's 
results on factory workers ania concluded that housewives in 
Britain 'experience more monotony, fragmentation, and speed in 
their work than do workers in the factory.'" 0 1 All the women in 
her sample reported feeling tied to the house and isolated from 
meaningful social contacts. Given that domestic work in another's 
home is even more privatised and may be even more solitary; given 
that it involves following a work routine that is imposed by the 
employer's orders, rather than evolved for oneself, it seems that 
Oakley's findings would be duplicated, with a heightened 
intensity, if applied to domestic workers in this society.  

It is also arguable that paid domestic work in other people's 
homes involves an exposure to a particular set of frustrations and 
resentments, generated by the extreme asymmetry of power and 
wealth involved. For example, Pollak argues that domestic service 
'exposes many women to the frustration of a daily experience of 
difference between their own standard of living and the living 
standards of their employers. Such a situation exists in hardly 
any other line of work. To see what other people have, and what 
she herself does not have, can almost be called the essential job 
experience of the domestic servant.'1 0 2 Writing in the USA in the 
late 1940s, Pollak states that 'in our time of class antagonism and 
in our country of race antagonism in which domestic workers are 
frequently coloured or at least members of another ethnic group 
than their employers, the situation is psychologically mined.  
Logically it must lead to a tremendous amount of pent-up 
resentment which cannot help but create a desire for aggressive 
compensation.'l 0 3 

Clearly this applies to the South African situation even more 
sharply because the cultural gap, social inferiority and economic 
disparity involved is even greater. Pollak argues that the envy, 
frustration and resentment this inequality generates often leads to 
criminal behaviour of a peculiarly 'masked' type. Here Pollak 
points to three factors concerning domestic thefts: firstly the 
comparative insignificance of her thefts, not only in the domestic's 
own eyes but also in her employer's, makes this offence not 
sufficiently injurious to warrant much vigour in prosecution; 
secondly, the employee-employer relationship often leads to an 
inclination towards leniency on the part of the latter which makes 
dismissal rather than criminal prosecution the normal con
sequence; and thirdly, the domestic worker's opportunity to 
bide her time in the committing of the offence and cover her 
tracks successfully. For these reasons he asserts that domestic
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workers are one of the largest groups of female unprosecuted 
offenders. 104 

The masked nature of female crime and the occupational 
frustrations of females in domestic employment suggested by 
Pollak echo the insights of Lombroso and Ferrero. They argued 
that female thieves in Italy included a large proportion of 
domestic servants, and quote Tarnowsky as saying that 49 percent 
of female thieves belong to the class of domestic servants.' They 
relate this to the temptations domestic work affords: 'Girls come 
up from the country and enter houses where the great or relative 
well-being which reigns seems to them a sign of enormous wealth.  
They are badly paid, yet are given money, plate and other 
valuables to handle, which awake in them the greed innate in every 
woman (emphasis mine)... 105 In the South African context 
domestic theft reinforces the stereotypic conception of blacks as 
innately dishonest, childlike and unreliable.  

Many of these negative aspects of domestic work in terms of 
experiences and evaluations apply in all advanced capitalist 
societies. What is at stake is fundamentally a class relationship, 
which in South African society assumes a racial form. The class 
nature of this relationship is illustrated by the similarities between 
employers' perceptions of domestic servants in eighteenth and 
nineteenth century England, and contemporary race attitudes in 
South Africa. The class nature of the dominant attitudes in Britain 
is very clear. As one domestic worker remarked bitterly, 'This 
locking things up makes people dishonest; it's as though because 
one is working class one is not to be trusted.'1 06 Similarly 
disparate class experiences are used to reinforce the negative 
stereotypic attitudes of the dominant class. In England many 
working class girls 'were frequently called stupid, because they 
were unacquainted with the names and uses of kitchen articles, 
whereas it is simply ignorance from not having seen or used 
them.'1 07 'Stupidity' and 'dishonesty' are both class-based com
ponents of hegemonic ideologies.  

While these negative experiences and typifications of domestic 
work apply in all advanced capitalist societies, and assume a racial 
form in the South African class structure, it is also arguable that in 
South Africa the system of racial domination gives a special 'twist' 
to these experiences. It could be argued that because of their 
structural location in the South African social formation, blacks 
employed as domestic servants experience apartheid in a peculiarly 
humiliating way. Their duties as workers may force them into 
situations where as blacks their rights are denied or restricted. In 
Port Elizabeth, for instance, 'domestic servants looking after white 
children are allowed on white beaches but are not allowed to
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swim.' 10 8 In one case three domestic servants were charged for 
doing so.  

The low status of their occupation is another reason for the 
unpopularity of domestic service.  

THE LOW STATUS OF DOMESTIC SERVICE 

In Southern African society domestic service is the least prestigi
ous of all occupations./ To appreciate what is involved here, 
domestic work must be located in a cultural context, as well as in 
an economic system. As Davidoff emphasizes, the context and 
meaning of domestic work are culturally defined and culturally 
variable. We should ask: who does it, where, on what occasions 
and for what reasons? For example, sweeping a floor is an activity 
which has technologically changed very little. It may be a form of 
ritual that involves making patterns with magical or aesthetic 
meanings; it may also be a form of humiliation and punishment as 
in the army, prisons and some mental hospitals, where the most 
menial domestic work is used as discipline to keep order. 10 9 

Nor is domestic work invariably performed by women. The 
cross-cultural evidence is that very often such tasks as fuel
gathering, simple cooking and cleaning, child-minding and water
carrying, have been allocated to young children, and old and 
handicapped people of either sex, that is, to people too physically 
weak or socially marginal to be involved in more valued tasks.1 0 
In fourteenth and fifteenth century England, upper class boys did 
domestic service in aristocratic households, and in many parts of 
colonial Africa it was often the 'native' men who performed 
domestic work for the dominant group.  

In South Africa domestic service is predominantly a black 
female institution.1 1 1 /Certainly there is a Xhosa tradition of 
women doing domestic work, which is institutionalised in the role 
of the umtsbakazi, the period of service of the new wife.  
Umtsbakazi involves a severe training for womanhood with the 
emphasis on obedience and deference. The 'Red' Xhosa wife 
s ends several years in her mother-in-law's homestead doing all the 

omestic work under her direction.  

A bride when married is taken to the hut of her mother-in-law and 
there she spends a year or more 'cooking' for her mother-in-law. She is 
expected to be very humble and kutele (diligent), rising before any one 
else, clearing the ashes, cooking, and generally acting as a servant in the 
household... Many brides have to work extremely hard and often 
become thin and old-looking soon after marriage.1 1 2
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Similarly in Bhaca society, the young bride must work for her 
mother-in-law. '. .. All the heavy work of the household is 
relegated to her., 1 3 

The young Xhosa woman is socialised into a domestic role; 
however, the traditional Xhosa practice does not include domestic 
work for wages. Ideally a woman, especially a woman with small 
children, should work (ukusebenza) in the home, but she should 
not work (ukupbangela), outside the home for wages.1 14 Thus 
for the Red Xhosa, paid domestic employment for a young 
mother is at variance with the dominant role definitions. For both 
Red and 'School' Xhosa, domestic work is contrasted un
favourably with so-called clean occupations.' 15 In the Eastern 
Cape study, most respondents, at some stage in the interview, 
complained about the low standing of domestic workers in terms 
of prestige.  

This is confirmed by other studies of domestic workers.  
Winrich found that domestic worker and street cleaner were the 
two occupations which received the lowest prestige rating.1 16 

Walther reports that Soweto dwellers often tease domestic workers 
by saying unoblind, 'you have blindness', or uyisilima, 'you are 
a fool', because they are employed in work notorious for its long 
working hours, little leisure time and poor pay. Domestic workers 
are also called inyama yezinja, 'dog's meat', by workers in other 
occupational roles, for it is said that employers tend to buy them 
inexpensive and 'horrid' meat, and/or because they receive 
insufficient food and meat.' 1 7 Similarly Preston-Whyte found 
that / 

domestic service is the least prestigious of all occupations open to 
Africans in Durban and nearly all those women seeking employment in 
this field do so from urgent necessity alone.1 18 

According to one view, domestic work in other people's homes per 
se is demeaning. For example, Du Bois states in his essay, 'The 
Servant in the House', 

the personal degradation of their (domestic servants') work is so great, 
that any white man of decency would rather cut his daughter's throat 
than let her grow up to such a destiny.1 19 

According to another view, domestic work in other people's 
homes is especially degrading for men.  

It is the considered opinion of African society that domestic service is 
no proper occupation for a man. It is seen as degrading him in his
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manhood and of providing him with no promotion possibilities and 
chances of bettering himself.12 0 

Weinrich goes on to argue that the situation is different for 
African women.  

For them ... domestic work is not degrading as it is for African men 
becajuse cooking has always been the normal work expected of African 
women... For them, far fewer occupations have opened up than for 
African men, and for those with less than professional training domestic 
service is practically the only job opportunity available.1 2 1 

She concludes that 'if domestic service is to remain an integral part 
of the Rhodesian way of life, it would be to the advantage of 
Africans if servants were predominantly women and not men.' 1 2 2 

This seems a dangerous kind of circular argument which can only 
operate to reinforce the many disabilities of African women. This 
is not, however, to deny the extra dimension of ultra-exploitation 
of male domestic servants, whose occupational role violates 
traditional gender role definitions.  

Overall, a number of factors - both economic and social 
contribute to the low status of domestic service. As Burnett has 
written of domestic servants in nineteenth-century Britain, 

Material disadvantages were no doubt important - the limited 
opportunities for promotion, the large degree of mechanical repetition 
in the work, the length and irregularity of working hours, the lack of 
free time and the ineffectiveness of labour organisations. Yet it was the 
social disabilities which ultimately weighed more heavily: the isolation 
of the servant, both from his employer and from the community 
outside, the virtual absence of a private life, the degree of control 
exercised by the employer, the use of the term 'servant'.12 3 

Yet Burnett also suggests that 'the fundamental reason for the low 
social status of domestic workers must.. . have been the 
degrading, and sometimes inhuman conditions under which many 
of them worked.'1 2 4 In both nineteenth-century Britain and 
contemporary South Africa it is the extreme vulnerability and 
powerlessless of domestic workers, their ultra-exploitability, that 
is at the root of this. It is their extremely weak bargaining position 
in relation to their employers, that enables them to command only 
very low wages and poor working conditions. Their weak bargain
ing position reflects their deprivation of critical rights as workers.
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DEPRIVATION OF WORKER RIGHTS 

The domestic worker is deprived of critical rights as a worker, 
especially the 'right' (defined as such in advanced capitalist 
societies) to collective bargaining and legal protection. Domestic 
workers are in a legal vacuum. There are no laws stipulating the 
minimum wages, hours of work or other conditions of service.  
They are not covered by the provisions of the Industrial 
Conciliation Act (28 of 1956) nor by the Wages Act (5 of 1957).  
The latter authorises statutory boards to fix minimum wages, but 
does not apply to farm and domestic workers, the two largest 
categories of African women wage-earners. In South Africa's 
industrial laws the domestic servant is excluded as a worker.  
Wages, conditions of service such as hours of work, rest periods, 
paid holidays and other benefits are fixed for other workers in 
South Africa in terms of the Shops and Offices Act (75 of 1964), 
and the Factories, Machinery and Building Work Act (22 of 1941).  
For domestic workers these are drawn up arbitrarily by the 
employer. Domestic workers are excluded from the benefits of the 
Unemployment Insurance Fund and the Workmen's Compensation 
Act. 125 Concomitantly, both domestic and agricultural workers 
do not qualify for maternity benefits. As domestic workers are 
often the sole supporters of their families, the loss of earnings 
during pregnancy is an extreme deprivation.  

Even the repeal of the Masters and Servants legislation is a 
mixed blessing. Under this legislation, desertion by a servant was a 
criminal offence, as was refusal to obey a lawful order. In the 
Cape, wages could be held back by an employer to pay off debts 
by the servant to him, but unless prior agreement had been 
entered into, deductions for breakages were illegal unless the 
employer could successfully prove 'dereliction of duty' in court.  
Deductions for breakages are now sometimes threatened by 
employers. 12 6 Loaded as the Masters and Servants Act was against 
the domestic worker, since its repeal she has no legal protection at 
all.  

The lack of disability and unemployment insurance, pensions, 
maternity benefits and paid sick leave mean that domestic workers 
are an extremely insecure group. This insecurity is illustrated by 
the fact that instant dismissal is frequently resorted to by some 
employers who often fail to observe the common law provisions 
relating to the issuing of notice and payment in lieu of notice. The 
insecurity of domestic workers and their vulnerability to instant 
dismissal on unreasonable grounds is illustrated by the following 
case from a Grahamstown Advice Office report.



Ultra-exploitation

Mrs D. was employed by a family living in Grahamstown. She had 
worked for Mrs H. for a period of three years and her salary was R31 
per month. She was dismissed because she was 'hopeless'. Dismissal was 
with immediate effect. We phoned Mrs H. to ask whether she would 
consider paying Mrs D. notice money. She said she was not prepared to.  
She felt she was well within her rights because Mrs D. had broken her 
'contract'. According to Mrs H., Mrs D. was an unsatisfactory 'girl' and 
she told us the following to substantiate her claim: 

Mrs H. had gone out one cold wet afternoon leaving the children in 
Mrs D.'s care. When she came home she found that Mrs D. had allowed 
the children to play outside and they had got wet. The children 
developed colds and a doctor was sent for and he prescribed medica
tion. Mrs H. deducted the doctor's bill from Mrs D.'s salary because she 
claimed Mrs. D. had been negligent and irresponsible in allowing the 
children to play outside. 1 2 7 

In such cases of instant dismissal the Advice Office directors 
report that 

unfortunately we are unable to push very hard since the employers 
often assert that the employee was drunk, dishonest, 'cheeky', or in 
some other way abused the agreement between employer and 
employee. It is then the white madam's word against the domestic 
worker's, and we often do not succeed in obtaining the normal 
considerations surrounding termination of employment. The common 
law is just not enough.1 2 8 

This threat of instant dismissal illustrates a further dimension of 
the domestic worker's vulnerability.  

Domestic servants lack critical rights as workers. They lack the 
right to a negotiated wage and favourable working conditions, 
membership of an effective workers' organisation, to have their 
families living with them, to rent or purchase accommodation in a 
place of their choice, to respectful treatment, to the further 
acquisition of knowledge and skills, to opportunities and scope for 
advancement, to sell their labour in the place of their choice, to an 
acknowledgement of their contribution to society and the dignity 
of their labour.  

Some efforts to improve the situation of domestic workers are 
being made under the direction of DWEP (Domestic Workers and 
Employers Project) established in 1970. The aim of DWEP is to 
support domestic workers and help them to change the conditions 
of their lives. Their chief focus at present seems to lie in organising 
Centres of Concern where domestic workers may come to socialise
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and acquire skills. There are now over 200 Centres of Concern in 
South Africa. More importantly DWEP aims to organise domestic 
workers into unions. 1 2V 

The difficulties in organising such atomised workers into 
organisations for collective bargaining are as formidable as the 
importance of the task. Organising domestic workers into unions, 
even in less coercive and exploitative societies than South Africa, 
presented difficulties. Burnett points out that in Britain: 

unlike most major occupations in the nineteenth century, domestic 
service was almost untouched by the growth of trade unions, which 
might have ameliorated the conditions of employment, improved wages 
and ultimately raised the status of the occupation. Effective unions 
would, in any case, have been difficult to organise among workers who 
were so scattered and widespread, and in this respect domestic servants 
suffered from the same disadvantages as agricultural labourers. Working 
normally only with one or two other employees, under the employer's 
own roof and constant supervision, with no regular free time, and with 
a work-force predominantly female, the conditions of effective associa
tion were all lacking for the domestic servant. Moreover in an occupa
tion so rigidly authoritarian and hierarchical there was little sense of 
common purpose or even common injustice... 130 

The last point does not apply to domestic workers, at least 
according to the evidence from the Eastern Cape study. 13 1 More
over reports from the recent strike of Eveready workers in Port 
Elizabeth hardly suggests that a predominantly female work force 
is necessarily a conservative factor.  

In Britain between 1891 and 1914 there were three separate 
attempts to unionise domestic servants, all largely unsuccessful. In 
1910 the Domestic Workers Union of Great Britain was formed to 
demand 'higher wages, two hours free time each day and regular 
rest days each month.' The scale of the demands is indicative, but 
its membership had reached only 245 by 1912, and it petered out 
during World War I when more and more domestic workers took 
up employment in munitions factories. Clearly because of their 
vulnerability, exacerbated by their isolated work existence, 
domestic workers will always be difficult to organise. These 
difficulties are amplified by the political restraints operating 
against trade union organisation in South Africa at present. 1 3 2 

The domestic worker's low wages, long hours of work which 
involve considerable levels of deprivation of family and social life, 
her lack of job satisfaction, low status in the community, and 
marginal position as a worker, all suggest a situation of ultra
exploitation. While the evidence supporting these seven levels of
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exploitation has been largely drawn from the Eastern Cape study, 
it is impossible to 'cordon off' domestic servants in this area from 
the wider society. Thus evidence has been drawn on from studies 
of domestic workers in other areas of Southern Africa to support 
this thesis.  

Isolated and impotent, the only weapon of a dissatisfied servant 
who finds her situation intolerable is to 'vote with her feet', to 
withdraw her labour and try to find a more congenial place. This is 
not always easy.  

Domestic service in Britain was an extremely mobile occupation 
involving a very high labour turnover. Domestic servants 
frequently moved for promotion or simply a change of scene.  
Many women servants regarded the occupation as almost casual 
and migrated easily into various trades, shop work, and, later, 
factory work. In the Eastern Cape, however, domestic service is 
not a very mobile occupation for two obvious reasons: firstly the 
labour controls on black movement generally ;' 33 secondly the 
high levels of unemployment in the Eastern Cape. In Port Alfred, 
for instance, only 1 800 of the town's black population of 9 000 
have jobs.' 3 4 In Grahamstown, while population and employment 
figures are notoriously unreliable, there are said to be 4 707 black 
men and 4 920 black women in employment, the women mainly 
in domestic service. A further 1 895 men and 747 women are in 
enployment outside Grahamstown, mainly in the Port Elizabeth
Uitenhage areas. Official figures on unemployment registered 
1 547 men and 4 864 women against a total population of 52 004 
blacks in Grahamstown and the surrounding area.1 3 5 

Given these high levels of unemployment, despite their low 
wages and long hours, those women in domestic service are in a 
sense 'the lucky ones'. Poverty and lack of employment alterna
tives, which propel black women into domestic service, mean that 
legislation coercing them into domestic service is not necessary.  
Such legislation is not unknown in other societies. For example in 
Elizabethan England there was an enactment giving power to the 
Justices of the Peace and the Mayors 

to send out to service, at fixed rates of remuneration, any unmarried 
women between the ages of 12 and 40 whom they shall think fit... If 
any woman shall refuse to serve it shall be lawful for the Justices to 
commit such women to ward until she shall be founden to serve.1 36 

In South Africa other forms of coercion operate to propel almost 
800 000 black women into an occupation few of them would 
choose. Given this coercive pattern, the work histories of most 
domestic workers show a marked stability.
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WORK HISTORIES OF DOMESTIC WORKERS 

The great majority of the workers in the Eastern Cape sample, 80 
percent, had been domestic workers for most of their working 
lives, between 20 to 35 years. They all stressed that they had had 
no alternative choice.  

Table 17.  
Length of Service of a Sample of 50 Domestic Workers

Years in domestic service 

3- 10 
10- 15 
15 - 20 
20- 25 
25- 30 
30- 35 
35 - 40 
40- 45

Number of workers 

1 
3 
4 

23 
9 
8 
1 
1

Most workers (90 percent) had started their first jobs as young 
girls of 18 and under; some started at the age of 11 and 12 as 
'nannies' looking after small white children. In answer to the 
question, 'At what age did you start your first job?' one woman 
replied 'I don't know. I've been a slave for a long time.' 

In many cases their first jobs were as nannies in white house
holds and in others it was helping relatives who were domestic 
workers. Most of these workers (90 percent) had held jobs with 
between three and six different employers.  

Table 18.  
Number of Jobs in Domestic Service of a Sample of 50 Workers

Number of jobs Number of workers

1- 2 
3- 4 
5- 6 
9- 10
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Many domestic workers feel trapped in their present jobs. Eight 
farm domestic workers said their particular job was obligatory 
through marriage to a worker on the farm.  

The boss told me that I must stop working with chicory. They want me 
to work inside the house but I was told I must not steal sugar.  

/ This obligatory domestic service appears to be a fairly common 
practice. In her study of black communities on European farms in 
the districts of Albany, Adelaide and Bedford, Hunter found that 

the earnings of a man employed on a farm are usually supplemented by 
the earnings of his wife or children. In the districts visited, a family is 
never hired as a whole; each member is hired and paid separately; but it 
is understood that if a man is hired, his wife and children must work if, 
and when, they are needed. On one farm two families, in which the 
men were quite satisfactory, were dismissed because their wives and 
daughters refused to work in the house. On another there were only 
two or three hands because the lady of the house could not get on with 
maids, and when she quarrelled with a maid the whole family had to go.  
It is usual for the mistress, when she requires a maid, not to wait for 
applications for the post, but to send for whatever woman or girl on the 
farm she wishes.1 3 7 

Twenty years later Roberts found that in the Eastern Cape, 

many farmers emphasize that one of the conditions of employment of 
an African family is that the dependants of the head of the household 
shall make themselves available to the farmer whenever they are 
required. 13 8 

Another twenty years later, working in the same area, I came 
across several instances in which families were dismissed because 
their wives either refused to work in the house, or were not 
regarded as 'satisfactory' workers. In one case this was a bone of 
contention between a farmer and his wife. She wanted her 
husband to dismiss a family including two males whom the 
husband regarded as satisfactory agricultural labourers, because 
their female relatives refused to work in the house.  

Thus domestic workers on farms appear to be trapped by a web 
of constraints whereby they are often coerced into domestic 
service. Resistance may mean that the entire family is left without 
a place to live or the means to do so.  

Most of the domestic workers in the depth sample (84 percent) 
said they chose this particular job because there were no other
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jobs available. A few said they had tried various 'informal sector' 
activities such as hawking vegetables, sewing, dressmaking, 
brewing, liquor dealing, selling pinecones collected from the 
forest, selling acorns for pig food, but had been unable to make a 
living.139 In answer to the question, 'Have you ever done any 
other kind of work?' one woman replied, 

I never had that chance. My mother died when I was a day old so other 
people brought me up. They never bothered even to send me to school.  
So how could I learn any other kind of work? 

In both the towns in the Eastern Cape study domestic workers are 
extremely easy to obtain. Whites frequently complain about the 
stream of women coming to their doors asking for work. One 
newcomer to Grahamstown asked an estate agent how she could 
obtain a domestic servant and was told 

Oh, here it's easy. We just pick them up off the streets.  

The main mode of recruitment in fact appears to be through 
personal contact. Of the 42 urban domestic workers in the depth 
sample, most (70 percent) found out about their present job 
through a connection of kinship or friendship with the previous or 
present servant in the house. Only seven did so through approach
ing their employer directly themselves. The majority of domestic 
servants had worked for the same employer for a considerable 
period.  

Table 19.  
Length of Service with Present Employer of a Sample 

of 225 Domestic Workers 

Period of service with present employer Number of workers 

Less than 6 months 25 
6 months - 1 year 22 
1 year- 1 year 11 months 7 
2 years- 2 years 11 months 7 
3 years- 3 years 11 months 20 
4 years - 4 years 11 months 9 
5 - 10 years 49 
10 - 15 years 29 
15 - 20 years 33 
25 years and over 24
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The length of service with the present employer ranged from less 
than 6 months to 37 years. The majority (135) had worked for the 
same employer for between five and 25 years.  

In the depth sample of 50 domestic workers various reasons 
were given for having left their last job: five said they moved from 
the area; 14 left because their employers moved; two because of 
marriage; seven because they fell pregnant; 18 of their own choice 
and four were dismissed by their employers. Their answers to the 
question, 'Why did you leave your last job?' are revealing: 

I had a baby and nobody to look after it.  

My husband died so I had to leave that farm. Some farmers don't keep 
widows, especially if the children are too young to work on the farm.  

I had a baby. I could not keep it because I had to sleep in.  

I had a baby. My husband said I can't get home so late because of the 
baby, but when he came across a better woman he never thought of 
me. He just went off with Miss Better.  

I got sick. They don't want you to be sick. You must be as strong as 
iron.  

As pointed out earlier, dismissal is usually with immediate effect.  
Many of these women appear to be caught up in a cycle of 
poverty, with a lack of education and employment opportunities 
which continues from generation to generation. This vicious circle 
leads one to suspect that domestic work may involve a degree of 
ascription in a quasi-caste status. The mother of two out of every 
three respondents in the depth sample had also been a domestic 
worker. In eight cases the mother was a farm labourer. Only in 11 
cases had the mother ever been to schooVL 

This pattern contrasts with the development of domestic service 
in Britain during this century. As new employment opportunities 
opened up to women by the 1920s and 1930s domestic service 
was no longer the 'natural' outletf r women's employment that it 
had been in Victorian times. This process of dispersal from 
domestic work into other occupations has occurred among black 
men in South Africa, but is only slowly beginning to occur among 
black women.,In Cape Town, Whisson and Weil report that 
domestic servants largely comprised 'the less educated, less capable 
and less organised sections of the working population.140 This 
is confirmed by Meer's Durban study which found that 'they had 
been pushed into the occupation because of their poverty-stricken
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backgrounds and they were trapped in it because of their low 
educational qualifications. 14 1 This process is amplified in the 
Eastern Cape where the majority of black women are poor and ill
educated, with heavy family responsibilities. They remain largely 
trapped within domestic service.  

AGE, EDUCATIONAL AND SEX CHARACTERISTICS OF A 
SAMPLE OF DOMESTIC WORKERS 

All the domestic workers in the sample of 225 households were 
females. The majority, 58 percent, were Xhosa; 40 percent were 
Mfengu and two percent 'coloured'. The majority were middle
aged women.  

Table 20.  
Age Range of a Sample of 50 Domestic Workers 

Age range Number Percentage 

15-19 0 
20-24 0 
25-29 3 6 
30- 34 1 2 
35- 39 11 22 

40-44 9 18 
45-49 17 34 
50- 54 3 6 
55 - 59 2 4 
60-64 3 6 
65 - 69 1 2 

In the short questionnaire sample of 125 domestic workers, age 
was not aske for, but the sample included one 15 year old girl 
earning R4 a month for a working week of 59 hours.  

This age distribution contrasts strongly with the pattern in pre
industria[Europe. Laslett has shown that 

Western servants (between 1574 and 1821) were to a very large extent, 

young, unmarried persons - indeed, sexually mature persons waiting to 
be married ... Service in England and the West was a stage in the life 
cycle for large numbers of people.14 2
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Laslett describes these as 'life-cycle servants'. By contrast, in 
contemporary South Africa domestic workers are 'life-long 
servants'.  

The great majority of domestic workers in the Eastern Cape 
study had only a minimum amount of formal education. Sixty
three percent had been to school but the vast majority had not 
progressed beyond Standard V.  

Table 21.  
Educational Attainment of a Sample of 110 Domestic 

Workers who had been to School 

Educational Number of Percentage 
Standard Workers 

Sub A - St. I 14 12,7 
Std.II 24 21,8 
Std. III 19 17,3 
Std. IV 20 18,2 
Std. V 22 20,0 
Std. VI 8 7,3 
Std. VII 1 0,9 
Std. VIII 2 1,8 

110 100,0 

Three quarters had not progressed beyond Standard V. No one in 
the sample had progressed higher than Standard VIII. Only six 
percent of the depth worker sample, as compared with 64 percent 
of the employers, had any other education or was going to classes 
of any kind. One was going to Red Cross classes, and the other 
two were attending night school.  
-/Many of the domestic workers in the Eastern Cape sample 
expressed a deep sense of hopelessness and despondency about 
their own lives. Their hopes for the future focused on their 
children, and education was seen as the means whereby their 
children could escape to a better life. Education was stressed as 
'something nobody can take away from you,' and was sometimes 
considered a kind of insurance policy for their own future.  

I would like to educate my children so when they are finished they can 
give me money. If they work as domestics they will not be able to give 
me money and see to themselves.
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For these reasons many domestic workers invest a considerable 
portion of their incomes in the education of their children. With 
their low w~.ges, this involves a considerable amount of self
sacrifice. Z7 

Given their own extremely deprived educational backgrounds, 
their educational aspirations for their children were pitched very 
high. In 90 percent of the answers in the depth sample there was a 
sex difference in the occupations they would choose for their 
cleverest sons and cleverest daughters. All wanted their children to 
become white collar workers. The four occupations chosen for the 
cleverest daughter were nurse (28); teacher (16); social worker (3) 
and dressmaker (1). The occupations chosen for the cleverest sons 
covered a wider and more prestigious range. They were teacher 
(18); doctor (12); farmer (10); lawyer (5); radio announcer (1); 
clerk (1); minister of religion (1).  

Many stressed the importance of education for their daughters 
so they could avoid having to be domestic workers. None wanted 
their own children to become domestic servants. Reasons given 
included: 

The low status of the occupation 

We get no respect.  

You are not counted as a woman.  

Educated people look down on us domestics.  

A domestic is not counted as an important person.  

Lack of appreciation by employers 

Your employer looks down on you. You have to keep on saying, 
'Remember that I am a woman too.' 

Our employers look down on us, but our job is important because 
we do a lot for them.  

It lowers your dignity to be a domestic. Your employer's child can 

swear at you and you have got to laugh. There is nothing you can do.  

The parents say nothing.  

Low wages 

You work very hard and earn very little.
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It's hard work, very little money and makes you tired.  

Specially on the farm we work hard for nothing.  

Long hours 

You have no time to see your friends.  

We have to leave our children early in the morning and look after 
our madam's children. We have no time to look after them even when 
they are sick.  

Lack of pension rights or job security 

You work for years and get nothing at the end. Not even thank you.  

You can be dismissed at any time.  

No matter if I work here for one hundred years I can be dismissed 
for breaking a cup and get nothing. Not even a thank you. I will be 
classified as stupid. They will forget the years I worked and worry 
about the cup.  

You can't complain or you might lose your job. If you complain 
your employer tells you about all the girls coming to the door looking 
for work., 

The monotonous and tiring nature of the work 

It's hard work.  

It makes you tired and you do the same things every day.  

As a domestic you have to do everything. You wash walls, clean 
windows, clean, tidy, cook and look after the children. I think the 
employers are just scared of saying go and do gardening as well. You do 
all that for little money.  

I even have to look after the dogs and cats. The employer thinks 
about them more than they think about me.  

It's not an interesting job. You don't learn from it. It just makes 
you tired to think you are going to do the same thing every day.  
That is why I have all my children at school.  

Your learn nothing useful, you get bossed around too much. I have to



Joan Solomon

Of a sample of 50 domestic workers interviewed, the children of one worker were looked 
after by her neighbours; those of 12 others by 'no-one'; and those of another 25 by a 
relative, usually a grandmother or older child. In six cases the children were in a creche, 

and in five the domestic worker had to pay someone to care for her children.
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Biddy Crewe

The employers interviewed gave a great range of reasons for employing a domestic 
servant: 'To run the house and look after the children while I'm at work'... 'To give me 
more time' . . . 'Housework is monotonous. You don't achieve anything'... 'To help her 
out. She's got seven children'. . . 'I'd be a martyr to the house if I didn't have servants'.

Biddy Crewe



Wives and Workers

Richard Harvey

"Maids" (paid) and "madams" (unpaid) are both domestic workers. The paid worker is 

dependent on her employer but does not accept the legitimacy of her own subordination 

in the social order. She is not a deferential worker. The unpaid worker, on the other 

hand, is dependent on her husband, but usually accepts the legitimacy of her own 

subordination and is a deferential wife.'



'Although the tasks that make up housework are dissimilar, there is said to be a sameness 
about them, which derives from their frequent need to be repeated, their lack of 

intrinsic meaning, and the impermanence of the goals they achieve.'
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be at work before sunrise in winter. It's hard.  

The attitudes towards their jobs expressed in these statements 
underline the pathos of the situation in which many domestic 
workers are trapped. The irony is that they are driven into 
domestic employment in order to support their dependants, and 
then have to neglect their own families in the process. Many 
domestic workers are also migrant workers who have left their 
families and friends behind them. As in nineteenth-century 
Britain, domestic service is a route of access to urban-industrial 
society. It is an occupational role that allows for movement into 
an urban setting, a different class context, and at least the 
possibility of social mobility.  

The most common route to survival for men in the Eastern 
Cape involves migration to the mines; the most common route 
for women involves migration to domestic service. In studies of 
migrant labour this aspect is frequently neglected. Certainly the 
distance covered is far shorter for women. All the domestic 
workers in the depth sample had been born in the Eastern Cape; 
26 percent on farms and 10 percent in Grahamstown. Seventy-two 
percent had lived in their present location for between 15 and 
20 years. Seventeen percent of the total worker sample lived in the 
rural areas of the Eastern Cape. Farm people often come into 
Grahamstown unofficially and illegally. As unregistered domestic 
workers they are in an especially vulnerable position. Regular 
inspections by the Department of Bantu Administration and 
Development involve a considerable risk of being caught as an 
unregistered domestic worker.14 3 Mayer found that 

There is a competitive advantage in willingness to accept lower wages 
and longer hours; a combined effect of what people were used to on the 
farm and their illegal situation in town. Town women complain openly 
that farm women spoil the local domestic labour market. 'They will 
work from morning till night for R20 a month.'1 4 4 

While many women come into Grahamstown as migrant domestic 
workers, many women also leave the area. In Grahamstown about 
a quarter of the 2 800 work contracts currently registered for 
other cities are for women, mostly for domestic jobs in Port 
Elizabeth and Uitenhage. 14 5 Willsworth reports negative responses 
from domestic workers returning from jobs in Port Elizabeth.  
Things there were 'different', 'too fast', 'the madam didn't under
stand me', 'the madam talked too fast', 'the madam was cold'.  
Most of them said they preferred being 'home',14 6 even though 
women in domestic employment in their home areas made many
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of the same comments about their employers. Relationships with 
employers are a crucial aspect of the domestic worker's situation.  
As perceived by the workers, these relationships are not generally 
as warm, close and supportive as many whites apparently believe 
them to be.



Chapter 3 

Relationships 

I do not know a more agreeable sight than to see servants part of a 
family.  

Mary Wollstonecraft1 

Solange: Nobody loves me! Nobody loves us! 
Claire: She does, she loves us. She's kind! Madame is kind! Madame 

adores us! 
Solange: She loves us the way she loves her armchair. Not even that 

much! Like her bidet rather. Like her pink enamel toilet 
seat...  

Jean Genet, The Maids. 2 

The family analogy is a major leitmotif in the literature on 
domestic servants.3 It is widely believed by whites throughout the 
Eastern Cape that domestic workers are treated as 'one of the 
family'. A newspaper report on a talk I gave last year headlined 
'Domestics an exploited group, says lecturer' was printed juxta
posed with a story headed 'Tearful farewell to "nanny" of 41 
years.'4 The story tells of a 'tearful farewell at the Port Elizabeth 
railway station' when a white employer waved goodbye to her 
maid after 41 years service. The employer was quoted as saying, 'It 
was like losing one of the family - a very sad affair.' However, in 
no case in the Eastern Cape depth sample did the domestic worker 
consider herself one of the family.  

Relationships between domestic workers and their employers 
showed considerable variation. In a few situations 'the mistress 
and servant are practically strangers meeting on the footing of
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employer and employed, with nothing between them but work 
and wages.'5 Nevertheless, much of the nature of the work 
involves an intimate contact with the employer: an exposure to 
stained underwear and family quarrels. In many cases the relation
ship was characterised by formality and rigidity. Servants were 
treated with extreme reserve, and personal interaction was strictly 
limited to the work situation. In other cases, the relationship 
showed a genuine human feeling on b oth sides, a mutual trust and 
caring structured on a daily intimacy7However, most relationships 
were highly personalised and showed a degree of 'paternalism', 
with a sense of superiority on the employer s part, and an intense 
sense of dependence on the side of the workers. This paternalism 
is the dominant aspect of the relationship. / 

The great majority of the employers investigated in the Eastern 
Cape sample were English-speaking. In her Durban study Preston
Whyte reports an important difference in the general treatment of 
servants in English- and Afrikaans-speaking homes.  

On the whole Afrikaans-speaking employers tended to be less formal 
and rigid and more warmly personal in their relationships with 
employees than were English-speaking employers.6 

She suggests that an important factor which contributed towards 
this was the ability of many Afrikaners in all income groups to 
speak Zulu. In the Eastern Cape study less than half of the 
workers interviewed in depth said their employer had some 
knowledge of their home language, which was Xhosa. The 
majority (40), communicated with their employers in English; 
only ten in Afrikaans. Preston-Whyte points to the opinion, 
common amongst African servants, 

that, taken all in all, it is better to work for Afrikaans-speaking families 
than for English-speaking households. The former have the reputation 
of understanding Africans and treating them well. 7 

No evidence of this emerged from the Eastern Cape study but then 
the question was not directly asked. As it is a largely English
speaking area, the workers may have limited experience of 
Afrikaans-speaking employers.  

Only 14 percent of the depth sample said they did not get along 
well with their employer. Almost a quarter said they did not like 
their employer, though several qualified this by saying 

I have to like her to earn a living.
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Eighty-six percent thought they were liked by their employers 
though this was also often qualified with comments such as 

Because she can't do without a slave like me.  

The remaining 14 percent either did not know or believed that 
their employers did not like them.  

When asked 'What are your feelings towards your employer?' a 
considerable range of answers was given: 

I have no feelings. I am useful to her, that's all.  

I like her but her daughter is a spoilt pudding.  

I like her because I'm used to her. (This from a worker who had been 
with the same employer for 20 years.) 

They are rude. They don't like us to enjoy ourselves. One time we had a 
party. Our madam saw us eating. She said, 'You blacks are eating like 
dogs.' 

I have good feelings towards her because she treats me like a person.  

I find it easy to communicate with her.  

When she was ill I was really worried about her.  

I have no feelings for her because she has none for me.  

I don't like her but I have to work for her.  

I would be sorry if anything happened to her.  

I have to fit myself into her.  

I feel sorry for her when her children shout at her.  

I feel pity for her and try to comfort her when she is upset.  

When asked, 'What do you think her feelings are towards you?' the 
answers again showed a considerable diversity. Often the feeling of 
being cared for was rooted in some concrete, practical expression.  
This convinced the domestic worker of the employer's concern.  

She has no feelings for me. I am of use to her, that's all.  
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She thinks I am not fully grown. She treats me like a baby.  

She does not see me as a woman. She looks down on me.  

I think she likes me. She once knitted my children some jerseys.  

I think she feels for me although it's difficult to be sure. It's not some
thing that you can see and touch.  

She doesn't care for me. I remember when my mother died she didn't 
want to give me 'off' although she knows I am the eldest of the family.  

I don't know. But she won't get another woman who works like a slave 
like I do.  

She doesn't care for me. I was involved in a bus accident and she took 
no notice.  

She cares about me. When my husband was in hospital she asked me 
how he was every day.  

I think she likes me because she said I could bring my baby to work 
until I could find someone to look after it.  

She has no feeling for me. She doesn't let me go to bed even when she 
can see I have a cold and she doesn't even give me any medicines so I 
could get better.  

She feels sorry for me when the master shouts at me.  

She knows she can cheat me because I am a farm girl.  

She doesn't consider me. She doesn't give me time off to see my 
children or my friends.  

She cares for me. When my husband died she helped with the funeral 
expenses.  

She likes me. When my children come to see me she allows them to 
sleep here.  

I don't know. She does not like me to tell her about my problems.  

She doesn't care for me. When my maintenance order goes through (the 
court) she says she will reduce my wages from R7 to R6.50 a month.  
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If she cared about me she would not pay me so little. (R25 a month).  

She pretends to like me. She keeps on saying I am part of their family.  

She thinks she owns me like she owns her motor car.  

The notion of 'ownership' is not restricted to employers. An 
advertisement in the Grahamstown newspaper under 'Situations 
Wanted' reads as follows: 

A.N., cook/general seeks work as owner transferred.8 

When asked 'What sort of person do you think your employer is?' 
the most frequently mentioned qualities were: changeability and 
inscrutability. For instance, 

She wears a mask with me.  

She changes like a chameleon.  

Several employers felt they had to convey an air of competence 
and authority in order to maintain the proper degree of social 
distance between themselves and their servants. Sometimes this 
was done with difficulty. For instance, one employer told the 
writer that when teaching the servant a new recipe she would 
memorise it in her bedroom beforehand. If she forgot a step she 
would pretend she needed a handkerchief and retreat to the bed
room where she could look it up privately. This employer felt 
strongly that one should not reveal any vulnerability to a servant.  

There was a considerable range of answers to the question about 
the sort of person the servant thought her employer was: 

She's a horrible person.  

Moody. Sometimes she gets up on the wrong side of the bed.  

Horrible.  

She is a devil.  

She's a good person. She considers me. (This from a married live-in 
worker who said the worst thing about her job was never being able to 
sleep at home with her husband and children.) 

A nice person - I don't call her madam, I call her aunt.
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She's a difficult person, not easy to get along with.  

An easy person, she tells me if she does not like what I have done.  

She is lazy. She sits a lot on the stoep outside while I have to rush 
around.  

She is not easy to know.  

She does not want to talk. She is a really white woman.  

A peculiar person.  

Hard.  

She is a very nice person. I think she knows that she pays me very little 
(R20 per month) so she tries to cover it up by not bossing me too 
much.  

She does not want me to know her.  

She is a horrible person. I am sorry to say that because you have to give 
this to a white person to read, but that's how she is.  

When asked about the qualities domestic workers liked the most 
about their employers, the answers were revealing: 

If she has lost something as soon as she finds it she tells me. She does 
not let me look for it for ever.  

She lends me money.  

If I have no food at home she buys me some and takes it off my salary 
(R22) at the end of the month.  

She takes me home sometimes because we have no buses here. (Port 
Alfred.) 

If she makes tea she gives me some too.  

She gives me a loan when I need it.  

She helps me with the housework and we have tea together.  

She speaks out if she's not happy with me.  
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She lends me money but she always wants to know what I am going to 
do with it.  

She swears at me in a polite kind of way.  

She helps with her children when she is at home.  

When we have a quarrel she doesn't tell the master about it.  

She does not keep things inside her. If I upset her she tells me.  

She does greet me in the mornings.  

Answers to this, and to the following question, 'What do you like 
the least about your employer?' reveal very clearly the average 
domestic worker's sense of powerlessness and vulnerability (indig
nation over the accusation of theft was the most frequent theme): 

She forgets a lot. She can give you her dress as a present but after a 
while she searches all over for it.  

She likes to accuse us of stealing if she can't find something. When she 
finds it she doesn't tell us. It's bad.  

She loses things and accuses me of stealing them.  

Their children don't respect us. They swear at us and the parents say 
nothing.  

The whole family is rude to us.  

She always takes her children's side when they are rude to me.  

Sometimes she looks at me in a sour way.  

When she goes away I have to look after her dogs.  

Nothing, because she hides her feelings when she is angry.  

She forgets a lot. When she can't find things she says they are walking 
out of this house.  

I have nothing to moan about.  

When she loses her purse she shouts at me. When she finds it she doesn't 
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tell me or apologise.  

She tells me to look for her purse. If I don't find it she says her purse 
has feet. But if she finds it she doesn't tell me.  

When we fight about something she threatens that she will tell the 
master.  

She gets up late in the mornings.  

She gives me 'hot chips' (a scolding) for nothing.  

She gives her old clothes to her daughter who gives them to her maid.  

She always looks at her watch when I come in the morning.  

She treats me like a stupid child.  

She checks up on me at night. She rings this bell until I wake up. As 
soon as I put the light on she shouts that it is all right.  

She tells stories to the master about me.  

//Many of the domestic workers' comments show that they feel that 
employers perceive them only in their occupational role. This one
dimensional perception is seen to involve a denial of their human 
feelings and needs. Memmi has suggested that this depersonalis
ation is characteristic of the coloniser' s stereotype conception of 
the colonised.9 Such depersonalisation is illustrated by the fact 
that only ten percent of the employers in the depth sample knew 
their domestic workers' full names. In Victorian England, servants 
were deliberately depersonalised and often called by standardised 
names, whatever their real names might be. 0 In the Eastern Cape 
black women are generally called 'Sissy', which indicates some
thing of the same depersonalisation mechanism at work.1 1 In a 
few instances the domestic servant was called 'Cookie'; however, 
most employers knew their servants' English first names and 
addressed them by such. 12 

Most relationships between employers and their domestic 
servants showed a degree of social distance. In only 24 percent of 
the cases in the depth domestic worker sample did the employer 
discuss her problems with her servant. However, 80 percent of the 
domestic workers said they discussed their personal and family 
problems with their employer. One proud worker was the excep
tion:
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She is a woman. If she doesn't tell me her problems how can I tell her 
mine? 

Often these problems relate to legislation affecting blacks and 
black township life. Frequently the domestic worker is dependent 
on the expertise and good will of employers in untangling the 
complex skein of restrictions in which black people's lives are 
enmeshed. Only 12 of the domestic workers said their employers 
ever discussed political events or Bantu Area Affairs Board policy 
with them. Only six said they knew any secrets about their 
employer's family or family members.  

Many workers complained that their employers did not 
appreciate them. Eighteen percent said their employers never 
praised or thanked them for the work they did. One worker whose 
employer has never praised or thanked her during 20 years of 
service, and who is presently earning R7 a month, commented 

Sometimes I feel ashamed of myself for wasting all those years when 
they don't appreciate me.  

Over half (54 percent) of the depth sample were extremely 
appreciative of such praise and gratitude.  

I feel good and want to do more.  

I feel very important especially when she decided that rather than go to 
hospital I would look after her.  

It makes me happy.  

However, two workers said they were indifferent and 12 were 
cynical.  

I feel good but I also feel angry because I know she just wants me to do 
more.  

I just laugh.  

I feel she just wants me to work hard for nothing.  

I take it as a joke because I don't know whether she means it or not.  

Sometimes I feel like a fool. It's like giving a sweet to a child.  

Overall, the relationship between domestic workers and their
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employers is coloured by the dramatic difference in living 
standards between the two groups. In nineteenth-century Britain it 
was observed that 

Domestic service is full of anomalies. The servant grows accustomed to 
a style of living which is beyond her means if she returns to dwell with 
her own class.1 3 

In contemporary South Africa the problem is not 'becoming 
accustomed to a higher standard of living', but being exposed to 
one at very close quarters. This generates a powerful sense of 
deprivation.  

In the depth sample, domestic workers were asked 'Is there a 
great difference between the living standards of yourself and your 
family and your employer and her family, for example in the kind 
of clothes you can afford to buy, the kind of house you live in and 
the kind of food you can afford to eat?' All the domestic workers 
said there was a great difference. The great majority, 80 percent, 
thought this difference was unjust; two said it was a matter of 
indifference to them, and eight thought it was a question of luck.  

None had any idea of their employer's household income.  
However, 66 percent thought their employers were 'very rich', and 
34 percent thought they were 'rich'. One said 'very rich' because 
'the master has his own garage and the madam is a nurse at the 
hospital.' This domestic worker was paid R20 a month for a 
66 hour week.  

Several said that very rich people were the worst to work for 
because 'they are greedy'.  

They don't know how to share.  

Rich ones always want more for themselves.  

Ordinary employers pay better because they know how we struggle 
with a little money.  

Many of the domestic servants' 'deficiencies' in their employers' 
eyes derive from this difference in living standards, and the 
extremely simple home conditions of most blacks in South Africa.  
Often the elaborate cooking, eating and household arrangements 
of their white employers are quite outside their own social 
experience.  

When asked 'What does your employer do when you have done 
something wrong or badly in your job?' some answers were:
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She shouts at me.  

She deducts from my pay if I break things. If you work with things 
they can break but she does not care about that.  

She shouts her lungs out.  

She shouts at me and says she does not know what kind of person I am.  

She says nothing but then one of the children will say 'My mother is 
cross because you did that,' so you know that she does talk when you 
are not around.  

She sulks.  

She pulls a long face for a few days.  

She shouts a lot and says that if she sacks me I will be sent to the Ciskei 
where there are no jobs.  

She just tells me to concentrate on my job and not think about other 
things.  

She talks to me as if I was a stupid child.  

She tells her friends over tea. That embarrasses me.  

She shouts at me like ... I don't know what. I won't say like a dog 
because she likes her dogs and cats.  

These answers contrast sharply with the employers' answer to the 
same question. 14 

While domestic workers are subject to a good deal of psycho
logical violence, physical violence is rare. The literature on 
domestic servants in pre-industrial Britain contains many accounts 
of servants being subjected to physical punishments. Sometimes 
the perpetrators are respected historical figures. For instance, the 
diary of Samuel Pepys includes an entry on 19 February 1665 
which describes how the enraged master forced his wife 'to the 
disturbance of the house and the neighbours, to beat our little girl 
and then shut her down in the.cellar and there she lay all night.'1 5 
Several colonial twentieth century societies made provision for 
the physical chastisement of domestic servants for 'cheekiness' and 
other wrongdoing.16 A number of farm workers told Roberts that 
'twenty or thirty years ago beating was the recognised punishment
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for all workers on the farms' but was at present exceptional.  

It appears that most farmers punish their adult male workers either by 
remonstrating with them verbally, or by docking small privileges or one 
or more of the subsidiary rations like tobacco. Many of them punish 
the youths by beating them but most said this practice is dying out.1 7 

No instances of physical punishments were recorded in the Eastern 
Cape sample. I was told of two cases where domestic workers had 
been severely beaten by their employers in the Eastern Cape but 
these could not be verified. I was also told of an employer who 
put ground glass in the sugar to stop her servant from stealing it.  
The employer who reported this thought it was rather a joke.  

It is difficult to make generalisations about physical cruelty to 
domestic servants. The main source of difficulty is the hidden, or 
masked nature of domestic crime generally. One such case 
surfaced during the period of fieldwork. A man was found guilty 
in the Supreme Court (Transvaal Provincial Division) of murdering 
his 15 year old housemaid by beating her with a sjambok. Among 
the extenuating circumstances found by the judge in the man's 
favour were 

his heavy drinking on the day of the murder and the fact that be bad 
bonestly believed the girl bad stolen goods. (Emphasis mine.) 

His counsel claimed that the couple 'had beaten the girl to get the 
truth out of her about the goods she had allegedly stolen, and not 
to kill her.' It was found that the man 

and his wife assaulted the girl repeatedly with a sjambok on April 29th, 
1978, after suspecting that she had stolen a camera and hairdryer 
belonging to Mrs Botha.  

The judge rejected Botha's evidence that 

When he had told one of his employees to bring him barbed wire to tie 
up the girl, it was just to frighten her.  

Botha was jailed for ten years; his wife was found guilty of 
culpable homicide and jailed for three years.18 This sentence 
provoked a letter of protest to the local newspaper entitled 'Ten 
Years is not enough'. It ended 

Botha will be free at the age of 42, and the housemaid will be dust in an 
early grave, guilty or not guilty. 19
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The masked nature of intra-familial violence generally, suggests 
that only a small proportion of such cases will surface to be 
processed in the courts.  
T Domestic service in South Africa is largely a black female 
institution. Monica Wilson points out that 'the historical im
portance of this has been overlooked.'20 The social implications 

ave also been neglected. First, there is the possibility that female 
domestic workers are open to sexual exploitation The literature 
on domestic service in Victorian Britain contains many instances 
of this.2 1 While no instances of sexual exploitation were en
countered in the Eastern Cape depth sample of 50 domestic 
workers, instances have been reported from other studies. For 
example, Preston-Whyte found that 'in Stamford Hill there was 
evidence of sexual relationships between European males, both 
residents and lodgers, and the female servants.'22 Although 'no 
instances were encountered from within the unit studied, at least 
two cases were reported of African women workers for single men 
in the nearby blocks of flats of whom sexual favours were 
demanded along with their normal domestic workload.'2 3 

From this perspective, it is arguable that the one piece of legis
lation which operates to 'protect' domestic workers is the 
Immorality Act. Andreski has pointed to this 'positive aspect' of 
the Act. He suggests that under the circumstances of great 
inequality of power and wealth in the servant/employer relation
ship, this Act 

protects the women of the burdened races from sexual exploitation by 
their masters, of the kind to which domestic servants were exposed 
even in Puritan England, and which remains commonplace in most poor 
countries of Latin America.24 

The second implication of domestic service being a predominantly 
female institution is that it avoids the particular tensions generated 
by racist stereotypes where domestic servants are predominantly 
male. This tension is illustrated in Inglis's account of the White 
Women's Protection Ordinance passed in Papua in 1926. One 
source quoted by Inglis explains the agitation for the legislation as 
follows: 

There has been a number of cases of assault on white women by native 
servants and others; some serious, others quite trivial. Public opinion, 
spurred by feminine resentment, rose to a high pitch. The white women 
of Port Moresby, many of them quite new to tropical conditions, did 
not seem to understand that the native servants are human ... There 
were many of them inclined to be careless about their dress, and unduly
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familiar with their native servants - far more careless than they would 

think of being with men of their own colour, and the natives reacted as 

might be expected from people barely removed from savagery.2 5 

This kind of behaviour refers to instances such as a white 'madam' 
in the shower, finding she had no towel, and calling to the 
'houseboy' to bring her one. However, Inglis questions any 
explanation of this Ordinance that rests mainly on the behaviour 
of the white women, whether on their harsh exclusiveness or on 
their lax familiarity towards their servants. She accounts for this 
ordinance in terms of the sexual anxiety generated by racist 
stereotypes.  

Sexual self doubts might easily worry the minds of husbands and 

fathers confronted daily by totally unfamiliar black male servants, and 
these doubts when added to a belief in the greater potency of black 
men, provided the basis for fear of sexual attack.2 6 

She shows how this legislation was extremely harsh and discrimi
natory by the standards of the time. It involved savage sentences 
until it was repealed in 1958. The death penalty for attempted 
rape was the core of the Ordinance.  
/,Overall, the relationship between domestic workers and their 
employers is intensely paternalistic. This has two implications: it 
consigns the worker to a dependent and powerless position and it 

jgenerates a sense of power and superiority in the employer.
Clearly, in many white South African families, household 

maintenance depends largely on the skill and hard work of 
domestic servants. Yet domestic servants are in no real sense 
members of the households they serve. They are dependants for 
whom employers assume differing degrees of responsibility, in 
various combinations of authority and affection. They are given 
privileges, but not rights, and have no sense of job security.  

Within this framework, with its connotation of employer power 
and worker dependence, the feelings of workers ranged widely. In 
the best relationships the employer is viewed as a source of 
strength and support, especially in helping the servant untangle 
herself from the mass of laws and restrictions which bind the lives 
of black people. In the worst relationships, the employer is viewed 
as an exploiter whose indifference is characteristic of white people 
generally. This dependence both reflects and reinforces the 
structural location of black women in South African society.2 7 

Most relationships showed some degree of social distance, and 
some level of depersonalisation. As the chapter on the employers 
will show, servants are not expected or required to have thoughts,
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opinions, feelings or identities beyond those necessary for the 
discharge of their duties. The 'correct' performance of their duties 
often involves a degree of obsequiousness. This is a general 
characteristic of 'greedy institutions', a term coined by Coser2 8 

which describes domestic service.  
Greedy institutions make total claims on their members, seeking 

exclusive and undivided loyalty and attempting to 'reduce the 
claims of competing roles and status positions on those they wish 
to encompass within their boundaries. Their demands on the 
person are omnivorous.'2 9 As Coser points out there are overlaps 
between such greedy institutions and Goffman's notion of total 
institutions. However, they operate through different mechanisms.  
Greedy institutions 'though they may in some cases utilize the 
device of physical isolation, tend t6 rely mainly on non-physical 
mechanisms to separate the insider from the outsider and to erect 
symbolic boundaries between them ... Nor are greedy institutions 
marked by external coercion. On the contrary, they tend to rely 
on voluntary compliance and to evolve means of activating loyalty 
and commitment.'3 0 
/Payment in kind is an important mechanism by which the 

employers of domestic servants promote this personal loyalty and 
commitment from their employees. It has been shown above that 
payment in kind is often of a fairly haphazard nature. Contri
butions towards children's schooling expenses, clinic fees, presents 
of clothing, and extra money, clothing and food at Christmas are 
given as gifts from the employer to her servant.  

The importance of such gift relationships has been recognised in 
anthropological studies. Mauss has noted how they help to 
reinforce the social hierarchy by promoting feelings of loyalty, 
faithfulness and gratitude. He writes 

to give is to show one's superiority, to show that one is something more 
and higher, that one is magister. To accept without returning or 
repaying more is to face subordination, to become a client and sub
servient, to become minister. 3 1 

Thus the gifts given by employers to their domestic servants help 
to cement their loyalty and reinforce the hierarchical nature of the 
relationship between them/This is not to deny the often sincere 
generosity of employers. 'It is simply to focus on the status
enhancing properties of such gifts which operate to secure the 
loyalty of the servant within an extremely hierarchical, unequal 
relationship. Such gifts also operate to maintain some kind of 
equilibrium. As expressions of the employer's generosity and 
benevolence they effectively contain tensions and disguise the
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conflict of interests inherent in the relationship. But this kind of 
paternalistic relationship is entirely demeaning for the dependant 
servant.  

The recipient of a tiny wage, second hand clothes, food and lodgings, 
'holidays with the family', medical care and school fees for her 
children, is most completely demeaned. The manner of payment 
implies that she is unable to organise her life properly in almost every 
direction, whether choosing her clothes or saving for her children's 
schooling.

3 2 

The implication is that the domestic worker is a perpetually 
irresponsible child.  

Rex comes to this conclusion by a different route. He points 
out that 

... just as the system of plantation slavery was accompanied by a 
growth of the domestic institutions, so is the South African labour 
system accompanied by an elaborate development of the institution of 
domestic service. In South Africa, of course, as in any other country, 
domestic service is one of the least free forms of labour in that the 
servant is thought of as participating only indirectly in the market...  
relying for his income and welfare to some extent at least on the 
benevolence with which his master administers his private household.3 3 

The sociological key to the domestic servant's situation is that a 
good part of his real income is provided in kind. This means that, 
instead of being able to engage in the essence of modern social order, he 
participates only indirectly through his master's.., household.. . He 
will recieve a token wage, but this wage has to be understood as akin to 
the pocket money which the master might give his child. The essence of 
the domestic servant's position indeed is that he is a child. And the 
essence of the master's position is that he is the paterfamilias of a 
household which includes more than simply kin. 34 

The domestic workers' 'childlike' status within this unequal 
relationship might be expected to reduce them to a kind of 
degrading sycophancy. However, the researcher was struck by the 
forceful personalities of many of the women. Writing of domestic 
servants in Britain, Clapham suggests that 

relations (between masters and servants) were not always unequal, and 
there were possibilities of retaliation. Dickens's servants, with their 
cockney elasticity, and repartee, knew when the scales were inclining 
their way.3 5
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In South Africa the situation of domestic servants has been 
described with insight by Mphahlele, who stresses the complete 
absence of real communication between master and servant, 'the 
non-committal antlike way in which blacks serve whites'; the 
employer's helplessness against her servant's 'cheerful incom
petence'; the servants' determination not to be known by their 
employers: 

This non-committal attitude of the silent servant is his most effective 
weapon against the white master who has all the instruments of power 
on his side. Both of them know this.36 

The domestic servants' silence, and mockery of employers, might 
thus be viewed as muted rituals of rebellion. They are a crucial 
mode of adaptation, a line of resistance that enables the servant to 
maintain her personality and integrity intact. Petty pilfering, too, 
might be seen as an expression of situational rebellion. However, 
given the average domestic servant's low wages, and the high 
number of dependants, it seems that, at least in the Eastern Cape 
sample, this is more a strategy of survival than a private revolt.  

The evidence riven in the following chapter suggests that the 
domestic worker s main mode of adaptation is the adoption of a 
mask of deference as a protective disguise. This is generated by 
the powerlessness of her situation which blocks any overt 
expression of dissatisfaction.
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Self Imagery 

There is no class less open to democratic ideas than a contented servant 
class. 1 

The objective deprivation of the domestic worker compared to 
other sections of the work force in South Africa in terms of wages, 
working hours and conditions, is very clear. Yet she displays few 
overt signs of dissatisfaction: her voice of complaint -is rarely 
heard, she does not go on strike, and does not appear to indulge in 
much absenteeism. Consequently, she is often viewed as a 
deferential worker. This implies an acceptance of the legitimacy 
of her own subordination in the social order. The deferential 
worker 

does not identify himself with his superiors or strive to reach their 
status; he defers to them socially as well as politically. 2 

Thus Lockwood refers to the domestic worker as the working 
class's 'most socially acquiescent and conservative element.'3 

The image of the obsequious, deferential domestic servant is 
widespread in the Eastern Cape. However, the most significant 
facet of her overall situation is her relative powerlessness to obtain 
better wages and working conditions, owing to the constraints 
operating upon domestic workers specifically, and blacks and 
women generally, in South Africa. The key to understanding the 
domestic worker's situation is dependence. The difference 
between deference and dependence is crucial. It implies that while 
the domestic worker does not endorse her own social sub
ordination, she recognises her powerlessness in the social forma-
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tion.4 

The predominant pattern in the Eastern Cape is 'the maid of all 
work' or 'cook-general', whose work situation is characterised by 
relative isolation and self-containment. She is an atomised worker.  
In the work place, the disparity in income and life-style between 
worker and employer is highly visible. The work situation clearly 
acts as a model of the wider society as a whole in the minds of 
many workers. The inequalities of power, wealth and income that 
they experience at work at the micro-level, are reflections of 
general inequalities.  

Most domestic workers reject the legitimacy of such inequali
ties. This has three implications: they recognise their dependence 
in the existing structure; they reject the legitimacy of the distribu
tion of power and control within the existing structure; and they 
then adopt a mask of deference as a way of coping with their 
situation. 1\ 

While the majority of domestic workers in the sample tended to 
view their relationship with their employer as generally a co
operative and harmonious one, these perceptions mainly concern 
the daily transaction of worker-employer relationships. They do 
not extend to an acceptance of the legitimacy of the white 
employers' power over them. Thus while they have a sharp 
consciousness of exploitation, they generally remain on good 
terms with individual employers.  

While this pragmatic acceptance of their role seems to be the 
predominant mode of adaptation, different servants' relationships 
with their employers move off in two directions from this posi
tion: some shade into a purely instrumental set of attitudes.  
Having no personal feelings for their employers, they barely 
disguise their instrumentality. Other relationsips shade off in the 
opposite direction, and are expressed in a considerable loyalty 
towards employers whom they perceive as kind and thoughtful.  
However, all employers expect some degree of deference from 
their domestic servants.5 

The evidence that follows suggests that the deference of the 
domestic worker is more apparent than real. Deference is a mask 
which is deliberately cultivated to conform to employer 
expectations, and shield the workers' real feelings. The widespread 
image among employers of the domestic servant as the deferential 
worker par excellence, is due to two factors: first, the ease with 
which it fits into the paternalistic racial stereotype - domestic 
servants are then easily viewed as one of the family; and, second, 
the powerlessness of the worker's situation, which blocks any 
overt expression of dissatisfaction with her subordinate position in 
society. Thus the deference attributed to the domestic worker
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rests largely on a fallacious inference made from her largely passive 
social behaviour.  This passivity and acquiescence in the social order must be 
understood to result from the domestic worker's dependence on 
her employer, whose power is considerable. It includes the power 
to hire and fire and the worker, as well as to determine her wages, 
working hours and conditions, and even her right to be living on 
the farm or in the prescribed urban area.  

Such dependence militates against any overt expression of 
dissatisfaction other than changing jobs. Even this is not always 
possible in terms of influx control and high levels of black un
employment. In general, therefore, the domestic worker 
acknowledges her powerlessness and tries to make the best of her 
inferior situation, while rejecting the legitimacy of it.  

DOMESTIC WORKERS' PERCEPTION OF THEIR ROLE 
AS WORKERS 

Only 32 percent of the workers interviewed said that they were 
satisfied with their present jobs. Most stressed the scarcity of jobs 
and the lack of any alternative. Sixty percent said they would 
prefer to stay at home and not work. This contrasts strongly with 
the pattern that emerged from the employer sample, where 62 
percent would ideally choose to be doing part-time work. Many 
domestic workers stressed that this was not possible for them.  

What can I do? my daughters are just sitting at home having babies 
every day. They are like chickens laying eggs.  

Most have a sense of being exploited, which hinges on what they 
consider to be their low wages, and lack of appreciation by their 
employers. Regardless of their perception of their employers' 
financial circumstances, all the domestic workers in the depth 
sample thought they should be paid more. Twenty-two thought 
they should be getting twice as much as they were; seven, three 
times as much; ten, four times as much; four, five times as much; 
and seven said they didn't know but thought they should be paid 
more. Reasons given include the following: 

I have been working for these people for a long time (19 years) but am 
still earning R22 a month. But I am working for rich people. My master 
is a teacher at Rhodes, my madam teaches at DSG.  

I have brought their children up.
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I do all the work. I even make the fudge and pineapple juice they sell in 
that shop.  

I do all the work in the house and I also have to feed the pigs and the 
chickens.  

Because I have to do the work of two people.  

If you could see my baking you would be surprised. It looks like a 
hotel.  

Because I work every day. I never have a day off to enjoy myself with 
my family.  

Because I do all the housework and cooking, look after the dogs, help 
with the gardening and even wash the cars.  

Because I have been with them a long time. (This from a worker who 
after twenty years with the same employer was earning R38 a month.) 

Because I work hard. I look after the house and even the dogs, cats and 
chickens. I have to sort the eggs very carefully and check if they are 
first grade.  

Because I do everything.  

Many mentioned the high cost of living: 

We are really struggling.  

Because everything is so expensive. We have to buy on HP because we 
have no money to pay.  

Because everything is so expensive. I can hardly buy myself a pair of 
panties. I don't talk about shoes. They cost my whole month's pay. (A 
worker earning R16 a month for a 66-hour working week.) 

We would like to eat the same food and wear the same clothes as them.  

All this suggests that a sense of relative deprivation is high among 
the poor, ill-educated women who form the vast majority of 
domestic workers in the Eastern Cape. This sense of relative 
deprivation might be even higher than among some black 
industrial workers. Fisher quotes a study carried out in East 
London in January 1974 which 'confirms the impression that
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relative deprivation is high among black industrial workers': 

Workers interviewed were asked what wage they thought they should 
be getting. Most workers named a figure approximately double their 
current wage. Those on RIO suggested R20; those on R20 suggested 
R40.

6 

The majority of domestic workers in the Eastern Cape study 
thought they should be paid more than double their present wage.  

All the employees in the sample thought that domestic workers 
as a group were 'badly treated'. When asked what could be done to 
improve the situation of domestic workers 38 mentioned im
proved wages; three an organisation of domestic workers; five 
suggested better communication, and more respectful treatment 
from their employers; two mentioned a written contract; one a 
pension after 25 years service, and five said they did not know.  
Some consciousness of a community of interest emerged. For 
example, one worker said 'We are all singing one song. We need the 
same help with low wages and bad treatment.' Other comments 
were: 

Our employers should be told how important we are.  

We should be counted as people.  

If we could have some organisation where we could complain without 
fear of being dismissed.  

Our employers should take us as people not as animals.  

Our employers should treat us like people and not like slaves.  

If we could get together with our employers and talk openly about our 
problems on the table, without worrying about losing our jobs, that 
might help.  

It would help if our madams could be interested in knowing their 
servants' circumstances. Many madams don't know how many children 
their maids have.  

Another made the same comment and added: 

If they knew these things perhaps they would give us better pay.
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DOMESTIC WORKERS' PERCEPTION OF THEMSELVES 
AS BLACKS 

Genovese has suggested that 'all forms of class oppression have 
induced some kind of servility and feelings of inferiority in the 
oppressed; failure to induce these, means failure to survive as a 
system of oppression.'7 A high percentage of the sample, 46 
percent, thought that blacks are generally inferior to whites in 
their personal qualities. However, many of their answers show 
some confusion between personal and positional or structural 
inferiority. For example: 

The whites are sitting on our heads, so we are inferior.  

Whites have everything under the sun.., we have to be lower than 
them because we have no money.  

Whites have all the power. They just tell us what they want to do to us.  

We don't have money. The whites are sitting on our necks.  

Yes, but given time we could improve ourselves.  

We are lower than whites because that is where they put us.  

A number thought that because blacks and whites are equal in 
their personal attributes and capacities, whites deliberately keep 
them down by not paying them enough.  

We can cope. You can put a black person in the forest and just leave 
water with him or her. We can manage because there is a lot we can do.  
But now we are chained without money.  

We are equal but we don't have money so we have to beg.  

If we had money we could be more than them.  

We are more capable than whites. That is why they try by all means to 
keep us under their feet.  

We are potentially equal but we don't have the opportunities to develop 
ourselves.  

All the domestic workers in the depth sample thought that black 
people are not treated fairly in this country. This contrasts with
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44 percent of the employers. The examples of unfair treatment 
most frequently cited involved passes and influx control. Others 
involved the lack of employment opportunities, the cost of 
education, unjust treatment by whites generally, pensions, prison 
conditions, the lower standard of living of blacks, low wages, 
transport facilities, poor housing, lack of dignified treatment, ill 
treatment by the police, inadequate health services .. the list 
covers an extremely wide spectrum: 

There are so many laws that chain us.  

There are very few whites who consider us. They look down on us.  
When you go to town with your madam she puts you at the back of her 
van.  

Educated blacks have difficulty finding jobs but you will never see an 
educated white jobless.  

We pay for school books and white children don't.  

We suffer from many sicknesses because of poverty.  

Low wages. These days people like my husband are paid R7 a month 
and some mealie meal. (A farm worker.) 

We are slaves in our own country.  

We are not allowed to join our men when they go and work under 
contract.  

Look at me. I am still working hard at my age (63). But white old ladies 
don't have to work hard.  

The trains that we travel in are not clean.  

We don't have comfortable beds like whites have.  

We are starving.  

What can we do? We are slaves.  

Look at how black people are treated at the hospital. If white people 
were treated like that there would be a big fuss.  

Our old people only get their old age pension every second month, but
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whites get it every month. It's because South Africa is bad.  

There are not enough jobs.  

We die in jail like flies.  

There is no white woman who would do the work I do for so little 
money.  

We are dying like flies because of poverty.  

The whites are standing on our necks with their boots.  

If you apply for a pension it will take a year to come. In the meantime 
you have to live on the Holy Spirit.  

You have to get permission to go where you want to go.  

We are pushed all over the place.  

We live in houses that we don't like.  

The jails are full of black people. Because we are starving we have to go 
and steal. We have to steal to live.  

On pension days our old people are packed like bags of mealies queue
ing for their money.  

We earn less just because we are blacks.  

One day I visited my husband who is working in Port Elizabeth. I didn't 
know he was living in single men's quarters. I could not sleep with him.  
He had to contact a friend so I could have a place to sleep. That would 
never happen to madam.  

Even if whites swear at you, you just have to laugh because you might 
lose your job.  

We are not allowed to join our husbands.  

We are not counted in this world.  

Such discrimination to which blacks are subject in South Africa, was 
the focus of the Black Consciousness movement founded by Steve 
Biko. During the period of field work almost the entire leadership of 
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the Black Consciousness movement were detained without trial in 
Grahamstown prison under Section 10 of the Terrorism Act. Before 
the banning of the Black People's Convention and the Black Com
munity Programme the previous year, the movement had been very 
active in the Eastern Cape. Four buses and at least two private car
loads of people travelled from Grahamstown to King William's Town 
to attend Biko's funeral in 1977 and were part of the crowd of 
30 000. However, only 44 percent of the depth sample said they had 
heard of the Black Consciousness movement. (Eleven of these still 
thought that blacks were generally inferior to whites in their personal 
qualities.) 

When asked what they thought of the Black Consciousness move
ment some answered: 

I am afraid when my children talk about it. I don't want them in jail.  

It's a good thing but we all end up in jail. Our leaders die. They hang 
themselves with trousers and fall out of windows.  

We are scared because we hear that black people will be killed if they 
don't agree with the government.  

Very good, but where do we end? Not just in jail, but we die in jail 
without any charges being brought.  

My children keep on telling me about it but I tell them they must 
please keep away because I don't want them to die young.  
I don't want to talk about that. My heart breaks when I think about it.  

Where are our leaders? Six feet under the ground.  

Good, but some die in jail; others get banning orders.  

I am scared of it. I hear there is a boy that fell from the building in Port 
Elizabeth.  

We are forgetting that some whites feel sorry for us. We just tie them 
with one belt.  

It would be a good thing if we could turn this world upside down.  

We could take over this country. That is why we are put in jail.  

Several women said they did not want to talk about the topic.  
Here it should be emphasised that research among blacks on
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olitical attitudes is extremely difficult in the present climate of 
fear and police harassment in South Africa. Other studies have 
been unable to obtain much information on political attitudes.  
For example, Weinrich found that 

Although domestic servants spoke readily about their religion and 
education, they were most reluctant to express their political attitudes, 
and I doubt the reliability of the responses we recorded. Many servants 
were suspicious of any question dealing with politics and often reported 
these back to their employers. The fact that the interviewers were 
Europeans, not Africans... greatly contributed to the servants' 
reluctance to speak.8 

For this reason I employed a black field worker to interview the 
domestic workers. This chapter pays tribute to her skill. The 
answers reveal the remarkable extent of trust and confidence she 
inspired in the respondents.  

DOMESTIC WORKERS' PERCEPTIONS OF THEMSELVES AS 
WOMEN 

Only a small proportion, 16 percent of the sample of domestic 
workers interviewed in depth, thought that women are generally 
inferior to men in their personal qualities. This contrasts with 24 
percent of their employers. Many black women seemed to have a 
sense of personal superiority to men, but a structural inferiority.  
For example: 

We are the same, the problem is that we are women. Otherwise I have 
more power than my husband. Once he gets into difficulties at home he 
gives up. Anything difficult ... he thinks it's the end of the world.  

Many women seemed to attribute this sense of superiority to the 
fact that they had more difficulties to cope with than men, and 
were generally better able to cope: 

We are more capable than men. Men can't face problems. They think 
it's the end of the world.  

We are equal but my husband couldn't manage things without me.  

We are far better than men but we have to respect them so we don't 
lower their dignity.
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Every woman knows we are stronger than men. I don't know about 
white women if they think the same.  

We are more than them.  

Men's dignity has gone into a bottle of wine.  

Men have lost their dignity in drink.  

Our girls are stronger than men these days.  

We are stronger than men but we have to respect them although they 
don't deserve that respect.  

Men are just rubbish.  

Men have lost their dignity in many ways. They don't want to look 
after their families any more.  

We give them respect but they are not entitled to it.  

We just have to respect our husbands although they don't deserve it.  
They don't give us enough money to care for our children.  

We are stronger. We stand things that our husbands could never stand.  

There are some women in detention.  

Men are useless these days, they spend all their money on drink.  

Our men cannot cope with the responsibility of being the head of the 
family.  

Their husbands' 'irresponsible' handling of money was a common 
theme: 

My husband got a gratuity when he left the BAAB. He wouldn't tell me 
how much it was. He thought he was a king. He forgot that money will 
be finished. Now I am the only one who pays the rent, food, every
thing.  

All the domestic workers thought that women are not treated 
fairly in this country. This contrasts with 28 percent of their 
employers. However, many of the instances of discrimination they 
quoted referred to discrimination against blacks generally and 
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black women specifically. For example: 

We have to carry passes.  

We have to have a permit to visit our husbands.  

We are not allowed to join our husbands.  

Others implied a feminist consciousness in that they referred 
specifically to discrimination against them as women: 

We work hard like men, but we are paid less.  

We are badly treated. Our husbands are making it worse because they 
don't help us with their own children.  

Our men won't tell us what they earn. (This was a common complaint.) 

No white woman would work for R9 a month as I do.  

A white woman can tell you to move a wardrobe. Because you are 
black she does not think that you are a woman.  

Some men don't want to listen to us women.  

We get no maternity benefits.  

We don't get accommodation of our own.  

We have two families to look after, our employers' and our own. The 
men just go to work and come home. They do not worry about 
children and other things.  

I don't know what my husband earns. I am the one who tries to 
educate our children. The father does not care.  

Men (and 'coloureds') are paid more than us for the same job.  

Look at me. I am just like a man who goes to the mines. I only go home 
at the end of the year.  

Our men treat us badly. Our marriages end like paper fires.  

While we are at work our husbands find other women.
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Men don't want to pay maintenance for their children.  

Black men say a woman is a tail.  

I am coping with nine children. My husband does not pay a cent.  

Our men beat us when they are drunk.  

They can take other girl friends even if they are married. We can't do 
that.  

We have to manage our children. You seldom see a man trying to cope 
alone with his children.  

We cope with more. I am coping with my mother and four children on 
R2 5 a month. This husband of mine does nothing to help.  

Under a quarter (24 percent) had ever heard of the Women's 
Liberation Movement. This contrasts with 86 percent of their 
employers. Interestingly, all of these domestic workers, as opposed 
to only six percent of their employers, thought it was a good 
thing. However, several stressed that their daily lives were con
sumed by other problems: 

It's a good thing but I don't have time to liberate myself.  

It's good but I worry about my children. What are they going to eat 
tomorrow? 

Compared to their white, mainly middle-class employers these 
women have a much greater 'feminist consciousness' or insight 
into discriminations against women.9 This is clearly related to 
their location in the social structure.The widespread disruption of 
family life that the system of migrant labour entails, has resulted 
in the burden of family responsibilities being placed upon black 
women. Their sense of grievance against what they see as black 
men's irresponsibility, particularly their drinking habits and 
secrecy about their incomes, came through very strongly in many 
interviews. But their indignation about discrimination against 
women is clearly overshadowed by their consciousness of 
discrimination against blacks.
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DOMESTIC WORKERS' PERCEPTIONS OF INEQUALITIES IN 
LIVING STANDARDS 

When the domestic workers were asked what they felt about the 
difference in living standards between themselves and their 
employers, 90 percent expressed anger or indignation and ten 
percent sadness. All felt strongly about the difference in living 
standards between blacks and whites generally.  

We are slaves.  

The whites are greedy. They only think of their own stomachs.  

They live a life of luxury.  

South Africa should be ashamed of itself for the way they treat non
whites.  

I feel angry when I look at his sheep and goats and we are not allowed 
to keep any. (A farm worker. None in the rural sample were allowed 
cattle, sheep, goats or any grazing animals. A few were allowed to keep 
pigs and chickens.) 

It makes me angry especially when I have to serve her tea in bed and 
she is younger than I am. (A 65 year old domestic worker.) 

Sad - our people are suffering like anything.  

Angry - but I'm sure that there are some other whites, like your 
madam, who also feel strongly about the difference.  

It makes me angry to look at their gardens and the food they buy for 
their dogs. It is better than they buy for us. And the dogs eat off their 
dishes but we don't.  

The whole government is very bad.  

South Africa needs to be taken over by the English people and go back 
to pennies not cents. In those days we were not struggling as much.  

I wish the madams would take their maids home and see the kind of 
houses we are living in.  

I hear that in England it's not so bad. Whites work for other whites.
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It makes me angry. That is why our children just want to destroy and 
burn things. They are tired of seeing us suffer.  

It makes my heart break. They say things are so expensive but we shop 
at the same shop. The money she gives me is not even as much as her 
pocket money.  

If God could change it all and turn all the blacks into whites and all the 
whites into blacks, most of the whites would shoot themselves. They 
couldn't live with our difficulties.  

I don't think our employers must give us all they have, or even half, 
they must just consider us.  

It makes me angry. We are also God's people.  

I feel sorry for the whites who care for blacks. We tie them with one 
rope because we don't know them.  

It makes me angry. On rainy days you will stand at the bus stop getting 
wet and when you get to work your employer tells you how late you 
are.  

It makes me angry. I wish Idi Amin was nearer.  

This is unmistakably the language of disaffection; a far cry from 
T.S. Eliot's conception of 'the damp souls of housemaids'.  

EXPECTATIONS OF CHANGE 

All the domestic servants interviewed in depth but only 68 percent 
of their employers expect the difference in living standards 
between blacks and whites to change, though to many domestic 
workers this change will only come about at some remote time in 
the future. Almost half, 48 percent, of the black respondents 
thought that though change would come it was impossible to 
predict when; 28 percent thought change would come about in 
their children's lifetime; ten percent thought it would come about 
in their grandchildren's lifetime; and 14 percent in their own 
lifetime.  

It might take a long time, but whether you like it or not, it is going to 
change. It might change by means of war but it has to change.
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It will change despite Vorster. He is a rubbish.  

It will change but it will take time. It is not easy to take a piece of meat 
out of your mouth and share it.  

It will not be easy for whites to give up.  

I wish we could fight it out.  

It will not change easily. There's going to be a war.  

I hope it changes in my lifetime. I would like to see the whites suffer 
the way we do.  

It will take time because even if whites decide to change we will still 
want to fight them because of the things they have done to us.  

It might change in my lifetime, but by then I will be too old to enjoy it.  

When asked, 'How do you think you would feel if you had to 
change places with your employer?' most answers expressed a 
mixture of incredulity and delight at the prospect.  

I would feel good to have a farm of my own and my own slaves.  

Oh, I know that will never happen but if it did I would feel proud and I 
would not like to give her her house back.  

I would like to have slaves to look after my dogs and cats.  

I would feel very important. All my problems would be little ones 
which could be solved.  

I would feel very happy. My mother would be comfortable and I 
wouldn't have to worry about leaving her to go to work.  

I would feel very good. My children would have their own room.  

Very good. I would have a car and my employer would have to walk 
every day.  

I would not like to change places, because I do not want to be like 
whites.  

I would enjoy employing my madam for R22 a month and sitting in my 
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study while she looks after my black child and does the ironing at the 
same time.  

The whole world would be mine.  

I would smile all day.  

Many workers envisaged this change to mean that they would lead 
'a life of luxury'.  

When asked whether the domestic worker would behave 
differently from her employer in any way, answers often com
bined feelings of revenge with compassion: 

I don't see why I should behave differently. I have to do the same to 
her.  

I would behave the same to start with and change later because I 
couldn't treat another person like she treats me.  

I would behave the same. When she is sick I will tell her that my house 
is not a hospital. That is what she said to me when I was sick.  

I would behave the same to start with and loosen the strap later.  

I would behave differently. I would be ashamed to treat people like 
slaves.  

I would also give her soup with no meat, beans or vegetables.  

What for? I would also ignore the doctor's certificate.  

I would give her a lecture.  

I would behave the same because she has no heart for me.  

I would behave the same and let her suffer like I have done for 15 
years.  

I would behave the same way. Later I would change after giving her a 
lesson.  

Yes, I would show her that people must not be treated like animals.  

I would behave even worse than she does because some white people 
think they are made out of white paper and we are made out of steel.  

120



Self Imagery

I would not do what she does to me to anybody.  

The trouble is that when people have everything they forget about 
Jesus Christ, our Lord.  

I would also make her eat in the toilet when it rains.  

I would be even worse and see how long she could take it for.  

I would be even tougher than she is.  

The resentment expressed in many of these comments suggests an 
important difference between domestic servants in contemporary 
South Africa, and in nineteenth-century Britain, in which many 
servants seem to have been contented with the status quo. Social 
inequalities were largely unquestioned, especially among the upper 
servants in large households, many of whom appear to have 
identified with their employers and bathed in a kind of reflected 
glory.  

In their autobiographical accounts such servants rarely voice resentment 
or discontent; on the contrary, they stress the responsibilities of their 
positions, their satisfactions from work well done and the enjoyment to 
be derived from the community of the servants' hall. In the conflict 
between social aristocracy and political democracy they were un
questionably on the side of the former. 'There is no class less open to 
democratic ideas than a contented servant class,' wrote William Clarke.  
'Compared with them, their titled and wealthy employers are 
revolutionists. They cannot bear change, their minds are saturated with 
the idea of social grades and distinctions, they will not even live with 
one another on terms of social equality.' 1 0 

While servants in nineteenth-century Britain may have been 
deferential workers who accepted the legitimacy of their own 
subordination in the social order, this is clearly not true of 
domestic workers in contemporary South Africa. In Britain, 

the relationship between master and servant depended upon the 
acceptance of a social 'apartheid', sanctioned by the law of God, and on 
an economic system which justified sweated labour on the argument of 
providing work for those otherwise unemployable. When other, more 
satisfying forms of work became available to women, when religious 
beliefs waned and when the 'natural' obedience of one class to another 
came to be widely disputed, this kind of relationship no longer carried 
with it public approval or private acceptance.1 1
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In South Africa the relationship between master and servant 
depends largely on a racial apartheid. Within this pattern the 
oppression of blacks assumes a more coercive, direct and visible 
form than class inequalities ever did in Britain. Among servants 
themselves there is a far more widespread rejection of their sub
ordination in the social order. Unlike nineteenth-century Britain, 
the deference of domestic workers is a mask, a protective disguise, 
rather than a psychological reality.  

Overall, the multiplicity of images that domestic servants have 
of themselves as workers, as blacks, as women, and of social 
relations generally in South Africa, suggests that it is an over
simplification to regard domestic workers as representing a uni
form group. However, it would also be incorrect to infer that no 
generalisations are possible, or that domestic workers do not share 
certain characteristics of self imagery which can be related to their 
location in the social structure.12 It would also be cowardly and 
evasive not to ask questions about the political implications of 
such imagery.  

Fisher has analysed Mann's notion of 'revolutionary class 
consciousness' as involving a number of different dimensions: 

(1) We may say that the individual is objectively deprived, but to what 
extent does he or she perceive this deprivation? This is the problem of 
relative deprivation on the individual level.  
(2) To what extent does the individual who feels deprived perceive a 
community of interests with other individuals? 
(3) To what extent does the individual understand the situation in 
structural terms? 
(4) To what extent does the individual perceive him/herself or the 
group as having the power to change the situation? 
(5) To what extent is an alternative society conceived or con
ceivable? 

13 

Fisher writes, 'The first four dimensions involve answers to the 
following questions: To what extent am I exploited? With whom 
am I exploited? . (and) by what mechanisms am I exploited?'" 4 

To generalise from the self-imagery of the domestic workers inter
viewed in depth, they would appear to answer these questions as 
follows: I am grossly exploited; I am exploited with other 
domestic workers specifically, and with blacks generally; I am 
exploited by the structures of white dominance. Fisher quotes 
Leggett who uses the term 'class-race' consciousness 'to refer to 
those who see themselves as belonging to an economically 
exploited group (a class) which they nevertheless define in racial 
terms.'1 5 Giddens has referred to this in suggesting his theory that
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under certain conditions ethnic characteristics offer a strong 
source of 'class structuration', the formation of a self-conscious 
class. 16 

The evidence from this study suggests that domestic workers 
possess such a 'class-race consciousness'. Their consciousness 
appears to involve a high level of relative deprivation as domestic 
workers, a perception of community of interests with other 
domestic workers specifically - 'We are all singing one song' - and 
with blacks generally; and an understanding of the situation in 
structural terms - 'It will change but it will take time. It is not 
easy to take a piece of meat out of your mouth and share it.' This 
understanding involves a dee p-seated recognition of powerlessness, 
and thus little conception of an alternative society, so that a high 
level of perception of relative deprivation is combined with a sense 
of impotence. Fisher's elaboration of Sartre's analysis of the 
process of formation of a 'fused' group out of a 'series', suggests 
that this present inaction could be suddenly changed.  

Earlier I referred to Coser 's view of domestic service as 'a greedy 
institution'.1 7 Greedy institutions 'tend to rely on voluntary 
compliance and to evolve means of activating loyalty and commit
ment.' 8 Essentially the greedy institution promotes deference 
relationships which reinforce the legitimacy of the employer's 
authority. Both the isolation of the domestic worker and the 
personal and particularistic nature of her relationship with her 
employer operate to limit access to alternative definitions of the 
situation. However, the domestic worker is incorporated in 
domestic service 'from above', not 'from below'. Her real life, 
rooted in the family obligations which propel her into domestic 
service in the first place, are outside it. The evidence suggests that 
this degree of distance gives the domestic worker access to 
alternative definitions of the situation; definitions which involve a 
denial of the legitimacy of her subordination within the existing 
social order.  

The image most frequently used by domestic workers to 
describe their situation was that of slaves, amakhoboka 

I have been a slave all my life.  

We are slaves.  

We are slaves in our own country.  

Our employers should treat us like people and not like slaves.  

Rex has pointed to three aspects of the domestic servant's situa-
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tion in colonial contexts which are 'suggestive of slavery'.  

There is a tendency to tie him to his job with a specific employer 
through the introduction of penal sanctions against the servant who 
breaks his contract; there is an extreme limitation on his or her own 
family life, since very often he or she is required to live in single 
quarters; and .. there is a considerable similarity very often between 
the way in which a master talks of his servant or is permitted to punish 
his servant, and what occurs under the slave system.1 9 

While there is much in the domestic servant's situation which is 
suggestive of slavery, this study suggests that domestic servants 
are most accurately to be viewed as trapped workers. They are 
trapped in a condition of subjugation and immobility within 
which they are subject to intensive exploitation.  

Such exploitation is evident in their low wages, which ensure 
physical survival, but little more; their long working hours and 
lack of paid holidays; their deprivation of family and social life; 
their low status, lack of job satisfaction; unsatisfactory relation
ships with their employers; absence of legal protection; and lack of 
collective bargaining and worker rights. This objective exploitation 
is expressed in the workers' sense of being slaves, of relative 
deprivation, of leading wasted lives which they are powerless to 
change.  

Their dependence on their employers is total. The next chapter 
will attempt to show what kind of women these employers are. In 
his novel, Vanity Fair, Thackeray suggests that 'the worst tyrants 
over women are (other) women'. Certainly the institution of 
domestic service allows a measure of domestic tyranny; however, 
it is not individuals this study is attacking. These domestic 
'tyrants' are also, in a very real sense, victims of structures.
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Employers 

Two women placed together makes cold weatber. 1 

My standpoint... can less than any other make the individual 
responsible for relations whose creature be remains, socially speaking, 
however much be may subjectively raise himself above tbem.2 

There is a sense in which this is a study in the politics of depen
dence. While the key to understanding the domestic worker's 
situation is her dependence on her employer, the employer is 
frequently in an extremely dependent situation herself.  

PROFILE OF A SAMPLE OF 50 EMPLOYERS OF DOMESTIC 
WORKERS 

The employers in the sample covered a wide range of class posi
tions, ages, educational attainments and aspirations, occupational 
roles, experiences and attitudes, family arrangements and life 
styles. This heterogeneous group showed three common character
istics: all were English-speaking, which is predominantly true of 
the sample area. Many of the employers interviewed, and all of the 
farmers' wives in the study, are descended from, or related to the 
1820 Settlers. This is true of myself as well and was an important 
point of contact in the interview situation. All of them acknow
ledge their British ancestry and traditions with some pride. This is 
'Settler Country' par excellence. All were whites, and this partly 
defined the sampling frame. All enjoyed a fairly high standard of
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living, as do most whites in South Africa today. The majority (84 
percent) live in the two urban areas in the sample, Grahamstown 
and Port Alfred, the remaining 16 percent on farms.  

Some of its white inhabitants see this area as 'a little un
suspected paradise, where all is peace, rusticity and happy 
poverty.'3 Grahamstown is noted for its cathedral, its famous 
schools, tree-lined streets, white-washed 'Settler' homes, the 1820 
Settler Monument, and its 'English' atmosphere.4 The white area 
presents a sharp contrast to the black township marked by 
extreme poverty, slum housing, overcrowding, eroded roads, over
flowing refuse bins, and noise.  

The other urban area in the district investigated, Port Alfred, is 
noted for its golf course, 17 miles of navigable river, beautiful 
lagoons and swimming beaches. It is a popular holiday resort, 
accommodating something of the order of 5 000 visitors every 
Christmas in its various hotels, holiday homes, caravan and camp
ing sites. Its black township is noted for its extreme poverty and 
poor housing. The contrast between white and black living 
conditions is amplified by their physical proximity.  

The whites' standard of living in the area must be located in the 
context of the high standard of living of whites generally in South 
Africa today. In 1970 the median income of white families was 
R3 774 with an average family size of 3,7 persons. In Grahams
town, Willsworth has calculated that 81,3 percent of the white 
population earned more than R2 000; 63,3 percent more than 
R3 000, and 4,7 percent earned plus R10 000.5 Since 1970 most 
white incomes have risen.  

The majority of the white employer sample, 96 percent, live in 
houses, rather than flats. The sizes of their homes varied a good 
deal.  

Table 22.  
Size of 48 White Households 

Number of rooms excluding Number of Percentage 
bathroom and kitchen households 

5- 6 19 39,6 
3- 4 12 25,0 
7- 8 13 27,1 
9- 10 4 8,3 

Most of the homes are substantial and on the whole are pleasant
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and comfortably furnished. All the employers owned at least one 
expensive consumer item such as a television or Hi-fi set or 
refrigerator, and at least one motor car. The houses ranged from 
the small, suburban, comfortably furnished dwelling, to extremely 
luxurious homes set in beautiful gardens with swimming pools, 
large lawns and colourful flower beds, and furnished with Persian 
rugs, Sanderson linens and antiques.  

AGE AND MARITAL STATUS 

The ages of the employers in the sample ranged from 20 to 75 
years. Most (43), are married, with three unmarried and four 
widows. The occupations of their husbands showed a considerable 
range, from university lecturer, doctor, teacher, attorney, estate 
agent, school teacher, business executive, bookkeeper, museum 
assistant, commercial salesman, market agent, dentist, pharmacist, 
shopowner, civil servant, farmer, works supervisor, retired 
electrical engineer and accountant, to male nurse. The vast 
majority fall within various gradations of middle-class status as 
defined by occupation and income.  

All the 47 married women in the sample had children. On 
average each had one child under 16 years of age, and two over 16 
years of age. The average household size was 3,3 persons. (This 
contrasts with an average household size of 6,7 persons among the 
black domestic worker sample.) 

EDUCATION 

Their educational attainments show a considerable range. Only 
just over half of the sample (58 percent) had passed Standard Ten.  
Of the remaining women, 16 had passed only Standard Eight, and 
five had passed only Standard Six. However, 64 percent had some 
other training or education, such as a secretarial course - 14 
percent; nursing - 12 percent; teacher training - eight percent; 
while 20 percent had a university degree. Like their black 
employees, their educational aspirations for their children are 
high, though there is an extreme sex differential. While only 20 
percent ideally would choose a profession for their daughters 
which involved a university education, 60 percent chose it for 
their sons.6
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WORK HISTORIES 

The great majority of the married women, 89 percent, had worked 
before they were married. The range of jobs covered is that of 
traditionally female dominated occupations. The largest occup
ational category was bookkeeping or secretarial work which 
covered 38 percent of the married women in the sample. Others 
had worked as nurses (8), florist (1), sales ladies (6), teachers (8) 
and librarian (1). All had been satisfied with their jobs. The most 
common reasons they gave for leaving their jobs were to get 
married (12) and to be with their children, or when they fell 
pregnant (12).  

Only just over a quarter (26 percent) of the currently married 
women were employed outside the home, and only one of the 
widows. All the three women in the employer sample who had 
never been married were currently employed. All gave as their 
reason for continuing to work, their need for the monetary 
income.  

ATTITUDES TOWARD WOMEN WORKING 

Attitudes towards women working outside the home showed a 
good deal of variety. Twenty-four percent of the respondents felt 
that as a general rule women should work outside the home; 24 
percent thought they should not and the majority of 52 percent 
thought it depended on circumstances. It was frequently stated 
that mothers with young children should not work. Just over half 
of the 43 married women with children thought their children 
either would suffer or would have suffered if they had worked; 11 
percent thought their children would have benefited, largely from 
the extra income this would have brought into the family; and the 
remainder, 36 percent, thought it depended on circumstances.  
Many employers fail to realise that their domestic servants are 
often themselves mothers with young children.  

Many stated that women's prime role was a domestic one. Some 
comments were: 

A woman's place is in the home.  

A wife's first job is her house and husband.  

There is enough valuable work for women to do in the home.  

When women work they lose their femininity and get stroppy. That
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makes for unhappy marriages.  

I had expected to find some divergence between the attitudes of 
the married women in the sample and those of their husbands 
towards women working outside the home. But the majority, 84 
percent, said that their husbands had the same view as themselves 
on this topic. Only nine percent said their husbands had different 
views. Sometimes this is a source of discontent: 

I would like to work but my husband won't allow it.  

A small number, seven percent of the married women, said they 
did not know their husband's views on this question.  

I don't know. We've never discussed it.  

The majority of the women interviewed, 62 percent, would ideally 
like a part-time job outside the home. Only 26 percent would 
ideally choose to be housewives, and only 12 percent would 
ideally choose to be doing a full-time job. Of the 15 women in the 
sample presently employed, a third would ideally prefer to be 
housewives. The vast majority, 98 percent, thought most of their 
friends felt the same way. The only respondent who thought they 
felt differently ideally chose part-time work for herself, but 
thought most of her friends would prefer to be housewives.  

Many voiced their objections to the fact that there are so few 
opportunities for part-time work. Several felt strongly that some 
extra-domestic role was important, not only as a source of income 
but for social contacts and 'an opportunity to get out of the 
home'. Some comments from housewives were: 

I feel very flat when everyone else goes off to school or to work, and 
I'm left alone at home (except for the maid).  

I feel left behind.  

The Home Industries Association, now established in both 
Grahamstown and Port Alfred, appears to fulfil an important need 
here, especially among farmers' wives. Several said that their lives 
seemed fuller and richer and they had 'got to know more people' 
and 'felt part of things more' through their common involvement 
in this enterprise. In both towns Home Industries sells home-made 
produce such as jams and cakes, handcraft products, and fresh 
fruit and vegetables. The irony here is that in many cases it 
appears that the domestic workers do most of the baking and
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cooking of the products offered for sale.  
Despite the fact that the majority of women interviewed said 

they would ideally like a part-time job outside the home, the 
majority, 80 percent, also said that they were not bored at home.  
Only 14 percent of the women not currently working said they 
were bored at home, and a small proportion, six percent, said they 
were bored sometimes. This attitude can perhaps best be under
stood in terms of the diverse pattern of leisure activities they 
enjoy.  

LEISURE ACTIVITIES 

In sharp contrast to their black women employees, the white 
employers in the sample engage in a variety of leisure activities.  
Many of them lead varied, rich and interesting lives. They are thus 
in a very different position from housewives in other societies 
where 'the lack of contact with other people coupled with the 
almost non-existence of a social life or leisure activities...  
presents a depressing picture . . . '7 

Their level of involvement in voluntary organisations is very 
high. Over half (27) belonged to voluntary associations such as 
church groups like the Catholic Women's League, the Methodist 
Women's Auxiliary and the Anglican Women's Guild. They also 
belonged to various social and interest groups such as Pistol Clubs, 
Coomb Social Club, the Bathurst Reading Circle, Diaz Cross Bird 
Club, the Women's Agricultural Association, the Grahamstown 
Amateur Dramatic Society, the National Council of Women, 
Settlers' Club in Grahamstown, Rhodes University Women's 
Association, the Bathurst Horticultural Society, the Kowie Trust 
and the Port Alfred and Grahamstown Home Industries 
Association. In addition several were involved in community work 
through associations such as the Grahamstown City Council, the 
Port Alfred Ratepayers' Association, the Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, Child Welfare, Red Cross, 
Rotary Annes, the Bathurst Agricultural Show Committee, school 
feeding schemes in both towns, the Bathurst and District Welfare 
Society, and so on. On average each of these women belonged to 
2,7 voluntary associations.  

The majority, 94 percent, belonged to a Christian church. The 
two largest denominations were the Anglican Church to which 36 
percent of the sample belonged and the Methodist Church to 
which 32 percent belonged. The frequency with which they 
attended church varied a good deal: 36 percent said they went to 
church two to three times a month, 26 percent went to church
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four or more times, 16 percent once a month and 22 percent said 
they went to church 'seldom'. Most of those who said seldom 
expressed guilt that they did not go more frequently. This 
contrasts strongly with the regret expressed by many domestic 
servants that their working hours did not give them the oppor
tunity to go to church more.  

Many of the employers, 58 percent, said they had regular 
sporting or social activities such as tennis, golf, bridge and bowls.  
Several of the older employers said they had enjoyed regular 
sporting activities when they were younger.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, the most lively discussion during the 
interviews was to do with which two television programmes the 
employer enjoyed the most. The majority, 66 percent, spent their 
evenings watching television. Most employers, 88 percent, listened 
to the radio and the majority of these said they listened daily.  
Most had access to a number of other media. The great majority, 
70 percent, said they read a daily or weekly newspaper. Most of 
these, 83 percent, read the Eastern Province Herald. The majority, 
68 percent, also read one or more magazines, with an average of 
2,2 magazines each. The most frequently mentioned were Fair 
Lady, Scope, Farmers' Weekly, Your Family and The Readers' 
Digest.  

In addition, 98 percent said they enjoyed a number of hobbies 
or special interests such as sewing, knitting, gardening, reading, 
baking, making jams and preserves, tapestry, painting, drama, 
tennis, golf, bowls, dressmaking, writing letters, photography, 
music, singing in a choir, and listening to the radio and watching 
television. Week-ends were spent on these hobbies and in a variety 
of other leisure activities such as going to the beach, visiting 
friends, playing sport or watching their husbands and children 
doing so, and entertaining. The amount of entertaining varied a 
good deal; the largest category, 46 percent, were those who said 
they entertained only occasionally; 14 percent said they enter
tained on average three times a week, and 24 percent on average 
once a week, often on week-ends only. Sixteen percent said they 
did no entertaining at all.  

The vast majority, 92 percent, took holidays in another place.  
Of these 42 percent said they did the domestic work themselves 
when they went on holiday; 16 percent said the family shared the 
domestic work and 10 percent said they usually stayed in a hotel.  
Almost a third, 32 percent, said a domestic servant did the 
domestic work when the family went on holiday, and often this 
was their own servant. She accompanied them to their holiday 
house (rented or owned) and this was considered her 'holiday'. In 
12 cases this was the usual practice. One employer explained:
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She does get an hour or so on the beach in the afternoons.  

It seems clear that the employment of domestic workers frees 
these women, in a number of ways and on a variety of levels, from 
the constraints their domestic role would otherwise impose. How 
do they relate to their domestic workers? 

RELATIONSHIP WITH EMPLOYEES 

Many employers described their servant as one of the family. This 
implies that she is seen in a role-specific dimension, her life is 
viewed as totally enmeshed with that of her employers. Yet not 
one of the domestic workers in the sample saw herself as one of 
the family and some voiced cynicism about their employers' use 
of this phrase. In no case was there the sharing of power and 
resources that authentic family membership might be thought to 
involve.  

Relationships between domestic workers and white employers 
in the Eastern Cape study are characterised by various degrees of 
formality, rigidity, authoritarianism and social distance. Personal 
interaction is largely limited to the work situation, yet the 
majority of the employers said they liked their servants as people, 
and got along well with them. When asked to describe their 
feelings towards their servants, 30 percent said they were 'one of 
the family', and a further 28 percent said they felt fondness or 
friendship for their servants. Six percent described their pre
dominant feeling for their servants as 'pity' and another six 
percent said their predominant feeling was 'irritation'. Thus while 
the structure of the worker-employer relationship is extremely 
hierarchic and unequal, in terms of content it is often coloured for 
the employer with emotions of kindness, affection and generosity.  
It is precisely the unequal nature of the relationship and the 
mutual recognition of such inequality that allows the relationship 
to be described so often as a close and friendly one.  

The pervading tone of interaction does not appear to be one of 
mistrust, watchfulness or suspicion on the part of the employers.  
The majority (42) said their servants were trustworthy, five 
thought they were not, and three said they were not sure. Some 
commented, 

You can never tell with them.  

Blacks are all kleptomaniacs nowadays.
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Yes, she's trustworthy.., as far as native girls go.  

As much as any of them.  

I trust her completely. I never lock anything away.  

The employers' answers to the questions 'How would you describe 
your feelings towards her?' and 'What sort of person is she?' 
showed a great variety. Some comments were 

She's very raw.., just out of the kraal.8 

An impossible thing. Very self-willed. She's the first girl I've had that's 
gone to school. The difference is fantastic. She insists on doing things 
her own way. The completely raw ones are better.9 

She's a raw farm girl. (Said of a woman aged 58.) 

She's like a child of ours.  

One of the family.  

Very clean.  

The good old type.  

Pleasant and reserved.  

She doesn't have much to say, but I prefer them that way.  

She's a gem of a girl. (The 'girl' in this case was a middle-aged woman.) 

She's very reliable and responsible. She ran the whole house for two 
months while I was in hospital.  

I suppose my main feeling for her is one of aggravation. She is 
absolutely stupid. Like a child mentally. She needs a lot of supervision.  

We have a good understanding. I told her if anything is missing from 
this house, you are to blame. I told her that when I first employed her 
and I've had no trouble.  

She's a bit cheeky.  

We don't talk much. I have no feelings for her really. I haven't made a 
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friend of her. I keep her at a distance.  

Raw of course, but we're very fond of her. She's one of the family.  

I love her and I think she loves me.  

She's a dear old thing.  

You must keep them in their place.., not get too friendly. That's why 
I don't let her listen to the radio. If we listened to the radio together 
she'd start getting familiar. Some people make a big mistake ... they 
make friends of their servants. Take my neighbour here ... she lets her 

servant bath in her bathroom. I think that's shocking.  

Quite a good girl. (Said of the mother of six children.) 

She's a proper old farm girl. Not at all insolent. A rare thing nowadays.  

Our servants are our responsibility. We have to be their doctors, lawyers 
and do everything for them.  

She's all right so long as she doesn't drink out of my cups.  

She's a friend. I'm very fond of her.  

She's a warm, generous, loving person.  

We are both Christians and both women. That gives us a common bond.  

We have an.easy, relaxed kind of relationship based on mutual trust.  

When asked 'What do you think her feelings are towards you?' 
some answered: 

She thinks I'm her mother.  

We are her family.  

She adores us.  

She must be fond of me after 14 years.  

She enjoys working for us.  

She's very fond of me and adores the children.  

134



Employers

She loves us all.  

I'm a mother to her.  

I'm like a sister to her.  

Completely indifferent. It's very different to the old days.  

She's a closed book.  

Respect and affection.  

She's very happy here. She lacks for nothing.  

I don't know. (The servant had been in her employment for 15 years.) 

Some elderly women living alone seem to depend a good deal 
upon their domestic workers for company. One said plaintively 
that she feels 'very alone in the world' when her servant goes off at 
5 p.m. Another described how she felt nervous living alone with 
the current spate of burglaries and derived considerable comfort 
from the fact that her maid 'sits in the kitchen making her grass 
mats at night, while I sit here (the lounge) sewing.' This illustrates 
Katzman's insight that 'many mistresses hired servants to fulfill 
psychological needs independent of the work involved.'" 0 

When the employers were asked 'What quality do you like the 
most about your servant?' some answered, 

Her sense of humour.  

She's prepared to do anything.  

Twenty people can walk in here and she'll produce dinner for them 
without any grumbling.  

Her loyalty.  

Her happy nature.  

She's steady and honest ... the old fashioned type.  

If you say lunch for seven at 12.30 it's there.  

Very willing and obedient.
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She's open. I feel we understand each other.  

She's quick and efficient.  

Very civil.  

Quiet and retiring.  

She never gets cross.  

She loves the children.  

She comes to work whether it rains or storms.  

She's very clean ... one of the old type.  

She's very polite. After she gets a phone call she comes to tell me who 
it was frorn, what it's about and to say thank you.  

She's very good with children. She brought all mine up.  

Quite a good girl ... she doesn't answer back.  

Very willing... she works in the garden as well.  

Polite... not cheeky at all.  

She's a smiling, happy person.  

When asked what quality employers liked the least about their 
servants, some said, 

She has a tendency to get depressed.., she's not a happy worker.  

She smells. (When the researcher asked this farmer's wife whether she 
had access to water at home, the reply was 'I don't suppose so ... the 
dam is quite far away.') 

She can sulk.  

Her movements are too quick ... she breaks things.  

She's inclined to be rough with my crockery.  

Her sourness ... an unwillingness to be corrected.  
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She insists on wearing shoes in the house and I find the noise very 
irritating.  

She sometimes comes late in the mornings.  

She hurries through her work on Sundays.  

I wish she'd talk to my youngest more so he could learn Xhosa.  

A lack of thoroughness.  

She boozes a bit ... I've told her it must stop.  

She's a slow worker.  

'Laziness' was frequently mentioned here. For instance: 

She's lazy. . . she sweeps the dust under the carpet.  

This is paradoxical in view of the amount of work domestic 
workers appear to get through in many households. Laziness of 
course is a common trait in racist stereotypes generally, and 
especially in colonial societies.1 1 

These women's relationships with their servants must be located 
in a tangled skein of attitudes towards blacks generally. Here, a 
technique of depersonalisation often operates, a technique Memmi 
has termed the 'mark of the plural. The colonized is never 
characterized in an individual manner; he is entitled only to drown 
in an anonymous collectivity.' Relations with the individual 
servants are submerged in this impersonal racial sea.  

If a colonized servant does not come in one morning, the colonizer will 
not say that she is ill, or that she is cheating, or that she is tempted not 
to abide by an oppressive contract. He will say, 'You can't count on 
them.' It is not just a grammatical expression. He refuses to consider 
personal, private occurrences in his maid's life; that life in a specific 
sense does not interest him, and his maid does not exist as an 
individual.

12 

The extent of this depersonalisation is illustrated by the fact that 
only ten percent of the employer sample knew their servants' full 
Xhosa names. Several habitually called their servants by stan
dardised names such as 'Cookie' or 'Sissie'.  

Overall, employers do not know as much about their servants as 
their length of employment might warrant. The majority, 84
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percent, knew whether their servant was married or not. Most, 82 
percent, also knew how many children their servants had and 62 
percent knew roughly how old the children were. Only 40 percent 
knew what level of schooling their servant had and 44 percent did 
not know whether or not she had children attending school. The 
vast majority, 82 percent, did not know the cost of black 
children s schooling. Overall, only two employers of those who 
knew their servants had school-going children knew the cost 
involved.  

Less than half (48 percent) of those with live-out servants knew 
where they lived, and three-quarters of the employers did not 
know how much rent their servants had to pay. The vast majority, 
80 percent, communicated with their servants in English and 
found their knowledge of English 'satisfactory'. One employer 
commented here: 

It's too good. We find her reading anything we leave lying around.  

Only 12 percent said they had difficulty communicating with their 
servants.  

Of a total of 31 out of the 46 employers who knew their 
servants had young children, 67 percent did not know who looked 
after the children while she was at work, and most of these did not 
know whether or not she had to pay anyone to look after her 
children. Half the employers said their servants discussed their 
personal problems with them, though only 16 percent said this 
was reciprocal. Some commented, 

I don't want to know too much.  

I don't want to get involved.  

We're not at all intimate.  

While the pattern of interaction between employers and their 
servants clearly varies a good deal, the employers' ignorance of 
their servants' lives and identities outside the work situation is 
startling. This is especially surprising in view of the physical 
proximity of servant and employer in the work place.  

While the great majority, 98 percent, said they were satisfied 
with their present servant, they were sharply critical of servants in 
general. The prevalent view was that tey are incompetent 
workers, who are well-treated by their long-suffering employers.  

,The subordinate status of the servant was unquestioned: servants 
are like children. The qualities most commonly attributed to them
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are irresponsibility, secretiveness, an inability to work without 
close supervision, laziness, dishonesty, in atitude and a lack of 
initiative. In short, they are indubitably inferior. ,, 

EMPLOYERS' ATTITUDES TOWARDS DOMESTIC SERVANTS 
IN GENERAL 

Most employers, 60 percent, thought that on the whole domestic 
servants as a group are 'well treated'. Other opinions ranged from 
eight percent who thought servants as a group were exceptionally 
well treated, ten percent who thought they were badly treated, 
six percent thought they were treated only satisfactorily, and 16 
percent thought that the treatment of domestic servants varied too 
much to be able to generalise. Some commented, 

You can only get so much out of them and no more.  

They take no pride in their work.  

In Rhodesia a boy does three times the work these do.  

Servants are treated too well. That's the trouble. They don't want to 
work.  

You never see any thin servants.  

A girl in a good home in Grahamstown is extremely well off. She gets 
good pay, food and clothing.  

They give what they get.  

No, employers expect far too much from them. They forget that their 
girls are also people.  

I can only speak from my own experience. I treat my girl well and so 
do most of my friends.  

Yes, we pay good wages.  

It's really wonderful that they're willing to work for such low wages.  

They're well treated. Some are filthy, lazy and unreliable ... especially 
those from across the (Fish) river.
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Port Alfred servants are very bad, especially the young ones. I had eight 
in my first year here. . . they're dirty and unreliable.  

They're well treated, considering what poor workers they are.  

They're treated as well as servants anywhere, but there's room for 
improvement.  

It varies a great deal. Some treat them like they're one of the family.  
But a friend of mine has had 40 maids in five years. It varies a lot.  

They are taken too much for granted.  

They're usually treated as one of the family.  

This is a political question. I'd rather not answer political questions.  
Our government is given to us by God.  

Some employers I know lack compassion towards their servants. They 
work them at Christmas and Easter and let them walk home late at 
night.  

They're well treated, especially as they are not good workers. They're 
very deceitful on the whole.  

Black people now are more difficult to get on with. They're becoming 
more demanding and therefore more irritating to employers.  

Farm natives are unreliable. They have no interest in their work...  
most employers here have endless trouble, especially those who do the 
most for their natives.  

Servants here are shocking. A lot of farmers are selling up because of 
staff problems. In the old days the youngsters were given a jolly good 
hiding if they did something wrong. Now parents seem to be afraid of 
their children.  

The question 'What could be done to improve the situation of 
domestic servants?' often provoked a lot of complaints about 
servants generally.  

Everyone is complaining about their increasing cheekiness.  

They don't take any pride in their employers' houses.
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Only one employer mentioned the need for more jobs and four 
the need for better pay: 

I get hot under the collar when I hear what people pay.  

Another employer believed that more training for servants was 
necessary, and three thought they should be better treated by 
their employers.  

Employers should realise that servants are people, not animals.  

Overall, attitudes towards domestic servants in the Eastern Cape 
may be categorised into five main types: 

'Embarrassment'. A small number feel embarrassed at having any 
servants at all, and think that being waited on by another human 
being is degrading. Many of these make small gestures towards 
self-reliance such as washing their own underwear.  

'Moral responsibility'. An equally small number feel that one has a 
moral obligation to provide employment to blacks through the 
institution of domestic service. They express considerable concern 
over black poverty and give generously to local charities.  

'A necessary evil'. A small proportion 'just cannot keep a servant.' 
Several respondents in the sample reported this about various 
neighbours. They find fault with everything their servants do, nag 
them constantly, and are generally antagonistic to blacks.  

'One of the family'. These employers pride themselves on their 
'luck' in having such good servants, say they are one of the family 
and have employed them for many years. They look after their 
servants when they are sick and allow them favours such as 
watching television in the lounge.  

'I know the native'. These employers often know their servants' 
language. They think they understand 'the native' well and apprec
iate their traditional customs. They are patient, willing to overlook 
minor faults in their servants' work and treat them, in their view, 
kindly but firmly.They are critical of those who 'spoil' servants.  

The most typical viewpoint is that servants are like children. Thus, 
the core characteristic of the relationship is a paternalism which 
involves a dependence on the part of the servant and confirms the 
employers' sense of superiority. Certainly these women do not see
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themselves as exploiters. A press report on this research provoked 
some resentful letters addressed to me personally, one of which 
specifically stated, 'I resent being called an exploiter.' 

Given this image of themselves, how then do these women 
organise their homes; what part do servants play in the domestic 
economy, and how are they treated from their employers' point of 
view? 

THE ORGANISATION OF THE HOME 

It is important to recognize that domestic servants are a deeply 
entrenched part of the white South African life style. All the 
employers in the sample employed a domestic servant, on either a 
full-time or part-time basis. In the widespread employment of 
domestic servants, contemporary white South African society 
resembles the Stuart period of English history where, as Laslett 
points out, 'a quarter or a third of all the families in the country 
contained servants .. and this meant that very humble people 
had them as well as the titled and the wealthy. 1 3 

Of course this changed, and by Victorian times the employment 
of domestic servants was the prerogative of the upper and middle 
classes. The large family, the large, over-furnished house, the 
entertainment of guests at lavish dinner parties and large 
functions, 

all of which were essential attributes of the institution of the Victorian 
middle class family, required the employment of domestic servants on a 
vast scale. By their number, dress and function they proclaimed in an 
outward and visible way, the degree of success in life that their 
employer had atained.14 

While this may still be true of the larger urban centres in South 
Africa, in the Eastern Cape study most households employed only 
one domestic servant.1 5 The predominant pattern here appears to 
be the 'maid of all work'. Most employers, 92 percent, said their 
servants did general domestic work, while only eight percent were 
employed in specialised roles such as washing, cooking or ironing.  

Given the traditional connection between the employment of 
servants and the white 'South African way of life', the employ
ment of servants does not generally confer status on their 
employers. However, a considerable amount of labour-time goes 
into feeding the employer's family, and into the provision of 
services which may enable him or her to live in a style which 
indicates a high social position. Such services include waiting at 
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table at elaborate dinner parties, and serving coffee to bridge 
guests at a late hour.  

MODE OF RECRUITMENT AND LENGTH OF SERVICE 

Servants are obtained in three main ways: recommendation by a 
friend of the employer (32 percent of the employer sample 
obtained their present servant through this route); recommend
ation by the previous servant (14 percent); and through domestic 
servants coming to the employers' door and asking for work (18 
percent).  

Most employers had had the same domestic servants for several 
years. The length of employment of their current servant ranged 
from two months to 37 years, and included in addition to the 
servant with 37 years' service, one who had worked for the same 
employer for 32 years and another for 30 years. The average 
length of service with their present employer was seven years. One 
employer who had had her present servant for 13 years and her 
previous one for 49 years, pointed out that her servant's mother 
and two sisters had together served the family for just over 100 
years.  

Over a third of the employers, 38 percent, had dismissed their 
previous servant. One farmer s wife said, 'My husband sacked the 
whole family.'Other reasons were: 

She was playing up.  

She went off her head so I got rid of her. (This woman had worked for 
her employer for 40 years.) 

She was sacked for stealing.  

I sacked her when she got sour.  

I sacked her because she became a hypochondriac. (After 12 years 
service.) 

She got spoilt. She was demanding more and more and doing less and 
less, so I got rid of her.  

I sacked her for cheekiness. I've had to sack many for this.  

She was sacked for not playing the game.
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I had to sack the last three because they got pregnant.  

Only in 22 percent of the cases had the servant left the job of her 
own choice.  

She did a bunk in the night the way they often do.  

She walked out. She said she didn't want to work on Sundays. She said 
she had to go to church and feed her own children. She didn't think 
about us.  

She died just after she left me after 50 years service.  

INVOLVEMENT OF EMPLOYERS IN DOMESTIC WORK 

The amount of domestic work actually done by the employers 
themselves varied. A fairly large proportion, 20 percent, said they 
did no domestic work at all themselves, and 12 percent said they 
did 'very little'. In one case this seemed to involve only 'tidying 
drawers'. Another mentioned 'baking cakes occasionally' and 
another: 'I make our bed. I don't fancy letting them do it...  
they're too dirty.' However, 44 percent said they enjoyed 
domestic work.  

INVOLVEMENT OF HUSBANDS IN DOMESTIC WORK 

Most of the women in the sample saw themselves as solely 
responsible for the organisation of the home. The involvement of 
their husbands in domestic organisation was often fairly minimal.  
Just over 60 percent of the married respondents said their 
husbands never helped with the domestic work. Only 19 percent 
said their husbands helped regularly, and 21 percent said their 
husbands helped occasionally. I had expected to find a 
considerable generational difference in the involvement of men in 
domestic work, but this was not borne out by the research. Sixty
one percent of the married women said their husbands were very 
similar to their fathers in this respect. However, 30 percent said 
their husbands helped in the house more than their fathers had 
done. Nine percent said their husbands helped less.  

This role differentiation is sometimes at variance with the 
women's own attitudes. The majority of the married women (62 
percent) thought that men should help in the house; six percent 
thought that there was no general rule, that the degree men should
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be involved in domestic work depended entirely on the family 
situation; 32 percent thought this was definitely a woman's sphere 
and men should not help in the house at all. I often had the 
impression that the respondents had not thought about this 
question before, since their answers often involved a good deal of 
hesitation and uncertainty. It was also very apparent that the role 
of servants is a pivotal aspect of this question. Several commented, 

Men should help if there are no servants. On farms here we usually have 
lots of servants, so it's not necessary.  

Other comments were 

Yes, occasionally he should cut himself a slice of bread or pull up a 
chair.  

Men should help occasionally with little things.  

No, men get under your feet in the kitchen.  

Yes, he'll do unusual things like pour the tea out but he won't make it.  
He's never made tea in his life.  

I don't know. We've never discussed it.  

Yes, why should a man sit from 12 p.m. on Saturday until Monday 
morning when the wife can't sit down for a minute? I don't expect him 
to put on an apron though.  

I don't know... my husband was the only son. He was never taught to 
help in the house.  

No, men have got their own work to do.  

Yes... I think so... younger people expect more of their husbands 
today.  

No, men would get in the way.  

Nice if they do, but we shouldn't expect it.  

No, men have to cope with tension at work. They need to relax when 
they get home.  

Why shouldn't men help with the housework? Some people think the
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man is a king in the household and treat him like a visitor. At least men 
should help with the heavy work.  

No, I don't like a man to be a sissy.  

It's changing now... in the past when we had umpteen servants men 
did nothing in the house. Now men should give you a hand sometimes 
if you have no maid.  

The employment of domestic servants in many households clearly 
absolves men from any involvement in domestic chores, and 
lessens the burden on many white women.  

REASONS FOR EMPLOYING DOMESTIC SERVANTS 

The employers interviewed gave a great range of reasons for 
employing a domestic servant. Of two who said it was for 'security 
reasons', one said, 'I don't feel safe on my own during the day, 
and the other, 'I'm on my own here so I have to have someone to 
sleep in.' Others said, 

So I can give my children all the attention they need.  

It means I can go out. When I go out my husband is looked after.  
Otherwise I'd be completely tied down.  

I work for Home Industries. I need help with making jams and cakes.  

To give me more free time.  

To give me more time to look after my children.  

I couldn't manage without... we haven't got electricity.  

To run the house and look after the children while I'm at work.  

I hate housework, it's never finished.  

It frees me to do things of more value like needlework and dressmaking.  

It makes life easier.  

For health reasons ... I have diabetes and arthritis.
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I teach and so she does everything. She gets the children up in the 
morning, gives them their breakfast, walks the youngest to nursery 
school, has our lunch ready for us when we return... everything really.  

It frees me to work in the Advice Office and do other useful things in 
the community.  

Housework is monotonous... you don't achieve anything.  

I don't know... I couldn't imagine not having a servant.  

To help her out. She's got seven children.  

My husband doesn't like me to scrub the floors and do heavy work.  

I would prefer to be independent and do my own work. I only keep 
four because I feel sorry for them.  

I would prefer one servant who earned R40 a month. But they don't 
want that ... they prefer to be part of a group. (Employer of three 
servants.) 

I have a vast home and four sons. I'd be a martyr to the house if I 
didn't have servants.  

I couldn't manage without.  

Altogether, 30 percent said they could not manage to run their 
homes without a domestic servant. How, then, do these employers 
treat their domestic servants in terms of working hours, duties and 
remuneration? 

EMPLOYERS' ACCOUNT OF THE WORKING CONDITIONS 
OF DOMESTIC SERVANTS 

,Although all the 225 households in the sample employed domestic 
servants, only 22 percent employed live-in servants. The majority 
of employers said their servants started work early in the morning.
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Table 23.  
Employers' Account of Hours of Starting Work of a Sample 

of 50 Domestic Servants

Starting time 

6- 7a.m.  
7- 8a.m.  
8- 9a.m.  
9 - 10 a.m.  

The hours at 
variation.

Number of servants Percentage

which they stop work for the day show more

Table 24.  
Employers' Account of Hours of Stopping Work of a Sample 

of 50 Domestic Servants

Stopping time Number of servants

12 p.m.  
1 p.m.  
2 p.m.  
3 p.m.  
4 p.m.  
5 p.m.  
6 p.m.  
8 p.m.  
9 p.m.

Just over half of the employers said their servants had some time 
off during the day, though one employer said this was only 'for 
going to the toilet'.
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Table 25.  
Employers' Account of Rest Periods of a Sample of 

50 Domestic Servants 

Duration of rest period Number of servants 

Nil 23 
1/2 hour or less 7 
1/2 - 1 hour 12 
1 - 2 hours 4 
2 - 3 hours 3 
3 - 4 hours 1 

The last case in the table started work at 6 a.m. and went off 
around 9 p.m. six nights a week.  
,-" Over a quarter of the employers' servants, according to their 
account, worked less than a 40-hour week, and may thus be 
considered part-time workers. Their working week ranged from 39 
to 3 hours. The full-time workers' week ranged from 42 to 84 
working hours with an average of 57,9 working hours a week. / 

The majority of the employers of live-out servants, 52 percent, 
did not know how long their employees spent travelling to and 
from work. Seven said their servants spent about half an hour; 
three said they spent between half to one hour, and three said one 
to two hours. Of the 39 employers in this category, 25 said their 
servants walked to and from work, and 14 said they travelled by 
bus.  

Less than half the 36 employers of full-time servants (44 
percent) gave their servants one day off each week. Twenty-two 
percent said their servants got no day off; 11 percent said their 
servants got a half day off; 14 percent gave their servants one and 
a half days off and eight percent gave their servants two days off a 
week.  

The great majority of employers required their domestic 
servants to work on public holidays. Only 12 percent said their 
servants did not have to work on public holidays.  

In her Durban study, Preston-Whyte reported that 'all 
employers acknowledged that their servants should have a holiday 
each year.'1 6 In the Eastern Cape study the majority of the 
employers, 68 percent, said their servants were given an annual 
holiday. Yet the situation is ambiguous. As noted earlier, 12 
employers said they took their servants with them to their holiday 
house on the coast. This they define as their 'holiday'. The 
servants, of course, have a different definition. In several other
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cases the servant had to come to work to water pot plants, air the 
house or feed pets while her employer was away on holiday. This 
situation is similarly open to different definitons on the part of 
employers and servants. Because of a suspicion that a 'lie factor' 
may have been operating here, the employers' answers have not 
been included in the overall calculations.1 7 

In addition it is possible that employers were sometimes lying 
about working hours: in five cases the servant was present later 
than the time at which the employer said she stopped work, for 
example one served tea at 4.30 p.m. but was said to stop work at 
2 p.m.; about uniforms: in three cases the employer said the 
servant was supplied with a uniform but was observed not wearing 
one; in addition to which the question on wages was often 
answered defensively: once the employer got up to close the door 
between the lounge and the dining room where the servant was 
working, before answering.  

According to the employers' responses, 16 gave their servants 
two weeks annual holiday; 11 gave three weeks; six gave one week; 
and one employer gave her servant six weeks holiday a year.  
Ninety-one percent of the 34 employers who gave their servants an 
annual holiday said they paid them during this period.18 

The general pattern seems to be to give the servant some time 
off on Christmas day. Twenty-six employers said their servants 
spent some of Christmas day with their own families; eight said it 
varied, but 16 said their servants spent none of Christmas day with 
their own families.  

WAGES 

According to the employers, the average wage paid to full-time 
workers (who numbered 36 plus one woman who refused to 
answer this question) was R24,62 a month. The average cash wage 
paid to full-time workers calculated from the domestic servants' 
responses was lower - R22,46.  

Less than half (40 percent) of the employers decided to ay this 
amount themselves; 28 percent said their husbands decided, and 
32 percent said that they and their husbands had decided together.  
Only in ten percent of the sample had there been any discussion 
between the employer and the domestic worker over the starting 
wage. Sometimes this was of a surprising nature. For example, one 
employer who was asked 'How was your starting wage arrived at?' 
replied 

I asked her how much she wanted. She said Rio a month and I said
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that was too little. (Employer pays R13 a month.) 

Fifty-eight percent said their current wage was not the servants' 
starting wage; however, 42 percent said it was. In only ten percent 
of the cases was this wage increased annually. The remaining 24 
employers who had increased their servants' wages, said they did 
so irregularly.  

PAYMENT IN KIND 

Many employers were somewhat shamefaced about the wages they 
paid and were eager to point out the amount they paid in kind.  
These payments were not as large or comprehensive as I had 
expected.  

Food 

All employers provided at least one meal a day. Both the quantity 
and quality of food given seem to vary a good deal. Six percent of 
the employers only provided breakfast, usually mealie meal 
porridge, or bread and jam with tea. Sixty-four percent provided 
lunch and breakfast, one provided lunch only, and 28 percent 
provided all meals. Lunch often consisted of mealie meal or samp, 
beans and other vegetables and, in a small proportion of cases, 
meat.  

Eighteen percent gave both servants' rations and food from 
their own table, which was often, but not invariably, 'left-overs' 
that would otherwise have been thrown away. One employer 
commented, 'I don't like to throw anything away so I give it to 
her rather'.  

Another said, 'I give her what the dogs wouldn't like.' Thirty
eight percent gave their servants the same food as they ate them
selves, and 44 percent gave servants' rations only. Forty percent 
said they gave their servants no meat at all. Eighteen percent said 
they gave their servants meat once a week; 12 percent gave 
'servants' meat' daily; 28 percent gave their servants the same meat 
they ate themselves either daily or almost daily, and one gave 
'servants' meat' three times a week.  

Despite the fact that 40 percent of the employers gave their 
servants no meat at all, the great majority, 94 percent, consider 
that they provide their servants with a balanced diet. The juxta
position of these two figures would be less surpising if employers 
provided their servants with other sources of protein such as fish
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or eggs, but in no case was this done. Obviously, what the 
employers consider a balanced diet for their servants is very 
different from what they would consider adequate for themselves.  
This double standard is a familiar theme in the literature on blacks 
in South Africa generally. Two of the employers were remarkable 
for their candour in admitting that they did not provide their 
servants with a balanced diet, and another said she had not 
thought about it.  

The majority, 96 percent, said their servants were satisfied with 
the food they received. But only 16 ercent of the domestic 
servants interviewed said they were satisfied with the quantity and 
quality of their food. Most employers (78 percent) rationed the 
quantity of food given while others did not and simply trusted the 
servant to help herself to a reasonable amount. The majority of 
the 39 employers of live-out servants (77 percent) allowed them to 
take food home. Though most employers, 72 percent, said they 
only provided sufficient food to feed the servant herself, the 
remainder said they provided enough to feed some of her family as 
well as herself. The majority of the employers, 62 percent, 
thought their servants did not ever take food without asking; 32 
percent thought they sometimes did, and six percent said they 
didn't know.  

Clothing 

Most of the employers (82 percent) said they provided their 
servants with a uniform, though this was sometimes only an apron.  
Seventy-two percent said they also provided their servants with 
other clothing, usually their own or their family's old clothing.  
Another 28 percent either gave their servants no other clothing or 
else they sold their old clothing to them. Some comments: 

It's better to charge them. Then they appreciate it more.  

I never give them anything which I cannot use.  

Yes, I used to give her overalls. But she said they were pinched off the 
washing line. I think she sold them to get money for drink.  

Anything that's too old and shabby for me, she gets.  

I give her old clothing rather than throw things away. I hate waste ...  
but I must say I often cut things up for floor cloths.
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Medicines 

The majority of employers, 76 percent, said they provided 
medicines for their employees when they were ill. Some paid the 
fee for them to visit the clinic, and in a few cases the employers 
paid doctors' bills as well.  

Children's Schooling Expenses 

This is a major item of expense in most black families' budgets.  
However, only four percent of the employers said they helped on 
a regular basis with their servants' children's schooling expenses.  
Eighty-eight percent said they did not, and eight percent said the 
question was not applicable as they were certain their servant did 
not have children attending school.  

Other Resources 

Some employers also provide access to other resources including 
the use of the telephone, the use of a radio and occasionally the 
privilege of watching television with the family, the use of the 
stove to cook for herself or her family, a room in the case of live
in servants, and the use of the employer's facilities to do her own 
or her family's laundry. Employers seem sometimes to be quite 
unaware of the difficulty they impose upon their servants when 
the latter facility is denied. One Bathurst employer whose laundry 
is done in the washing machine by her live-in servant, makes the 
servant send her own washing home to her mother in Bathurst 
location. It is laundered in the weed-filled pond at the side of the 
road into the town. Some farm workers are given milk, 'damaged 
fruit' and the use of a plot to grow vegetables. Only in one case in 
the farm employers investigated, were the workers allowed to 
graze a limited number of stock, but that meant that they lost the 
bonus paid to those who had no stock.  

Domestic workers have three other possible sources of cash 
income besides their wages: overtime pay, tips from guests, and 
Christmas presents. In this sample the amounts paid were very 
small. Only 12 percent of the employers said they paid overtime 
for work done outside of normal hours; half said they did not pay 
overtime, and 38 percent said the question was not applicable as 
their servants never worked overtime. Twenty percent said they 
paid their servants extra if there were guests in the house; 62 
percent said they did not - though it was often mentioned that
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they expected their guests to tip, and 18 percent said they never 
had guests to stay. The majority, 60 percent, gave extra money at 
Christmas. The gifts ranged from R30 to R1, with an average of 
R8,13. This is higher than the average calculated from the 
workers' responses: R7,63.  

Over half (56 percent) of the entire sample said they gave 
Christmas presents other than cash. Christmas gifts commonly 
consist of either food or clothing or both. Of the 28 employers 
who gave Christmas presents, 19 gave food. This varied from a 
packet of sweets to a fairly substantial box of groceries. Four 
employers gave clothing, sometimes their own clothing, sometimes 
new articles; three gave both food and clothing; one gave her 
servant a dress length; one gave a towel, soap and a washcloth.  
Another gave 'a petticoat and a towel'. Sometimes the servant's 
uniform constituted her Christmas present.  

Other sources of cash income are exceptional. Only one 
employer in the sample pays into a savings account for her servant 
and only one had any kind of pension scheme. One employer 
commented, 

I try to keep them young.  

A small number of employers deduct from their servants' wages in 
the case of illness (three cases) and for breakages (one). When 
asked 'Do you deduct breakages from her pay?' one employer 
replied with a good deal of self-satisfaction: 

No... I don't have any. I've worked out a way of coping with that.  
The first time she chips a plate or a cup I call her out to the stoep. I 
take that plate or cup and tell her to watch. I then drop it on the 
cement floor so it smashes. Then I deduct the cost from her pay. You 
only have to do it once.  

There was a stunned silence from the interviewer who, for once, 
was at a loss and unable to offer the usual smiles (albeit strained) 
and nods of assent to whatever her informant was saying. The 
informant continued: 

You have to do it. Otherwise they chip things on purpose because then 
they think you will give it to them. You only have to do it once.  

When asked, 'What do you do when your servant does something 

wrong or badly?' most employers said they reprimanded her.  

I give her hell.
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I get annoyed.., often it's because I'm upset about something else and 
I'm letting off steam.  

The extent to which employers controlled their servants' work 
routines and contacts varied a good deal. Visitors to the domestic 
servant at her place of work seem generally to be discouraged.  
Sixty-four percent did not allow members of their servant's family 
to visit her at work, and 70 percent did not allow friends or other 
servants in the neighbourhood to do so. But when asked 'Do you 
think she ever feels lonely during the day?' all the employers said 
'No'.  

- This data suggests that the white employers in the sample 
exploit their domestic servants. The employment of domestic 
servants frees them from a great many of the constraints of their 
domestic roles, and enables them to engage in a variety of social 
and occupational activities and interests outside the home. The 
importance of domestic servants in these women's lives is not 
reflected in the way they are treated, especially not in the wages 
they are paid, both in cash and in kind, and the long working 
hours and arduous duties expected of them. While the domestic 
servant's dependence on her employer is considerable, her 
employer is frequently in an extremely dependent situation 
herself. She is often the 'victim' of an increasingly authoritarian 
society in which all relations are hierarchically defined, and 
specifically of a set of attitudes and structures which maintain all 
women in a subordinate position. Even so, the relationship 
between black and white women within the institution of 
domestic service presents a challenge to any feminist notion of 
'sisterhood'.  

CONTROL OF AND SATISFACTION WITH THEIR DOMESTIC 
ROLE 

These employers frequently have a rather nebulous power in the 
home. Although the majority of the currently married informants, 
65 percent, know what their husbands' income is, a surprisingly 
high proportion of 35 percent said they did not know. When 
as king this question I stressed that I was not going to ask what 
that income was, but simply whether they had access to the 
information or not. Financial arrangements varied a good deal.  
Almost one third of the currently married women among the 
employers said their husbands gave them a regular allowance; the 
same number said they had to ask their husbands for money 
whenever they wanted it for any reason. In four cases the wives
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themselves controlled the family income; in six cases there was a 
joint bank account from which the wife could draw freely and five 
employers did not want to talk about financial arrangements.  
Some comments were 

He gives me pocket money if he's not short.  

He gives me my housekeeping allowance in pineapples which I sell at 
Home Industries.  

He never lets me look at his books. I've never been able to find out his 
income. I have to ask him for money. (A farmer's wife.) 

I should have taken more interest in money from the beginning. I have 
never been able to find out his income. If I had, I could have organised 
my life better. As it is, he never lets me see his books. (A farmer's wife.) 

Of the 11 currently married women who were employed outside 
the home, 73 percent said the money they earned was their own 
so far as their husbands were concerned; they could decide what 
to do with it. All these women said they spent the money they 
earned largely on the household. One commented, 

What I earn has become the housekeeping money. We don't quarrel 
about it but now and again I would like something of my own.  

The majority of the married women in the sample, 60 percent, 
said their husbands made all the financial decisions in their house
hold. Twenty-eight percent said they shared the financial decision
making with their husbands, and 12 percent said they made most 
of the financial decisions themselves.  

When asked, 'If you wanted to increase your servant's wages 
what would you do?' almost half, 47 percent, of the married 
women said they would ask their husbands to do so, three said 
they would do so and inform their husbands, 16 said they would 
discuss it with their husbands and come to a joint decision, and 
three said they would do so out of the housekeeping money and 
not tell their husbands.  

When asked, 'Who decided to buy or rent this particular home?' 
49 percent of the presently married women said their husbands 
did so; in one case the wife decided herself, and in 49 percent of 
the cases the husband and wife decided together. In the vast 
majority of cases the title deed of the home is in the husband's 
name - 88 percent.  

The really significant fact in all this is that when asked, 'Overall,
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do you feel you have enough say in things to do with the house
hold and family life?' the vast majority (91 percent) of the 
currently married women in the sam le, answered 'Yes'. Many of 
these women clearly define their role in purely domestic terms.  
For example: 

The husband is the breadwinner. Therefore it's right that he makes all 
the decisions about money.  

Yes, I'm not frightened of him.  

Yes, my husband never interferes in anything to do with the house
keeping.  

The household is mine.. I think so. I'm never interfered with unless I 
don't mend his clothes or serve food he doesn't like. But everything I 
do is for him. Especially over the hunting season. I slave for two 
months so he can enjoy himself. But if I want to go to East London and 
buy plants at the nursery, it doesn't happen.  

Another said, in a whisper, 

I would like to have more say with money matters.  

These responses have to be located in the context of the subjective 
meanings these women attach to sex, race and class. How do they 
see themselves as women, as whites, and what do they feel about 
the difference in living conditions between blacks and whites 
generally in South Africa?/Their attitudes reflect a cultural order 
that is intensely patriarchal and race-supremacist./ 

RACE, SEX AND CLASS ATTITUDES 

Almost a quarter (24 percent) of the employers believe that 
women are generally inferior to men in their personal qualities.  
Seventy-five percent thought they were not inferior, and one did 
not know. This contrasts with the views of the women domestic 
servants in the sample, only 16 percent of whom thought that 
women are generally inferior to men in personal qualities. Some 
comments were: 

Men are better balanced. Women are too emotional and bitchy to each 
other.
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A woman is a womb - her primary function is to be a good mother.  

The man should be the head of the family.  

One woman dropped her voice presumably so that her husband 
sitting in the next room could not overhear, 

Between you and me we're equal mentally. Though we do have 
different viewpoints.., we look at things differently.  

Others said, 

Women today seem to be doing a lot in the world. Whether it's good or 
bad I can't say. But one thing I do know, men should always have the 
final say.  

We lack something. We can't do the top jobs.  

We're different. We've got our jobs and they've got theirs.  

Yes, women are less intelligent.  

No, we're equal, but a man should stay boss.  

A woman shouldn't outdo a man.  

We're equal but some women make a big mistake in trying to 
demonstrate how equal they are. Our role is as homemakers.  

Women are superior. We work harder than men.  

No, but a woman needs a man to look after her and protect her.  

We're equal, but we must keep our femininity.  

No, but the husband must always have the final say.  

No, we're equal. I don't feel inferior to my husband, but he's the head 
of the family.  

Yes, women are different. We can't cope in a man's world.  

Yes, the man should be the ruler in the house. Women shouldn't wear 
the trousers.
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Yes, our submission to men is God's law.  

While five said they did not know whether women were treated 
fairly in South Africa, the majority (62 percent) were sure that 
they were. Some said, 

Yes, all the women I know are fairly happy.  

I've been treated fairly... I've no complaints.  

Yes, women are spoilt in this country.  

Yes, women have an easy time here compared to overseas, because we 
all have servants. (An English immigrant.) 

Yes, South African men are much better than English ones. They like 
to be with their friends in the pub until 8 or 9 p.m. It's lonely. Here the 
men come home earlier.  

Those twenty-eight percent who thought women are not fairly 
treated mentioned a number of instances such as sexist attitudes, 
unequal pay, and lack of access to abortion.  

I've heard that women don't get equal pay for the same work.  

It's a woman's right to decide on abortion.  

When you marry in community of property you lose control of your 
own affairs.  

In this family we all know that what he (husband) says is law.  

Men think they are superior. We" are treated as inferiors . . . as lesser 
people. We are pushed down and domineered. Men make all the 
decisions. Decisions should be shared ... women should have more say.  
I've got a very domineering husband. Women are not listened to...  
their wants are completely ignored. I'm treated like an imbecile child 
and I resent it terribly.  

A man would be paid double what I am paid.  

Attitudes which put women down.  

This is a strongly male chauvinist society. The predominant feeling is 
that women should stay at home while their husbands go off and play
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rugby all day and get drunk afterwards.  

While the Women's Liberation Movement has received fairly wide 
coverage in recent years in the magazines and newspapers these 
women often read, 14 percent had not heard of it. Only three in 
the entire sample gave a positive response to the Women's Liber
ation Movement, and one qualified her answer: 

It's a good thing I suppose, but I don't think too much about it.  

Most thought it was 'kinky', extremist ('they go too far') or the 
preserve of frustrated women. They said, 

It's a lot of frustrated women who either haven't been able to get a 

man, or else they can't keep him.  

A lot of nonsense.  

I don't know much about it and I don't want to know any more.  

All the women I know are already liberated.  

I'm totally opposed to it. Women are castrating men. It's against God's 
will.  

I'm not a Women's Libber... there are differences.  

I don't believe in demonstrating and trying to prove you are equal.  

I'm satisfied to carry on as I've always carried on.  

Perhaps I'm old-fashioned but I don't agree with it.  

One woman married to a wealthy farmer, who has a beautiful 
home, a regular clothing allowance and who takes frequent over
seas trips, commented, 

My life is too good for me to want to join them.  

Others said, 

A lot of frustrated women ... fortunately I'm not one of them.  

There's no need to shout so loud.
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They're too aggressive.  

There's no need for all this fuss. Women are equal in our house.  

Pshaw... I don't like to see girls without bras.  

They're going about things the wrong way. Women mustn't try and 
demonstrate that they are the same as men. They throw away their 
assets and influence by doing so.  

biCearly the majority of these women accept their subordinate 
position in society. They are trapped in an ideology of domesticity 
which accepts as natural and inevitable the relations of male 
domination and female subordination.  

The majority of these women are also 'domestic workers'. Many 
of them are separated not only from the means of production, but 
also from the means of exchange. They are therefore dependent 
upon the redistribution of their husbands' wage which is con
ducted in private between them. Their position thus involves 
an economic dependence.1 9 Bell and Newby suggest that such 
dependence promotes deference. They argue that 'the relationship 
between husband and wife is a deferential one in that it is 
traditionally-legitimated and hierarchical. It appears both natural 
and immutable.'20 'Deference stabilizes the hierarchical nature of 
the husband-wife relationship' which 'is embedded in a system of 
power.'21 This power is moral and physical as well as economic.  
Thus both domestic servants and their employers are in a 
dependent situation, and the employers are themselves caught up 
in a different dimension of 'the deferential dialectic'. The 
difference between paid and unpaid domestic work is reflected in 
the differing consciousness of the two types of domestic workers.  

/The paid domestic worker is dependent on her employer but does 
not accept the legitimacy of her own subordination in the social 
order, she is not a deferential worker. The unpaid domestic worker 
on the other hand, is dependent on her husband, but usually 
accepts the legitimacy of her own subordination and is a 
deferential wife.,, 

Similarly, most of these employers accept the subordinate role 
of blacks in South African society. Their attitudes towards their 
domestic servants is only comprehensible in terms of a general 
racial inferiorization. The majority, 68 percent, believed that 
blacks are generally inferior to whites in their personal qualities; 
30 percent thought they were not inferior and one said she did not 
know. Some commented,
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They haven't the same standards as us.  

Yes, they're inferior in every way.  

I only know farm natives. They are all stupid and irresponsible. In 
short, very raw.  

The standards of farm natives are so low. They don't seem to want to 
improve ... they're most unreliable and they're becoming worse. The 
old faithfuls are dying out. The younger ones have no respect for any 
one.  

You have to battle to teach them ... they slide back again after three 
days.  

It's not a fair question.., they haven't progressed far enough for us to 
compare.  

If they're away from work for two or three weeks they don't worry...  
they have no sense of responsibility.  

They are very mentally inferior. They don't think like us. . . you only 
get the odd one with a bit of intelligence.  

They need guidance all the time.  

They do such stupid things... but I suppose some are coming up quite 
nicely.  

Yes, even the educated ones are different to us.  

Yes, they're stupid and irresponsible.  

Yes, they've just come out of the trees. (laughs) I mean, they are at 
a lower stage in the evolutionary ladder.  

Blacks have a different attitude to life. They don't believe in hard work.  

They are potentially equal, but it will take two to three generations.  

A native is a funny thing ... they're lazy. They don't want to do extra 
work ... so they sometimes pretend to be stupid.  

They're different ... they love running around.
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On the whole they're stupid... raw. They've got no brains.  

No, but they need a lot of help. They don't understand about modern 
life.  

They've got a long way to go in evolutionary terms. Putting them in 
European clothes doesn't make them civilised.  

No, but we've got thousands of years of civilisation behind us which 
blacks haven't got.  

It's a stupid question. You can't compare whites and natives. We have 
centuries of education and decent home living behind us.  

They're not inferior but they're not equal to us.  

I don't look down on them. They can't help being what they are.  

No, they're not inferior but the outside world is causing trouble for us.  

Yes, I feel very sorry for them most of the time. They don't have the 
opportunities in life to better themselves.  

They're black and we're white ... you can't compare us.  

They do terrible things but I don't hate blacks.., they are also God's 
creatures.  

I treat them fairly but I have my reserves. I can't get myself to want to 
share a table or anything else with them.  

No, if only they all kept themselves clean. We can't be expected to sit 
in a bioscope (cinema) with such smelly people.  

Yes, they're irresponsible .. . they don't think of the future. Drunken
ness among the men is the main trouble. They spend R4 000 on drink 
in this location every weekend. Then the women and children don't get 
enough to eat. Many women abandon their babies. At least one a 
month is found in the rubbish bins at Kingswood College. They throw 
them away because they can't feed them.  

Although the majority of these women believe that blacks are 
inferior to whites in personal qualities, 44 percent think they are 
not treated fairly, 48 percent feel they are treated fairly, and 8 
percent said they did not know. Several expressed their disquiet at 
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discussing this topic: 

We're getting into deep water now.  

I hope I'm not going to have the Special Branch after me (nervous 
laughter) but no . . . the list of their grievances is endless.  

Others said, 

Yes, but they must work for what they get. The more they get the 
more they sit and wait for it. I don't mind seeing a well-dressed, well
educated native - one who's clean and well behaved.  

Yes, I've always treated my servants well. (The equation of blacks and 
servants in this employer's mind is obvious.) 

They're treated fairly.  

We must understand that they're different from us. They look at things 
in a different way.  

They should have more say in the running of affairs.  

The Group Areas Act is bad. My daughter couldn't take her farm girl up 
to the Transvaal with her to look after her children.  

No, they don't get equal pay for equal work.  

They lack political rights.  

No, they're not fairly taxed... proportionately they pay more than 
whites.  

Yes, take education. Few of them make it to Matric ... but you have 
to spend more on Matric than on Standard I pupils.  

Yes, their schools look inferior but it's the parents' fault. Their parents 
don't get behind them and push.  

Yes, the government does a lot for the natives.  

I don't know how they can complain.., it's all nonsense.  

I don't know.
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I've never thought they were treated too badly.  

They can't own anything ... not their houses or any land.  

I don't know anyone who treats blacks unfairly.  

No, why must they pay for school books? 

They're not given sufficient opportunity in any field.  

Yes, they're well treated... especially compared to other African 
states.  

No, what about job reservation? 

No, people treat them like animals.  

No, not always. I know I treat mine well but I have heard of people just 
walking up to a native and slapping or kicking him for no reason.  

Yes, but they're getting spoilt.., they want everything now.  

No, not always... they are pushed under and not given a fair deal in 
many ways. They live in hovels.., but until they lift themselves up we 
can't love them. There's so much disease and ugliness...  

Overall, job reservation, low wages, lack of political rights, unfair 
taxation, inferior education, lack of opportunities generally, poor 
housing, restrictions on ownership and undignified treatment, 
were cited as instances of their unfair treatment.  

A surprising number (17) had never heard of the Black 
Consciousness movement. One commented, 'You mean the Black 
Sash?' This attitude is surprising in view of fact that during the 
period in which these interviews took place almost all the leaders 
of this movement were being detained without trial in Grahams
town prison. There had been several items in the local newspapers 
about them. None of these women made a positive comment 
about the Black Consciousness movement. Some were: 

Horrible... these people are coming up too fast and expecting too 
much.  

It's a great pity.  

Inevitable, it had to come.., there must be more of it percolating than
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we realise.  

Most were reluctant to discuss the topic and were uninterested in 
it.  

When these women were asked what they felt about the 
difference in living conditions between blacks and whites generally 
in South Africa, 24 expressed no disquiet. Of these 17 specifically 
expressed no disquiet, four actually felt anxious to see black living 
conditions improving, and thus the gap between black and white 
living conditions closing, and three denied the existence of a great 
difference in living conditions. On the other hand, 26 of the 
employers expressed disquiet and many felt the difference was 
wrong or sad. A response which appeared in many different forms 
centred on the notion that 'they have different needs to us'.  

They don't think and feel like we do.  

There's a difference but it doesn't hurt them. They are used to it. They 
wouldn't know what to do with our standards... but they're 
improving all the time. They never used to wear bloomers for instance.  
A pair of bloomers was not heard of in this district.  

You can't compare natives and us.  

You can't compare town and farm natives. Farm natives wouldn't like 
to live as we do. They would hate to sit at a table to eat.  

They don't think like we do.  

Some comments blamed blacks for their poor living conditions: 

They would make pigsties of nice houses.  

Many are desperately poor here. But they could improve their own 
living standards by growing their own vegetables.  

They all need bathrooms. (Laughter.) 

Those who live in town and earn these fantastic salaries don't live any 
better. They spend it all on their backs and on liquor.  

The trouble is that today natives try to be like white people ... then 
they get into debt and are full of complaints. But it's all their own 
fault.
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They don't know how to use their money. My gardener spends all his 
wages on drink.  

The better type natives should improve their living conditions. Others 
you can't help ... they will always live in hovels.  

They should improve matters themselves. If you're not happy at home 
how can you be happy at work? 

Their over-breeding is the problem.  

Their living conditions are very bad. The trouble is they can't save.  
They spend their money as they get it.  

They spend their money badly. They buy flashy furniture and butter 
rather than margarine.  

Other comments were: 

Most of them are happy as they are.  

Those who are ready for it are moving forward.  

I feel a bit sorry for them sometimes.  

They shouldn't be held back... I would dearly like to see the 
difference in living conditions narrowed.  

It must be terrible for them to be in such a low state.  

Education in the younger ones is making them discontented ... maybe 
their education is indoctrination.  

I've recently come here from Britain and the difference is striking. It 
makes me very uncomfortable.  

It makes me feel sick with guilt.  

Sometimes I think we have too much ... especially when it rains. If 
they had better housing it would help.  

Some natives and coloureds have a better home than I have.  

Our locations are bad, but compared to the Far East, their houses are 
palatial.
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It's bad but we can do nothing.  

They've got their place and we've got ours... the difference in living 
conditions doesn't really worry me.  

There's a great difference but I can see no way of solving this problem.  

Some blacks live well ... better than us even. They have big cars and 
expensive clothing.  

I could be put in jail for saying this, but I'd like to see a more open 
society where there are fewer controls and restrictions.  

Some blacks live in expensive houses.  

Bad... they should have electricity and tapped water.  

I try to push it to the back of my mind.  

They're coming close to living like us. They're getting cheeky, they 
want to wear fancy clothes and they don't take their hats off when 
they speak to you any more.  

Only 16 percent said they felt strongly about the difference 
between black and white living conditions. One of these said she 
would 'commit suicide' if she had to change places with her 
servant. However, the majority, 68 percent, said they expect the 
difference in living conditions between blacks and whites generally 
in South Africa to change. Expectations as to when this change 
would come about varied a good deal. Only six percent thought 
change would come about in their own lifetime, eight percent 
thought it would come about in their children's lifetime, 54 
percent thought that although change was inevitable some time, it 
was impossible to predict when, and 32 percent said they did not 
know or felt confused on this issue. While most of these women, 
66 percent, expressed apprehension about the future, 34 percent 
expressed none and nine of these thought no change was likely to 
occur in the future. Some said: 

I'm worried about the future. .. servants make bad masters.  

I'm very pessimistic about the future. We've missed the opportunity to 
have peaceful change. This country could have been utopia ... violent 
change is not going to be good for black or white.
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I'm an optimist by nature... I live each day as it comes.  

I'm not afraid for the future, but my husband is. We are on the frontier 
here ... he wants me to join the Pistol Club.  

I'm scared we'll be ruled by natives.  

I'm petrified for my children. I wish the world would leave us alone...  
we're being pushed too fast.  

I'm worried about the future ... we don't know what's going to 
happen to these people.  

Many people are terrified. The cards seem to be stacked against us..  
all this military build up.  

Change is inevitable.., but I'm very apprehensive about the future if it 
involves black rule. Servants will turn on us.  

South Africa will go the same way as Rhodesia.  

The natives are getting greedy.  

Every woman with children is worried about the future. They're 
pushing down on us from the North.  

I feel confused mainly.., all through history people have had nasty 
situations to cope with and they've survived.  

I'm worried about the future for my children because of the Bantu 
problem. The Bantu are not satisfied.., they want more and more.  

I'm afraid for my sons. The government is power crazy. It will push the 
blacks into revolt.  

The present situation can't go on but I try not to think about it too 
much.  

The future will work itself out.  

Sometimes I feel desperate. I'm afraid that changes will come too late 
and that we whites won't be able to live in this country any more.  

They're dangerous now.., the trouble is they're having so many 
children.
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Sometimes I worry... in the old days there wasn't the hatred there is 
today.  

I'm apprehensive... I would hate to have to work for a black.  

We're sitting on a powder keg... the whole thing will blow up in our 
faces.  

This last comment illustrates something which struck me very 
forcibly - that these women are living with fear. The affluence 
and outward complacency of their lives contrasts very sharply 
with this deep-seated sense of strain, tension and insecurity. This 
fear could be illustrated in countless ways. Many homes I visited 
had elaborate security precautions: burglar bars, security gates, 
alarm systems and guard dogs. During the period of field work, the 
crime rate and 'the Bantu problem' were common topics of 
conversation outside academic circles. In Grahamstown people 
were warned by the Commandant of Police not to open their 
doors to people begging for bread.2 2 In Port Alfred the local 
paper advised that children should be instructed in the use of 
fire-arms.2 3 The purchase of fire-arms has soared since 1976 and 
many people talk about emigration. In psychological terms this is 
a 'siege society'. In political terms South Africa is increasingly 
becoming a 'garrison state',24 and in this atmosphere black 
servants may come to be viewed with increasing suspicion.  

Mphahlele has focused on this image of 'the menacing servants'.  
In a penetrating discussion of the white man's image of the 'non
white' in fiction, he shows that in the work of both Nadine 
Gordimer and Doris Lessing servants are viewed as subtly and 
ironically menacing. Both writers.  

in their image of the African - the servant in particular - bring out 
clearly this one fact: that the whites in Africa live in fat feudal comfort 
which the servant class affords them. And even although they do not 
pay these workers well, the whites lose heavily: their humaneness. A 
kind of moral corrosion has set in in this privileged society. And what is 
more, they are never sure, by virtue of this master-servant relationship, 
what goes on in the mind of this seeming black automaton. But it is a 
menacing automaton.25 

This notion of 'menace' is reminiscent of the relations between 
blacks and whites in this area one hundred and fifty years ago.
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Chapter 6 

Changing Patterns 

The Bible and spade for the boy; the Bible, broom and needle for the 
girl; the female must make clothes and cook, the male must bring in the 
money and food.1 

DOMESTIC SERVICE AS A REFLECTION OF CHANGING 
PATTERNS OF DOMINATION 

This chapter attempts to draw on historical material in order to 
explain social change. Domestic service has a special significance 
as Raphael Samuel has written, 

No subject in history is intrinsically 'micro' or 'macro', mainstream or 
marginal, big or small. Everything depends on the way it is studied. The 
local study may be myopic, but then it is possible to hold eternity in a 
grain of sand.2 

Viewed over the last two hundred years of South African history 
domestic service is a kaleidoscopic institution. It has involved 
slaves, San, Khoikoi, 'coloureds', Indians, Europeans and African 
men as well as women. 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, female institution. It is suggested that 
domestic service involved a level of exploitation; that because of 
the low wages, and poor working conditions it involved, whites 
escaped from it as blacks were increasingly coerced into it.  

Evidence to support this argument is presented in three main 
sections:
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(1) The period of initial contact between Dutch settlers and the 
indigenous population in the Eastern Cape 1770 - 1820.  

(2) The Period of Transition in which domestic service included 
a significant number of Europeans, Khoikoi and slaves.  

(3) The initial incorporation of African women into the colonial 
economy, through the institution of domestic service. The main 
factors propelling them into domestic work were direct coercion, 
economic and extra-economic compulsion. By 1890 domestic 
service had been transformed into a predominantly black, female 
institution. It is suggested that a pattern of ultra-exploitation 
marks these early relationships, that has continued until the 
present.  

THE PERIOD OF INITIAL CONTACT: 1770 - 1820 

Within South Africa the 'Zuurveld' or 'Sour Grass Plains', as it was 
called, is essentially colonial country.3 Xhosa people had lived and 
farmed there for at least one hundred years before regular rela
tions with white settlers began in the eighteenth century. By 1778 
there was common occupation of the Zuurveld, involving both co
operation in trading and employment, and periodic conflict 
between the Dutch settlers and the Xhosa.  

Dutch farmers with Xhosa servants are reported as early as 
1777. Xhosa women were employed as domestic and agicultural servants,4 usually serving for a year at a time, but frequently 

remaining longer and, after a home visit, returning to the same 
employer. They 'were generally paid for their services in beads, 
brass-ware and brass plates, and sometimes in articles of 
clothing.'5  Mrs Gardner reported that Xhosa servants were 
'generally trustworthy and faithful to their employers', especially 
'the women (who) were disposed to work very hard from being 
accustomed to it.'6 Similarly, Mrs Maretz maintained that the 
women were very laborious', and overall the Dutch farmers 
'derived great advantage from their service.'7 The Dutch appeared 
'such rich people' that the Xhosa were glad to work for them.8 

Peires suggests that in this eighteenth century pattern, 'we see 
the beginnings of a permanent class of wage labourers.'9 It is signi
ficant that women as domestic and agricultural workers were part 
of this class from the earliest times. It is also clear that these 
labourers were not always employed on terms of fair exchange.  
The Xhosa 

at first gave their cattle and labour without knowing its value; but a 
little experience having opened their eyes on these points, altercations
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between them and the farmers were a necessary consequence.10 

Similarly Maynier asserted that the wars between the Dutch 
settlers and the Xhosa were caused by 'the improper treatment' of 
the Xhosa when in Boer employment."I Successive governments, 
therefore, tried to prohibit the employment of Xhosa, but this had 
little effect until 1812 when all Xhosa were cleared from the 
Zuurveld.  

There is evidence that these labour relations sometimes involved 
duress, including the kidnapping of Xhosa children.1 2 At the May 
1803 meeting between the Governor, General Janssens and the 
Xhosa chiefs, the latter asked that 'all Caffre children which have 
fallen into the hands of the colonists shall be given up. 1 3 This 
suggests that the capture of Xhosa children had 'already become 
common practice.' l 4 Peires quotes the case of a boy, a member of 
Ndlambe's tribe, who 'at an early age.., was captured by Dutch 
farmers during one of the numerous incursions they were at that 
time making among the tribes with the object of recovering stolen 
cattle." 5 There is- no reason to suppose that only Xhosa boys 
were aducted in this way. From the north there is the case of 

Mrs Rachel Malele who died at the age of 112 years ... a daughter of 
Chief Malebogo, whose country is 70 miles north of Pietersburg. She 
was taken a slave during a war between her people and the Dutch.16 

Maynier, appointed Landdrost of Graaff Reinet in 1792, had been 
ordered to encourage the taking of Xhosa prisoner wno were to 
be either distributed among the Boers as servants or to be sent to 
the slave lodge in Cape Town.' He told the Commissioners of 
Enquiry that 'a considerable number of prisoners, men, women 
and children had been taken by the (1793) commando.' But as he 
feared the Boer women would receive similar treatment from the 
Xhosas, he set them free, to the Boers' displeasure.1 7 

In addition it is clear that the employment of San women and 
men involved various levels of coercion. San women and children 
were captured by both Xhosa and Dutch farmers who wanted 
servants.'8 San adults sometimes 'apprenticed' their children to 
Dutch farmers when they were 'in a famished state'.' 9 At any rate 
the services of San were 'readily procurable in return for food and 
an occasional blanket.'20 

Similarly, the Khoikoi were caught in the middle between the 
Xhosa and the colonists. They had 'much to suffer from the 
Caffres', therefore they were eager to hire themselves to the 
colonists as their 'herdsmen and house servants' 21 However, 
Stuurman later told the Governor of the 'gross ill-treatment which
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he and his people had suffered from the Dutch colonists.'2 2 

The majority of servants, both agricultural and domestic, 
employed by the Dutch stock farmers were Khoikoi. By 1809 
most of the Khoikoi were in the colonists' service, having lost 
access to the land they had enjoyed as nomads.2 3 According to 
one source, on average thirteen Khoikoi were employed in each 
household.24 

The children of the family were handed over at a tender age to the care 

of the female domestics. These dependants both male and female, 

though not slaves, could hardly be described as free agents. Their wages 
were paid, not in money, but in kind - they were fed, they were given 

cast-off clothing or received payment in livestock for the year's service.  
They were almost completely at the mercy of the farmer for whom 
they worked, since if he withheld their wages they had no means of 
enforcing payment, if they were ill-treated they had no means of 
securing redress, if they left his service, they were treated as run
aways.

2 5 

Their wages were meagre: 'An ox, or a couple of cows, or a dozen 
sheep worth 40 or 50 shillings, are the usual wages of a whole 
year. 2 6 

Several contemporary sources assert that the Khoikoi servants 
were more dependent and pitiable than slaves 'for whose support 
even when old, crippled, and incapable of service, their masters 
were obliged to provide.'2 7 They were a 'tied' labour force with
out any of the protection that the obligations of ownership 
provided.2 8 

While some Khoikoi servants may have been well treated by 
their Dutch employers, there is clear evidence that there were 
'flagrant abuses'.2 9 Barrow writes of the 'barbarous treatment of 
the boors towards the Hottentots in their service', and describes a 
Khoikoi woman found badly beaten near Algoa Bay.30 At least 
eight of the Europeans charged during the 'Black Circuit' were 
convicted of crimes of violence against servants, several of them 
Khoikoi. 3 1 In one case, 

ten witnesses gave evidence that a Hottentot servant girl, aged fourteen 
and a half, had been stripped, laid on the kitchen floor, held there and 
whipped until the blood ran. Her offence was taking a bowl of victuals 
before it was given to her.3 2 

Clearly, the employment of Khoikoi, San and slaves was wide
spread among the Dutch colonists and they did much of the 
household work. According to Barrow, Boer women led a life of
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'the most listless inactivity'. 33 This fits the description given by 
Montgomery of the Boer and his wife 'seated comfortably with a 
young slave girl fanning them with ostrich feathers.'34 Or 
Teenstra's comment that 

the farmer's beautifully dressed daughters attended to nothing, even 
having their children suckled by the female slaves.3 5 

This picture could not have been entirely accurate for the Dutch 
households in the Eastern frontier districts, where they lived in 
difficult and dangerous conditions. The Zuurveld was disputed 
territory. Dutch stock farmers living there had cattle stolen and 
servants murdered. The Governor informed the Colonial Secretary 
in 1817 that, of the 105 Boer families who had settled in the 
Zuurveld during the last 18 months, 90 were forced to forsake 
their land on account of Xhosa depredations.36 

Thus, the 1820 settlers were brought into a critical situation.  
By the time they arrived two crucial themes had already been 
established in South African history: economic relations involving 
co-operation, labour exploitation, coercion and conflict, between 
the colonists and the indigenous peoples; and successive govern
ment attempts to prohibit those relations, which finally involved 
the indigenous people being dispossessed of their land. This was 
the context to which the 1820 settlers came.  

THE PERIOD OF TRANSITION 1820 - 1890 

Emigration from Britain to the Cape 

The 1820 settlers were the colonial solution to the frontier 
problem. They were pawns in the colonial design; duped pawns in 
that they were ignorant of the defensive role that the Colonial 
Office intended them to play in securing the Eastern Frontier.3 7 

However, emigration was both a political and a personal solution 
to the poverty, unemployment and distress in Britain at the time.  

The five thousand settlers who came out in 1820 were mostly 
drawn from the lower classes of British society. A small number 
was drawn from the upper middle classes. There were ten parties 
in which the capital for the government deposits was put up by 
the head of the party, who then bound his labourers to his service 
by acts of indenture. The majority of the parties, however, were 
'independent' which meant that each settler paid his own deposit 
and that of his wife and family.38 Some settlers brought their own
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domestic servants out with them and for the next 50 years 
domestic service included a significant number of Europeans. 9 

It was during the 1840s that the emigration of domestic 
workers from Britain was most popular. The shortage of labour, 
and assisted immigration schemes to the Cape resulted in an influx 
of 14 000 immigrants,40 many of whom were domestic ser
vants.4 1 For example, the first immigrant ship included four male 
and 13 female domestic servants, this being the second largest 
occupational category after agricultural labourers.4 2  The 
immigrant ship 'Eclipse' included 42 single women, all of whom 
gave domestic servant as their occupation.4 3 The 'Tory' included 
24 single women, 15 of whom were domestic servants, and so 
on.4 4 

In the Cape there was a large demand for European domestic as 
well as agricultural labour. The regulations for the selection of 
emigrants stated: 

The emigrants to the Cape must be chiefly agricultural labourers, 
shepherds, herdsmen and female domestic and farm servants.4 5 

As it turned out, for many, emigration was the first stage of a 
route of escape from domestic service. It is important to 
appreciate why this was so.  

All the British immigrants to South Africa in the nineteenth 
century were accustomed to a society which was hierarchically 
organised along class lines in which domestic service was a familiar 
social institution.4 6 Throughout the nineteenth century domestic 
service constituted the largest single source of employment for 
British women.4 7 Yet it is a largely unknown occupation. No 
Royal Commission investigated it; no trade union activity 
publicised it. Clapham wondered why 

A government which inquired repeatedly and in detail into the labour 
of women and girls in factories and mines, and agricultural gangs and 
workshops; into the conditions of handloom-weavers, nailers and 
framework knitters, and of the navvies ... did not collect any facts 
about the servant girls. The chief reason no doubt, was that the very 
idea of making such a tiresome and almost indecently intrusive inquiry 
never crossed the governing mind. Inquiry up the backstairs or into the 
maid's attic! Not the most prurient outside reformer had even suggested 
it.4 8 

Kitteringham suggests that inquiry into this area of female 
employment 'would have been viewed as an attack and 
questioning of the accepted and expected pattern of social and
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sexual differences (inequalities) that were inherent to that society 
and time, and. upon which the entire social order was based.'4 9 

Nevertheless, it is possible to sketch certain characteristics of 
domestic service as a social institution in nineteenth-century 
Britain which are relevant.  

Domestic Service In Britain 

Women had not always dominated domestic service in Britain. The 
main change in the pattern that developed in the eighteenth 
century and persisted throughout the nineteenth was a changing 
sex ratio.50 Generally servants were status symbols, but by the 
nineteenth-century the employment of male domestic servants 
had become a badge of higher social status. 51 

Throughout the nineteenth century, to go 'into service' was, 
outside the great industrial areas, the natural destiny of the 
working class girl, 5 2 who was constrained by lack of education, 
lack of alternative occupational opportunities and by the class
based definitions of feminity that were current at the time.  
Domestic service was regarded as the ideal occupation because 
servants 

do not follow an obligatorily independent and therefore, for their sex, 
an unnatural career - on the contrary, they are attached to others and 
are connected with other existences which they embellish, facilitate and 
service. In a word they fulfil both essentials of women's being: they are 
supported by and they administer to men. 5 3 (Emphasis mine.) 

There were obvious inconsistencies in nineteenth-century 
definitions of femininity. Middle class women were characterised 
by qualities of delicacy, refinement and helplessness. But heavy 
physical work in a domestic setting was not thought degrading to 
working class girls in the way that agricultural work was.5 4 Far 
from it, it taught her to be feminine, a modest, respectable girl.5 s 

Given these different factors propelling working class girls into 
domestic service, generalisations about the occupation must be 
tentative. Conditions varied enormously in different areas and 
situations. In a formal sense, a clear hierarchy existed: house
keeper, followed by lady's maid or chambermaid, head nurse, 
cook, housemaid, nursemaid, laundry maid, kitchen maid and 
scullery maid. Wages, working conditions and prestige differed 
according to a servant s position in the hierarchy. In large house
holds, employing up to 20 domestic servants, roles were highly 
structured and authoritarian. In small households many roles had
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to be combined.56 

Overall, domestic wages were extremely low. In the mid-century 
most domestic servants seem to have earned between four pounds 
and eight pounds a year.5 7 While wages were low, even in contrast 
to factory work, the domestic servant received board and lodging.  
Of course, the quality was whatever her mistress thought 
appropriate, and often such lodgings were not very comfortable, 
being airless, cramped and sparsely furnished. As in other 
occupations women were paid less than men.5 8 

The hours of work were long and often irregular. It appears that 
15 to 18 hours a day, six and a half days a week was not unusual.  
The work was often monotonous drudgery, with very little aid 
from machinery until late in the century. In addition to the 
drudgery and isolation, the strict regulation of domestic workers 
was also resented. There was a degree of control which involved a 
minute regulation of duties, extending into 'free time' and often 
involving a lack of privacy and independence. This is illustrated by 
the case of Maggie, Arnold Bennett's character in The Old Wive s 
Tale, who was a domestic servant at Baines's: 

Maggie had been at the shop since before the creation of Constance and 
Sophia. She lived seventeen hours of each day in an underground 
kitchen and larder, and the other seven in an attic, never going out 
except to chapel on Sunday evenings, and once a month on Thursday 
afternoons. 'Followers' were most strictly forbidden to her; but on rare 
occasions an aunt from Longshaw was permitted as a tremendous 
favour to see her in the subterranean den. Everybody, including herself, 
considered that she had a good 'place' and was well treated.5 9 

Burnett points out that 

by the early nineteenth century 'servant' had generally come to mean 
domestic servant, and had sunk in connotation as being associated with 
lack of independence, subservience and servility; if not quite the status 
of slavery, it was not far removed from it.60 

Throughout the century domestic service was increasingly con
sidered a low-status occupation fit only for 'country bump kins'.  

Servants were predominantly recruited from rural areas. Branca, 
therefore, describes domestic service as 'a route to modernisation 
in nineteenth-century Britain'. It was an occupational role that 
allowed for movement into an urban setting, a different class 
context, and at least the possibility of social mobility.6 1 Of 
course, servants' predominantly rural backgrounds generated 
difficulties with urban middle-class employers. Tension arose on
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both sides as the servant was confronted with unfamiliar routines 
and domestic arrangements. Overall, domestic servants were an 
extremely insecure group of workers. They were 'frequently 
dismissed without either notice or a reference', and there was a 
high labour turnover.6 2 

The crucial component in nineteenth-century domestic relations 
was the employer's assumption of superiority. The subordinate 
status of the servant was unquestioned and it was a matter of 
continuing concern to the employing classes to inculcate the 
correct attitudes of obedience and subservience. In speaking to her 
'betters' the servant was exhorted to keep her voice low and 
respectful, and never to reply without saying 'Sir' or 'Madam' or 
'Master'.6 3 The social distance between employer and worker was 
expressed in numerous strictures defining appropriate behaviour 
and underlined 

by the physical layout of many houses with the backstairs uncarpeted 
and unlit, giving the servants access to the tiny attic bedrooms in which 
they slept, and the basement in which they spent most of their working 
hours.

6 4 

Under the influence of these strictures the recognition of a 
common humanity was difficult. In fact 

it was all too easy for servants to be regarded as members of a separate 
race of people, whose only contact with their superiors was through 
their daily chores.6 5 

Within this structure of inequality the nature of the relationship 
between employer and domestic worker varied from kindly 
paternalism66 to extreme brutality.6 7 Both sets of attitudes and 
treatment involved a denial of human dignity. The most typical 
viewpoint was that servants were like children and should be 
treated with kindness and firmness.68 The child-ike qualities most 
commonly attributed to them were irresponsibility, secretiveness, 
an inability to work without close supervision, and frivolity. In 
addition, they were generally perceived to be lazy and dishonest 
(at least inclined to petty theft) often stupid, lacking in initiative, 
ungrateful and indubitably inferior.  

These class-based attitudes were transposed to the South 
African scene and quickly incorporated into a racist ideology 
which then operated to legitimise a system of domination.  

Much of this brief ou ine of the nature of domestic service as 
an institution in nineteenth-century Britain could apply with equal 
truth to domestic service in contemporary South Africa. At this
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stage in the argument, however, it is important to appreciate two 
points. Firstly, how domestic service shaped European attitudes in 
South Africa. All the British settlers who came to South Africa 
brought with them experiences and attitudes, either as an 
employer of domestic labour, or an employee, perhaps best 
described as 'typifications' in the Schutzian sense.6 9 In a colonial 
setting these class-based typifications soon assumed a racial form 
in which the employer's sense of superiority and power over his 
workers was amplified. And secondly, this outline of the nature of 
domestic service in nineteenth-century Britain indicates some of 
the reasons why emigration to the Cape, as well as to Australia, 
Canada and the USA, was so common among domestic servants.70 

The primary 'push' factor was their negative work experiences 
combined with a lack of alternative occupational opportunities.  
The primary 'pull' factor was the shortage of labour in the 
colonies. The result was that at least during the period 1820 
1890 domestic service in South Africa included a significant 
number of Europeans.  

European Domestic Servants 1820 - 1890 

A number of European settlers who came to South Africa in 1820 
and later brought European domestic servants out with them. For 
example, John Stubbs brought out a servant girl of 18, Betsy 
whom they called 'Black Bet, as she had dark rings round her 
eyes'; Major George Pigot brought at least one domestic servant, 
Lucy Pankhurst; Thomas Philipps brought several. When George 
Impey came out in 1843 he brought two English domestic servants 
with him. Sophy Gray arrived in 1848 with her personal maid and 
general factotum', Elizabeth (Bessy) Simpson, as did Harriet Ward 
with her maid in 1843.  

A number of settlers later became domestic servants. For 
example, Susan Jarman was employed by Thomas Shone. Shone's 
daughter Ann, 'one of my best hands', went to 'Xhosaland' in 
1839 as a domestic servant in Rev. Ayliff's household. But the 
largest number of European domestic servants came to South 
Africa as independent immigrants in that capacity. They were 
attracted by the comparatively high rate of wages that prevailed 
throughout the Cape between 1820 and 1860.  

Until 1834 in the Western Cape most domestic servants were 
slaves. After emancipation, they were largely replaced, in wealthy 
homes, by Europeans. Sir James Alexander who visited the Cape 
in the year following the slave emancipation, found that domestic 
servants in affluent families were mostly white and were paid
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about four pounds a year.  

In 1850 white domestic servants (in Cape Town) were paid anything 
from 11 pounds to three pounds a year. Sir John Hall thought them 
'extravagantly dear and very bad.' Ten years later European housemaids 
were receiving 35s a month which compared favourably with a London 
wage of from six pounds and eleven shillings to ten pounds per annum, 
though the London maid would have her allowance of tea, sugar and 
perhaps beer. In the middle decades of the century, perhaps because so 
many domestic servants were among the assisted immigrants, wages 
tended to fall. In January 1861 the wages of white servants were said to 
be 25 shillings to 30 shillings a month for female cooks and housemaids 
and 40 shillings to 50 shillings for male cooks.7 1 

Throughout the Cape there was a strong demand for domestic 
servants. In September 1825 a large number of settlers engaged 
themselves to employ a number of 'female servants at six pounds a 
year, with rations.' This is considerably less than was specified for 
mechanics, at 18 pounds and five shillings, labourers at 11 pounds 
and five shillings, and boys of 16 - 18 years at seven pounds and 
ten shillings, all with rations.7 2 Advertisements in the Graham's 
Town Journal for European domestic servants were common. In 
1826 the printer Bridekerk announced the opening at 31 The 
Hereen gracht, of a domestic servants' register office in Cape 
Town.F3 Hattersley suggests that 'in the towns few European 
families, even those without pretensions to gentility, were without 
at least one domestic servant.'7 4 In the forties, the shortage of 
European labour was especially acute. Chase urged European 
emigration to the Cape on a large scale. The whole Colony in his 
estimation required 5 000 labourers. Agicultural labourers should 
form the majority, but 'among the female immigrants, a small 
number of governesses, well qualified, neither extravagant in their 
demands, nor with too high-flown notions of their own im
portance, and a large proportion of dairy and house servants 
would be highly acceptable. '7 5 

Chase implies that only females were suitable house servants but 
domestic service had not yet become an entirely female 
institution. An advertisement in the Graham's Town Journal 
states: 

Wanted, a servant as House Boy, preference will be given to a member 
of the Temperance Society.7 6 

Another advertisement offered 'liberal wages' to a European man 
or woman as house servant.7 7 However, women servants were
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clearly cheaper.  
According to Chase, the following rates of wages were payable 

to domestic servants in the Eastern Cape in 1843: males 20 
pounds to 27 pounds p.a., females nine pounds to 12 or 15 
pounds p.a. Again it is significant that men were to be paid twice 
as much as women for the same work. 7 8 Similarly, the Emigration 
Commissioners give the following rates of pay for domestic 
workers: 7 9 

Table 26.  
Rates of pay for Domestic Workers (1850) (Europeans) 

District Males Females 
(monthly) (monthly) 

Swellendam 12 - 20s 7s 6d - 12s 
Beaufort 6s lid 3s 8d 
Graham's Town 25-45s 18- 30s 

-Graaff Reinet 10s 9s 
Colesberg 18s 7s 6d 

These figures indicate variations, but in all districts female 
domestic servants were paid considerably less than men, and in 
one case (Colesberg) less than half as much. The wages specified 
for farm workers are in most cases higher.  

In the Eastern Cape, advertisements for European domestic 
servants continued to appear until at least 1871. In that year the 
following notice appeared: 

Wanted. A servant girl, for general household work. Age, from 14 to 16, 
not coloured. Good character.8 0 

But they appear with diminishing frequency, and from the 1830s 
they seem largely (though not exclusively) directed towards child 
care: 

WANTED a respectable young Female to take charge of two children 
and otherwise make herself useful; 

wetnurse: one without a child would be preferred; 

two English females - one as House servant, the other as Nursery Maid;
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A European servant as Housemaid and to assist in the Nursery. She 
must be well recommended for steadiness and sobriety. Liberal wages 
given; 

steady middle-aged, respectable Female to take charge of three 
children; 

and so on.  
This indication of 'specialisation' in domestic roles, together 

with the diminishing frequency of advertisements for domestic 
servants generally after 1840, indicates the changing racial 
composition of the institution. In 1845 the advertisement appears: 

Cook wanted. A steady person, European or Coloured, as plain cook.8 1 

For the next forty years or so, domestic service may be viewed as 
being in a stage of transition during which it was transformed from 
a predominantly European to a predominantly black institution.  
The crucial factors behind this transition were an increasing 
demand for domestic labour and a decrease in the supply of 
Europeans willing to work as domestic servants.  

During this transitional period many households seem to have 
had a 'mixed' domestic establishment. In some cases this worked 
fairly well. For example Thomas Duthie writes: 

The most expensive person in our present establishment is our Cook, to 
whom we pay 15s a month. He is a West Indian... a good cook and 
very handy at everything... I have a Herdsman and a Hottentot boy, 
who each receive 4/6 a month. . . My two English boys and the Girl, 
we still have, they have yet 4 years to serve, and are doing very well ...  
a Hottentot woman washes and her little daughter assists in the house, 
that is all we have and all we want with the exception of an older 
person with the children.8 2 

In other households this heterogeneity of domestic servants 
generated particular problems. For example, in Sophy Gray's 
ousehold they gradually 'acquired "blackies" as servants', but 

'the North country servants were at a loss to deal with them. '83 
The Grays' cottage in Wynberg around 1850 contained two 
English servants and two 'coloured' youths. 'The less formal 
environment of a colony' soon left its mark on the demeanour of 
the two English servants, who are no longer at the bottom of the 
social hierarchy. Lucy complained that Edith, one of their English 
servants, 'has sadly lost her modesty and respectful manners.'8 4 

Once the Grays set up home in Cradock, 'Fingoes ... came one
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after another to offer their services.' Lucy describes them as a 
'light-hearted, merry sort of people', but 'their odour is shocking.' 
An engagement of one as domestic servant was unsuccessful. Edith 
'begs to have none of them Black people. We are glad to do a little 
ourselves to be without them, for they do very little.'8 5 

This preference was not shared universally. In 1845 George 
Impey's household in Salem contained the two English domestic 
servants they had brought out in 1843, 'an African English girl, 
(sic) one native woman and three native men.'86 The following 
year, however, Ann Impey wrote to her aunt: 

The two servants we brought out with us are still with us but Mother is 
exceedingly anxious to procure a place for one of them or to send her 
back to England under proper care for she has been nothing but a 
source of trouble and uneasiness ever since she came to us ... In 
addition to them we have two native men and two native women and 
Mother finds them very good and industrious servants. Generally 
speaking indeed we are often surprised to see how quickly the native 
people learn the method of doing anything and how well they 
remember what they are taught.8 7 

A year later a very different view was expressed by George Impey, 
whose establishment at the time consisted of the family of seven, 
43 pupils, one white servant and seven native servants.  

One of our greatest difficulties arises from a want of suitable servants.  
Good English servants are not to be had but at very exorbitant rate of 
wages and then they soon get married and settled. . . . The Native girls 
are very stupid, generally very idle and so fond of rambling and 
changing that they seldom stay in any place many months together. In 
our establishment when so much depends upon order and regularity 
this is a great evil. No sooner does a girl become a little acquainted with 
her duty and accustomed to our ways than she leaves and another has 
to be taught the same lessons. They are only hired from month to 
month.8

8 

Gradually the expense of European domestic servants and their 
increasing scarcity necessitated a change of attitude. Writing in the 
Cape Montbly Magazine in 1861 S.G.B. reports that 

a good many ladies rail against their servants, and here, as in England, 
mistresses get much trouble out of their 'followers'; but after all, they 
are a great deal better suited than they will admit. The native servants 
at all events don't drink; they are extremely civil and are very much 
attached to their young charges ... their chief fault seems to be for-
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getfulness of order; and they are very fond of holidays.8 9 

The treatment of European domestic servants varied enormously.  
In some households they were highly prized. For example, 
Thomas Duthie described MacKenzie whom they brought back 
with them to the Cape in 1833, as 'a most invaluable creature...  
about 40 years of age, and a most respectable person ... a perfect 
treasure.'9 0 In others they were adopted and brought up as one 
of the family'. Philipps maintained that due to the labour shortage 
it was 'a very common practice' for Dutch farmers to adopt 
motherless English children who 

are immediately divided, in many cases humanity is not always the 
leading principle, the great want of labouring population is the 
inducement, satisfied that although the child is young, yet food is 
cheap and in time they will be repaid by the assistance they will receive.  
The children so taken are brought up as their own and not the smallest 
difference made.9 1 

In some households there was the intimacy of shared leisure time 
activities. For example, Lucy Gray in describing their daily routine 
in Cradock in the 1850s writes how 'after tea (about 7 p.m.) we 
sat at work or writing and have just begun to bring Edith into the 
room and read Pierre and bis Family (a romantic Victorian best 
seller).'9 2 

In other households there might have been an intimacy of 
another kind. For example, Thomas Shone, while a widower, 
living near Clumber, employed a young white domestic servant, 
Susan Jarman with whom he very likely had sexual relations, or so 
one speculates since he was frequently troubled with 'evil 
thoughts' and feelings of 'sin' while she was in his employment.9 3 

These feelings were often experienced on Sundays when the rest 
of the family were at church. For instance, one Sunday in 
December 1838 the children went to chapel, and Shone sent his 
daughters Sarah and Ann off to borrow a horse. 'I staid at home 
all the day and I find that I have wilfully sinned again against my 
God.'9 4 Certainly the sexual exploitation of domestic servants was 
common in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain.95 Many 
domestic servants were in a very precarious position when it came 
to resisting the 'master' because a character reference was often 
indispensable to getting another job. However, there is no way of 
establishing the level of coercion in this particular relationship.  
There does not seem to have been the usual social distance 
between Shone and Susan Jarman: both were British settlers who 
came out in the 1820s, and Shone's own daughter Ann became a
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domestic servant in the Rev. Ayliff's household.9 6 Susan Jarman 
seems to have had a variety of duties, including washing, helping 
Shone's daughter Sarah with the housekeeping and care of the 
children, shopping and accompanying Shone to Bathurst 'to carry 
the things he might purchase. In addition, she helped a good deal 
with such agricultural work as cutting barley, planting potatoes, 
weeding the Indian corn and cleaning the cowshed.9 7 She was in 
Shone's employ at least during 1838 and 1839 though he makes 
obscure references to her going 'begging' during this time. She left 
in April 1839 but seems to have been temporarily induced back by 
Shone buying her a new gown in Grahamstown. After her, Shone 
seems to have employed black female labour for domestic tasks.9 8 

Most of the complaints about European domestic servants were 
of a traditional kind. For example, Sophia Pigot's diary has entries 
such as 'Lucy (Paiikhurst) very saucy, putting the silver teapot in 
the hot oven,' or 'Lucy very impertinent'.9 9 In cases of dis
obedience discipline was sometimes harsh. A Port Elizabeth 
magistrate sent a European servant girl to prison in 1863 for eight 
days for refusing to obey the orders of her mistress. 100 However, 
it was rare for cases of domestic disputes involving female 
domestic servants to appear in court, and it was even rarer for 
cases of ill-treatment of domestic servants to surface and be 
processed through the courts.  

Most domestic crime had a masked or hidden quality for 
obvious reasons. One case is especially alarming in the duration 
and brutality of the treatment to which a European domestic 
servant was subject. The case involved Harriet Polack, a thirteen
year-old English domestic servant brought to South Africa by 
Lieutenant Peshall in 1838. She was subjected to a two-year 
course of harsh treatment by her employer and his wife. When 
they appeared in the Circuit Court, Grahamstown, in March 1840 
on a charge of assault, Harriet Polack's evidence (most of it 
substantiated by witnesses) revealed that she had been severely 
beaten on numerous occasions. On one occasion for taking some 
bread she got 20 blows with a sjambok; on another she was beaten 
for allegedly stealing some sugar. After ten blows she felt 
compelled to admit to having stolen it. On another occasion she 
was beaten and handcuffed for taking a little butter. She spent 
almost the entire day handcuffed; the handcuffs were only 
removed for her to wash and dress her employer's children, and 
were then replaced. On another occasion she was handcuffed and 
put in the guard house all night for taking some salt; on another 
for mislaying the child's shoes and stockings. 'The floggings I 
received caused black and blue marks and sometimes produced 
blood from various places.' On another occasion she was put in
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handcuffs and, thus manacled, sent out to walk with her 
employer's children. On a charge of having stolen half a pound of 
salt she was sent off on foot, bareheaded and manacled, on a 
journey of 25 miles to Grahamstown.10 1 

If nothing else, this case certainly belies Calderwood's 
suggestion that ill-treatment of servants was non-existent in the 
Cape: 

masters in the colony, independent of any law to prevent them, cannot 
oppress their servants. Labour is far too scarce to admit of the 
oppression of servants of any class, whether English, Caffre or 
Hottentot. If there be oppression at all there, the employers suffer it, 
while the servants are to a great extent the masters. Masters and 
mistresses must mind their manners, else servants very soon leave them, 
and let them help themselves.10 2 

Calderwood's statement does, though, highlight the great demand 
for domestic labour. While many European domestic servants were 
indentured to their employers - for example, Philipps and Duthie 
both brought indentured European domestic servants out to the 
Cape - female domestic servants, not tied to their employers in 
this way, seem often to have left their jobs after a few months.  
Frequently this was in order to marry. 10 3 The 'ambition' to make 
a 'good' marriage may have been a motive of some importance in 
European female emigration.  

From the old world, where seduction ruled and all 'followers' were 
banned, these young girls entered a very different world, where they 
were besieged by offers of marriage.10 4 

Chase warned that 

the worst effect of these importations as far as the employer is 
concerned, is that they too soon exchange 'single blessedness' for the 
uncertain charms of married life. 10 5 

John Stubbs's servant, Betsy, married the butcher, Dan Wood, 
before the Stubbs family had left Algoa Bay for their location and 
'turned out an honest woman'.10 6 In September 1820, four 
months after they had landed at the Cape, the Pigot's servant, 
Lucy Pankhurst, asked leave to be married. In December her 
daughter Ann was born. Frequently domestic servants seem to 
have married fellow employees. Philipps writes in August 1822 
that one of his men, Matthews, 'married one of our maid servants 
and is gone to live near Cape Town at about 36 pounds a year and
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board.'0 7 Duthie's treasured servant, MacKenzie, married his 
batman, Soutter, whom he had impressed with 'the necessity of 
choosing a wife that will be useful in the settlement at 
Belvedere.'10 8 Mrs Smith in a letter home from Woodford near 
Sidbury in October 1841 reports that her nursemaid, 'a young 
Dutch girl', is 'leaving to be married to one of the men' her 
husband brought out from England with him.a 09 

As European domestic servants moved out into other 
occupational roles, their places were taken by members of the 
indigenous population. Slowly the institution of domestic service 
was transformed, in both its racial and its sexual character. The 
shortage of domestic labour provided the main impetus for the 
transformation of domestic service into a predominantly black, 
female occupation. This process of transformation may be 
illustrated by a case history - that of the Philipps household, who 
farmed first at Lampeter, near Bathurst, and then at Glendower 
near what was then Port Francis (now Port Alfred).  

Philipps brought several European maid servants out from 
Britain with him. They soon moved away. One, Mary, only three 
days after they arrived at their location, 'quarrelled with one of 
the men and walked off, she was so worthless that I did not stop 
her. I learnt afterwards she had absolutely hired herself whilst we 
were at Graham's Town.' For a time they employed an 1820 
settler couple but this arrangement did not last long: 

The man and his wife (a nice steady couple) have resolved on leaving us 
and returning home to their location where they now think they shall 
be able to do well. They will be a very great loss, and I am trying to get 
a female servant to take her place which is a most difficult thing, almost 
all who come out are married, and the young girls are wanted at home 
to assist their parents. All our enquiries have been fruitless. If we can 
succeed in getting one girl as upper servant, we shall have Hottentots 
under her, there are some very active and very clean and much cheaper 
than the English who are so scarce and so sought after that they hold 
their heads very high and think themselves of great consequence.1 1 0 

(Emphasis mine.) 

They must have had some success, for in October 1823 Philipps 
writes from Lampeter that one of their domestic servants 

is a girl of seventeen years of age, the daughter of a respectable trades
man who came out in the same ship with us.I 11 

Increasingly the Philipps' domestic servants are drawn from the 
indigenous population, both cheaper and more readily procurable
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than European servants. By 1825 Mrs Philipps writes, 

Our servants consist chiefly of Hottentots. The latter all live in a straw 
hut erected by themselves, at a little distance but concealed from the 
house. For one family consisting of father, mother and three girls we 
pay 10 rix dollars a month and feed them, they only require meat and 
milk and now and then a pumpkin or a little rice.1 1 2 

These Khoikoi servants were soon to be replaced by Africans, 
specifically by Bechuanas who were brought into the area by the 
government and distributed among the settlers in the district as 
servants.  

Accordingly a great many were sent into Graham's Town and all who 
wanted servants and had not slaves were allowed to have a family, 
taking care not to divide them from each other, for fear of making 
them discontented or unhappy. They seem so much attached and are a 
most interesting people, mild in their manners and naturally good 
humoured and happy dispositions.1 1 3 

The Philippses had a Bechuana family consisting of a father, his 
two wives and two daughters and an old woman whom they had 
taken under their protection.  

They can scarce speak a word of Dutch or English but we make them 
understand by signs, and they are so quick and so desirous of doing 
everything we wish, that they really do very well already, and I am sure 
will make valuable servants... After a few months they are to be 
bound to us for five or seven years.1 1 4 

For at least some time in 1826 the Philipps family seem to have 
employed both Khoikoi and Bechuana servants, although the 
latter were considered 'very different and very superior' In 
October of that year Mrs Philipps wrote 'if we could have some 
good English servants with them we should be comfortable 
indeed."' 15 

Mrs Philipps thus illustrates a hierarchy of racial attitudes in 
which the English, followed by the Bechuana, followed by the 
Khoikoi make the best servants. Her household illustrates the 
process whereby domestic service was slowly transformed in its 
racial character. By the end of the century domestic service was an 
institution wherein black women predominated.
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Khoikoi and Slave Domestic Workers 

To hire, an African Slave girl, who can make herself generally useful in 

a family. Apply at the office of this paper. 1 16 

In accounting for the large component of Europeans during the 
transitional period (1820 - 1890) it was suggested above that the 
primary 'push' factor in the emigration of domestic servants from 
Britain in the nineteenth century was largely their negative work 
experiences and lack of alternative occupational opportunities.  
The primary 'pull' factor was the shortage of labour in the 
colonies. The shortage of both agicultural and domestic labour 
was one of the more serious problems of the Cape Colony in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. It is indicated by a wide 
variety of comments in private and offical documents. In the 
Eastern Cape this shortage was experienced most intensely during 
the 1820s and 1840s.  

Soon after his arrival at Glen-Lynden, Pringle records that his 
party 'feel severely the want of female servants." 1 7 The general 
result was that 'in the first four or five years of the settlement 
every task on most farms was done by the family.'" 18 Even 
'genteel' settlers were obliged to perform menial domestic tasks.  
Sophia Pigot, whom Butler suggests we should understand as 'one 
of Miss Jane Austen's young ladies', writes in December 1821, that 
she was 'obliged to lay aside the accomplishments of the Drawing 
Room, for those of the kitchen and farmyard'.' 19 

Miss Pigot liked to spend her time sketching, reading poetry, 
and going for walks, but she was obliged to do quite a lot of 
domestic work herself such as rubbing bran for starch, cutting 
meat for sausages and pork pies, picking and chopping herbs, 
making puddings.  

Various solutions to this problem of labour shortage were 
proposed. The two most common were: immigration (at public 
meetings in Grahamstown, for instance, a government-aided 'white 
labour policy' was urged)l 20 and the employment of the 
indigenous population, especially Khoikoi, Xhosas (at first 
surreptitiously) and refugees, such as Bechuanas or Fingoes.2 1 
This involved ambivalent feelings. For example, 'W.G.' in the 
Graham's Town Journal of 1833 described 'the scarcity of labour' 
as 'the cause of all our troubles'. Yet, he adds, 'Kaffirs are not to 
be trusted as servants in the Colony.'1 22 This view was shared by 
the colonial government who, until 1828, largely opposed the 
introduction of Xhosa labour.  

While there were restrictions in both the Cape and in Natal on
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British settlers owning slaves, from an early time the 1820 settlers 'seemed to expect that they would be allowed to make drudges of 
the Hottentots.'1 2 3 Philipps describes visiting a Mr Biggars who 
lived about twenty miles from Bathurst in February 1822: 'in the 
evening a Hottentot which they had hired as a servant played on a 
string instrument which they called a gona.'l 24 According to 
Pringle, by July of that year the several settler families in the 
Glen-Lynden settlement had all obtained Khoikoi servants.1 25 

For some time Khoikoi formed the great majority of the labouring 
population of the Cape, especially in the eastern frontier 
districts. 126 

They were not always fairly treated. Drawing on his own 
experiences on tour in 1830 Dr Philip commented that 'in Albany 
a civilized Hottentot is content to work without wages, or for any 
trifle, without complaining.'1 27 Wages were low: John Mitford 
Bowker paid his Khoikoi six dollars a month while his neighbour, 
Willem Nel, paid his ex-slave four dollars a month.128 Pringle 
reported that as a group he found the Khoikoi 'generally more 
decently clothed and better fed' than was apparently the case in 
1798. But there was no general consensus on this view. He quotes 
Commissioner Biggs to the effect that the English settlers were not 
better employers than the Cape-Dutch as regards the Khoikoi. 1 29 

Pringle also quotes a source who suggested that until 1828 
Khoikoi 'were decidedly in a more degraded position than the 
slaves in every respect.'l 30 Others, such as Thomson, maintained 
that 'very little distinction appeared to exist between the habits of 
the mode of treatment of the slaves and the Hottentots." 3 1 

Until 1834 slavery was an important institution at the Cape.  
The slave population was mainly concentrated in the western areas 
of the colony, where they provided most of the domestic 
labour.1 32 The largest occupational category of slaves in the 
classification made by the Assistant Commissioners of Com
pensation were 'inferior domestics' totalling 9 860. It is significant 
that they rated the lowest when it came to average compensation 
figures: twenty-nine pounds seven shillings and six pence per head.
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Table 27.  
Cape Slave Compensation 1 3 3 

Number Class Average per head 
of slaves Pounds shillings pence 

Predial 'Unattached' 

399 Head people 65. 0. 4 
297 Tradesmen 64. 2. 5 
132 Inferior Tradesmen 49. 0.10 

5 671 Field Labourers Inferior 54.11. 0 
5 333 Field Labourers 35.17. 1 

Non-Predial 

1 195 Head Tradesmen 61.13. 3 
953 Inferior Tradesmen 41.13. 5 
20 Head people employed on wharfs 40. 3.10 
23 Inferior people employed on wharfs 41. 2. 6 

5 239 Head domestic servants 47. 4. 3 
9 860 Inferior domestics 29. 7. 6 

Slaves were also found in the Eastern Cape. In 1825 the slave 
population of the vast frontier district of Graaff Reinet was 3 011.  
The slave population of the eastern frontier district of Albany, 
within it, numbered 414.134 Slaves were largely owned by the 
Dutch colonists. Shaw found on his arrival in Albany in 1820 that 
'happily there were very few slaves in the district, and these 
belonged chiefly to the Dutch farmers.'1 3 5 

Some were women employed in domestic capacities. The wife 
of Frederick Opperman was kept by her master as his cook when 
her husband was sold in Graaff Reinet in 1825.136 In May 1834 
Buys of the farm Doornkom on the Bushman's River advertised 
for two agricultural slaves to be sold along with: 

Lea housemaid 53 years old 
Katryn housemaid 43 years old 
Spasie housemaid 41 years old with her 

four children. 1 3 7 

Gledhill has suggested that 'it was a not uncommon custom at the 
time for the housewife to have her personal slave sleeping close 
by.1 3 8

194



Changing Patterns

The grants of land made to the settlers of 1820 carried a 
prohibition against slave labour,139 which was possibly intended 
by the British government to be inclusive in two senses: firstly, it 
was intended to apply to both Dutch and British frontier 
residents. Duly argues that, 

it was not Bathurst's intention that the restriction apply only to the 
English settlers in Albany. He assumed that all land titles in the frontier 
districts carried the stipulation. After two years had gone by, he 
decided it was time to check on the results of the prohibition on slave 
labour in the colony and to see if the restriction could be broadened to 
include domestic slaves as well as field hands. Governor Somerset 
acknowledged the dispatch but did nothing.1 4 0 

Secondly, Edwards suggests that the original prohibition was 
intended to apply to both agricultural and domestic slaves.  

The establishment of this fact is of some importance, for the Albany 
settlement was conceived as the first district in a colony of settlement 
where slavery would be abolished.14 1 

She goes on to say that such a claim has been obscured by the 
belief that while settlers in Albany were forbidden agricultural 
slaves, they were allowed to employ domestic slaves. She traces 
this misapprehension to a speech by Wilberforce in July 1822 in 
which he complained that the measures instituted at the Cape to 
prevent the extension of slavery were inadequate and anyway, 'the 
conditions attached to these grants (in the Albany district) applies 
only to predial and not to domestic slavery."14 2 

There is some evidence that the 1820 settlers did employ slaves 
in domestic capacities,'4 3 an aspect of 1820 settler history that 
has been overlooked. The evidence is of two kinds: court records 
and advertisements for runaway slaves. 'William, a slave, the 
property of John Norton' worked in his kitchen and was the 
victim of an assault charge which came before the Grahamstown 
Magistrate's Court in January 1832.'44 In October of that year 
the Grabam's Town Journal reports a case before the Circuit 
Court, Uitenhage, involving 'Frances, a slave of John Wyat of Port 
Elizabeth.' In December, Jephita, 'a person of colour', gave 
evidence as the slave of the defendant, Benjamin Grayson, 
ordinance storekeeper at Graham's Town. In the Circuit Court, 
Grahamstown in May 1834, 'Sophia, slave of Mr Ogilvie appeared.' 
An advertisement in the Graham's Town Journal offered 'Five 
Rix-dollars reward' by J. Bertram for the return of a female 
slave.145 And there are others. While the prohibition on slavery

195



Historical Overview

irritated some,14 6 and was circumvented by others, there were 
1820 settlers who found the institution of slavery offensive on 
humanitarian grounds. Afflicted by the sight of a female slave put 
up for auction at the Grahamstown market in 1830, Kidwell 
bought her for seven pounds and ten shillings intending to free 
her. 'Liberty had no value for her as she had nowhere to go. She 
followed Mr Kidwell and served the family faithfully for many 
years, dying without ever having experienced an unkind word.'" 4 7 

Dr Philip has exploded the myth of the alleged 'mildness' of 
slavery at the Cape. Pringle described it as 'continually overflowing 
with misery, cruelty and debasement.'1 4 8 Was the situation 
different in the Eastern Cape? While Philipps observed that slaves 
'are very rare in this part of the country, but uniformly I have 
observed them treated well', 14 9 one should note that he had only 
been in the Eastern Cape for eight days when he made this 
observation.1 50 Several cases of cruelty by colonists towards their 
slaves are reported in the Grabam's Town Journal and other 
sources.1  1 

A case history which exposes such cruelty is that of Sophia, a 
slave belonging to S.C. Bosch who farmed in the Grahamstown 
district. Sophia, a domestic slave, lost some clothes in the river 
while washing them during a thunderstorm. She recovered them 
later in the day but they were torn. For this she was beaten by her 
mistress. After receiving about twenty blows and a head wound 
she ran away. On apprehension she was returned to her mistress 
who punished her by placing her in the stocks so as to cause 
extreme discomfort and a wound on her spine. At times she was 
made to sit on 'doublejees' (small thorns), at other times she was 
placed in a position so as to expose her genitals whereon the other 
slaves were called to look at her. She was kept in the stocks during 
the day from Monday to Saturday and at night was tied to a beam 
by means of a wagon chain. During this period she had no 
provisions except on Wednesday and Saturday when she received a 
small quantity of rice water. While in the stocks her master beat 
her on the feet and hands with a piece of stick and her mistress 
beat her when she screamed. This poor woman eventually 
managed to escape but was recaptured and driven home by her 
master with a whip while he was on horseback. After another 
week of beatings and periods in the stocks she escaped to 
Grahamstown and her case came before the Resident Magi
strate. 1 5 2 

Clearly this case was unusual in the level of cruelty it involved.  
However, it illustrates the abuse to which the institution of slavery 
was open. Unfortunately, the abolition of slavery in 1834 did not 
bring such ill-treatment to an end. The next section will show that
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initially domestic service constituted a point of incorporation of 
Xhosa and other African women into colonial society, and that a 
pattern of ultra-exploitation marked these early relationships that 
has continued until the present.  

DOMESTIC WORK AS AN INITIAL POINT OF 
INCORPORATION OF AFRICAN WOMEN INTO THE 
COLONIAL ECONOMY 

Domestic Work constituted an initial point of incorporation 
whereby the conquered population was absorbed into the 
colonial economy. This economy was structured by the capitalist 
mode of production. Throughout the nineteenth century in South 
Africa the Europeans transformed the structure of ownership of 
the means of production to their advantage. This involved not 
only the appropriation of the means of production (notably land) 
but also the integration of the conquered as workers into a new 
system of production, the men into agricultural labour on white 
farms, the women into domestic as well as agricultural 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. 1 5 3 

There was nothing glamorous about this process of 
proletarianisation: 

the stuff of legend is not easily found in a process which turned Ama
Xhosa, Zulu or Basuto into farm labourers, kitchen servants or 
messengers. 154 

Nguni disintegration was a slow, uneven and painful process.  
Leftwich points out that they were more numerous, their 
economy more resilient, and their capacity to withstand military 
defeat greater than that of the nomadic Khoikoi and San people.  

Even when 'defeated' in war and brought within the formal political 
system of the colony, their economic independence was not, at first, 
significantly undermined. A 'horizontal social pluralism' endured 
shakily until the discovery of diamonds and gold and the consequent 
industrialisation in the twentieth century.1 5 5 

After that most South Africans were progressively involved in a 
common economic system structured on the dominant capitalist 
mode of production.  

In this nineteenth-century process of proletarianisation the

197



Historical Overview

main factors initially propelling Nguni women into domestic and 
agricultural service with colonists all involved degrees of coercion.  
They may be briefly outlined as follows: 

Direct Coercion 

Until at least 1823 (the year a trading fair was instituted at Fort 
Willshire), segregation was the official solution to frontier conflict.  
This segregation was less rigid in practice than in theory.  
According to Davenport, van Plettenburg's rigid fixing of the Fish 
River as a border not to be crossed in 1780 had been largely 
ignored. 156 Governor Macartney softened the approach slightly in 
1797 when he ordered farmers who had engaged Xhosa as servants 
to discharge them within a year. At the same time he authorised 
the Landdrost of Graaff Reinet to issue 'passports' for crossing the 
border to individuals. Nevertheless, officialdom made occasional 
attempts to enforce their segregationist policy and secure a cheap 
labour force at the same time - as the following extract, 
describing Pringle's visit to the Khoikoi settlement of Bethelsdorp 
in 1820, illustrates: 

While tea was preparing and before twilight had yet closed in, my host 
was called out to speak to another stranger.This was a Caffer woman, 
accompanied by a little girl of eight or ten years of age and having an 
infant strapped on her back, above her mantle of tanned bullock's hide.  
She had come from the drostdy, or district town of Uitenhage, under 
the custody of a black constable, who stated that she was one of a 
number of Caffer females who had been made prisoner by order of the 
Commandant on the frontier for crossing the line of prescribed 
demarcation without permission, and that they were to be given out in 
servitude among the white inhabitants of this district. The woman 
before us, he added, was to be forwarded by the missionary, under the 
charge of one of his people, to the residence of a certain colonist, about 
20 miles to the westward.1 57 

The imprecations of this woman moved Pringle to write, 

For my own part I was not a little struck by the scene, and could not 
help beginning to suspect that my European countrymen, who thus 
made captives of harmless women and children, were in reality greater 
barbarians than the savage natives of Caffraria.1 58
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There is further evidence of the direct coercion of Xhosa women 
into the colonists' service. For example, Thomas Stubbs who had 
been located near the Xhosa clay pits1 5 9 on the Kap river, relates 
an incident which involves coercion of a different kind: 

One morning, at about ten o'clock (in 1822), my mother saw about a 
dozen Kaffirs coming towards our tent, apparently all well armed. (I 
may mention that we had not seen any Kaffirs before.) My mother told 
me to call my brother and cousin, who were working in the garden, 
about 500 yards from the tents, and sent my younger brother to our 
neighbour's to ask assistance. Our neighbour lived about a mile and a 
half off, while the Kaffirs were only 200 yards distant from the tents.  
My mother told my cousin to go and meet them, and said 'I have 
loaded the guns, but we will not let them see them until we find out 
whether they are enemies or not.' My cousin, not liking the look of 
them, hesitated, when my mother told him that if he was afraid to go 
he should say so, and she would go herself. Feeling rather ashamed, he 
went to meet them, when they called 'morrow, morrow.' He brought 
them to the tents, when my mother motioned them to sit down, and 
then we saw they were all women, with long stocks in their hands. We 
gave them a lot of Settler's bread, i.e. hard biscuit. It was not long 
before a lot of men arrived from our neighbours, and made all the 
women prisoners. They then searched the clay pits and found a lot 
more. They were all taken to Grahamstown, and we were given to 
understand, were hired out to farmers. This we learned some time 
afterwards from one of them who had run away and got safe back to 
Kaffirland. This woman came with about 500 others who brought a 
pass from the officer at Fort Willshire to get clay.1 6 0 

This incident illustrates the mutual incomprehension of settlers 
and indigenous people, and has a particular pathos: their different 
gestures of good will end so tragically for the Xhosa women.  
Stubbs writes, 'This was the first piece of injustice done to the 
natives by the Government, and this we had to suffer for after
wards.'" 6 1 

Economic Compulsion 

The most important factors which operated to propel men and 
women into wage employment were, increasing pressure upon land 
as the Europeans appropriated more and more; and displacement 
and dispersal because of war. Two groups, the Mantatees and the
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Mfengu, are especially significant here.  
In 1823 a group of refugees from the north, later known as the 

Mantatees, came into the area near the confluence of the Vaal 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. Melville arranged for 13 women and 
children to be sent to the frontier district of Graaff Reinet 
suggesting that they 'will make good servants'.1 6 2  Before 
Stockenstrom could receive a reply from the Governor at Cape 
Town he received a further communication from Melville inform
ing him that there were hundreds of starving women in the area 
who 'horrid to relate are living upon one another for want of 
other food.'16 3 Melville urged that they be taken into service. 'I 
doubt not they will be acceptable servants to every class of people 
in the colony.' For the Cape Town government, 

the question involved the reversal of a long-standing policy of non
intercourse between colonists and tribesmen. The acceptance into the 
colony of a handful of needy women and children in 1823 was to have 
far-reaching consequences, culminating in a decisive change of policy in 
1828.164 

Somerset arranged for the original 13 Mantatee women and 
children to be apprenticed for seven-year periods in Graaff Reinet.  
Other refugees drifted into the frontier districts and were similarly 
apprenticed to colonists. 'By March 1825 there were nearly 50 
adult Mantatees apprenticed in the district of Graaff Reinet' and 
probably more wandering about or in informal service.1 65 Some 
were apprenticed to the 1820 settlers in Albany, including 
Philipps,16 6 who called their family 'Bechuanas' and described 
them in favourable terms. The Council of Advice drew up terms of 
apprenticeship for the Africans and an indenture form with a 
seven-year period was approved. 'Thus by April 1826 landdrosts 
were able to proceed with the indenture of tribesmen willing to 
remain in service with the colonists.'1 6 7 By 1828 a 'great many' 
of these refugees had been sent to Grahamstown and 'all who 
wanted servants and had not slaves were allowed to have a family 
.. 1. This went some way towards meeting the need for 

domestic and agricultural labour.  
Thus a small group of African women provided the impetus to 

the reversal of the long-established official policy prohibiting 
intercourse between colonists and the African people. This was to 
have important results. Within five years.  

The idea of encapsulated white communities settled in isolated 'loc-
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ations' had given way, under economic pressure, to trade and inter
action with the very people against whom the settlers were supposed to 
be the buffer.16 9 

However, it was an interaction of unequals, in which Africans were 
incorporated into colonial society because of their contribution 
towards the need for labour. This was accelerated by the Mfecane 
or dispersal of the African tribes westwards by the rising Zulu 
state, which provided the Cape with significant numbers o black 
agricultural and domestic servants.  

In this process of disintegration and dispersal the remnants of 
the shattered Zizi, Hlubi and Bhele people settled among the 
Xhosa. They were later collectively known as the Mfengu 
(Fingoes): 'we. are wanderers seeking service'. After the Frontier 
War of 1835 approximately 17 000 were settled in the neighbour
hood of Fort Peddie, between the Fish and Keiskamma rivers. 1 7 0 

The area was insufficiently large or fertile to support them, so, 
deprived of access to the means of subsistence, they were forced 
into the Colony as agricultural and domestic wage labourers. Their 
need was so intense that it led some to offer their children as 
servants in order to secure their survival. Somerset wrote to the 
Governor that the scarcity of food and the desperation it caused 
was leading 

several of the Fingoes... (to offer) their children to the farmers to be 
brought up as servants which the farmers would willingly avail them
selves of provided they could be indentured to them until eighteen 
years of age. This is most desirable... 171 

It was 'desirable' because it secured a source of cheap and reliable 
labour. The government permitted Mfengu children to be 
indentured and contracts similar to the apprenticeships designed 
for Khoi and 'coloureds' during the Caledon Governorship were 
a pproved. An individual Mfengu could be apprenticed until he or 
she reached eighteen years of age, as long as acceptable food, 
lodging, clothing and education (instruction in English and 
Christianity) were provided. Mfengu settled among the colonists as 
far west as Uitenhage where 

they have made themselves extremely useful, especially in the manage

ment of the cattle and in the tending of sheep, but seldom as domestic 
servants. 172 

This pattern changed as increasing numbers found employment in 
the frontier towns like Grahamstown.1 73 Employment was not
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always on favourable terms. Mfengu who came into the colony as 
wage labourers after 1834 - 1835 were often employed at lower 
wages than the Khoikoi. 'A Report from Theopolis cited the case 
of a neighbouring farmer who habitually refused to pay more than 
one shilling a day for harvesters instead of the normal one shilling 
and six pence because he could get all the Fingoes he needed for 
the lower price.'1 74 As Macmillan wrote, 

The old labour shortage on the Eastern Frontier was sensibly relieved 
by the coming of the Fingoes and other natives and labour has 
continued to be an unduly cheap commodity in those areas unto this 
day.1 7 5 

The Cattle Killing of 1857 which followed the Xhosa defeat in the 
1850 - 1853 war provided a further impetus to Xhosa 
employment. It has been suggested that perhaps something of the 
order of 20 000 Xhosa died of starvation and 30 000 survivors 
sought sustenance as labourers in white employment.1 76 At the 
time Sir George Grey was vigorously promoting a dual policy of 
land expropriation and civilisation, by which he intended the rapid 
creation of a distinct small-holding class and of a wage-earning 
class who would be 'useful servants, consumers of our goods, 
contributors to our revenue, in short, a source of wealth and 
strength to this colony.'1 77 The contribution of the Cattle Killing 
to this policy has raised the question of whether Grey's agents 
were responsible for Nongqawuse's vision. 178 

The extent of the hardship involved was appalling. According to 
one source the Xhosa stole the dogs of King William's Town and 
ate them, and there was some incidence of cannibalism involving 
mothers eating their own children. A domestic worker employed 
by Goldswain s daughter provides us with a case history illustrat
ing how the hardship created by the Cattle Killing induced Xhosa 
women into domestic service.  

During the famine her master's home 'became crowded from morning 
until Night with starving Kaffirs begging for food.. . I was afraid the 
Kaffirs would kill me for refusing them food as I had not food to give 
them. They said I was in the white man's house and could not refuse 
them food.' Eventually she left her job 'but was afraid to stay in 
Kaffirland for fear they would eat me: so I got a Pass to come here for 
work.'1

7 9 

Many did so and have remained in the area ever since. For 
instance, Monica Wilson found in 1932 when she was studying 
farm labour in the Eastern Cape that 'some grandfathers of the
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farm workers had come with the famine that followed the Cattle 
Killing in 1857 and the families had remained ever since.'i" ° 

Twenty-five years later Roberts found the same pattern. 181 
As with the influx of Mfengu in 1834 - 1835, the influx of 

Xhosa into the colony in 1857 naturally involved a lowering of 
wages. Labour was now a cheap and easily obtainable commodity.  
However, in some cases Xhosa labour was obtained for humanit
arian rather than economic reasons: 

An African woman with an emaciated baby arrived at Lombards Post 
where the Fords were living to ask for work. Mrs Ford offered the 
woman 2/6 a month to do housework in the morning and hoeing in the 
lands in the afternoon, as well as food and lodging. She did not really 
require more help but felt sorry for the poor soul. The baby was called 
Cupani and grew up almost as one of the family. 1 8 2 

There were other periods of economic hardship induced by natural 
disasters such as drought, especially in 1876 - 1878, and rinder
est epidemics, especially in 1896 - 1897, that in some districts 
illed off 80 percent of the Africans' cattle.'8 3 The effect was to 

propel increasing numbers of Xhosa into wage labour.  

Extra-Economic Compulsion 

Among the important factors here is the system of individual land 
tenure and taxation laws. Referring to the first poll tax, 
introduced in 1848 by Sir Harry Smith, MacMillan 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 choice: either they must subsist 
as best they might on their own remaining land: otherwise, and more 
immediately, they must undertake the only paid employment then 
offering, poorly paid service on a colonial farm. 18 4 

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. There was, furthermore, the role of the missionaries and 
traders.' 8 5 The mission schools were a 'civilising influence' which 
taught habits of industry, the necessity for wearing European 
clothes, and for following European mores in ways which 
stimulated the need for a cash income.1 86 

These factors accelerated the employment of Xhosa men and 
women. Peires suggests that initially
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the number of Xhosa employed by the Colonists does not appear to 
have been proportionately very great. The Colonists preferred the 

Tswana, Mfengu and Bhaca who had been brought on to the market by 

the Mfecane disturbance in the interior, and who, being more uprooted 

and more distant from their kin, were less likely to desert or to steal 

their employers' cattle.18 7 

The numbers of Xhosa in the colonists' employment increased 
throughout the nineteenth century. In the initial area of contact, 
the Eastern Frontier, employment of Xhosa continued through 
the Frontier Wars of the 1830s, 1840s and 1850s. All pretence of 
a segregated frontier had been abandoned by officialdom in 1828 
when Lieutenant-Governor Bourke's Council gave authority for 
the issue of passes to Nguni migrants who wished to enter the 
service of colonial farmers. Thus the incorporation of Nguni 
women into colonial society was first regularised in this Ordinance 
49, a key piece of labour legislation which in many ways has a 
decidedly modern ring.  

Ordinance 49 was 'an attempt to regulate the flow of la
bour.' 1 88 Its stated objective was to 

augment the amount of disposable Labour, by affording the greatest 
facility compatible with the public safety, to the admission of 
Foreigners from the Tribes beyond the borders of the Settlement, who 
may be desirous of migrating to and sojourning in the Colony as 
Herdsmen, Field Labourers, House Servants, or in whatever capacity 
may be most suitable to their several inclinations and abilities.1 89 

The ordinance not only provided for the admission of Nguni into 
the colony, but tried to regulate the terms of admission and of 
employment through contract regulations and a pass system. The 
contracts obliged the employer 'to provide the Foreigner ... and 
such of his or her family as may be present with him or her 
sufficient food and decent clothing' during the period of the 
contract. Wages would be paid in money or cattle.  

Donaldson shows that the efficient operation of the ordinance 
required an administrative machinery which was lacking, especially 
in the frontier districts. Consequently there are gaps in our 
knowledge of the number of Nguni entering the colony.190 It is 
clear that entry into the Colony proved more popular than had 
been anticipated. 'Many more Caffres came into the frontier 
districts of Albany and Somerset than could be absorbed into the 
labour market.'91 ' It is important to note that Nguni Women 
entered the Colony in terms of this ordinance both as dependants 
and as independent workers.
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Between 1828 and 1833 a total of 488 passes was issued 
throughout the Colony for 613 persons.192 During that period in 
Albany 261 passes were issued, and 383 contracts.19 3 Some of 
these permitted the entry of Nguni women as dependants.  
Between July and December 1828, 84 passes were issued in 
Albany for 137 persons, including 28 wives and 25 children.  
During this time seven passes were issued to women in their 
independent capacities in Albany: Cishe aged 44, Sarah aged 40 
and Kaatjie aged 37 from Gaika's tribe; Catarine aged 40, Leentjie 
and Male aged 32 from Eno's tribe; Jamula aged 30 from Botman's 
tribe. During the period July to December 1829 in Albany, four 
passes were issued to women in their independent capacities: 
Zumba aged 30 and Hugiva aged 23 from Eno s tribe; Aliena aged 
13 a 'Masutu' and Sibaku aged 20 a Bechuana. There is a similar 
pattern in the other districts.194 

Unfortunately neither the passes nor the contracts issued in 
terms of Ordinance 49 specified whether these Nguni women did 
agricultural or domestic work. It is evident from other sources, 
however, that increasing numbers found their way into domestic 
service. While the contracts of service show a considerable 
diversity, a clear pattern emerges of women usually receiving the 
lowest wages.  

Table 28.  
Some 1828 and 1829 Female Contracts of Service1 95 

Name District Tribe Employer Date Monthly Completion 
and age cash of 

wage Contract 

Sarah Albany Gaika's D. Boyers 21/11 2/6 10 goats worth 
(40) 3/- each 
Kaatjie Albany Gaika's D. Boyers 21/11 2/6 10 goats worth 
(37) 3/- each 
Catryn Albany Eno J. Prinsloo 13/12 1/3 5 goats worth 
(40) 3/- each 
Male Albany Eno J. Prinsloo 13/12 1/3 5 goats worth 
(32) 3/- each 
Jamula Albany Botman J. Delport 18/12 1/3 5 goats worth 
(30) 3/- each 
Candaas Uitenhage Mantatee C. Meyer 22/12 1/6 
(16)
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EmployerDistrict TribeName 
and age 

Sabina 
(32) 

Mary 
(16) 

Griet 
(16) 

Sibuku 
(20) 
Peggy 

Catie 
Jane 
(18) 
Lea 
(17)

Albany 

Albany 
Graaff 
Reinet 
Somerset

- J. Ather
stone 

- J. Maynard 
Bechuana F. Ernest 

Mantatee P. Smit

Date Monthly Completion
cash 
wage Contract

31/7 No cash wage. Lodgings, 
clothing and 'good and 
wholesome food.' 

21/8 No cash wage. Clothing: 
'2 suits, 1 gown, one 
spencer, a petticoat of 
common chintz, a shift 
of linen and a handker-

Worcester Mantatee J. Viljoen 

Beaufort Bushman J. Harris 

Beaufort Bushman J. Oost
huizen 

Albany Bechuana H. Ulyate

she goats, 
common 
handker-

13/7 4/- 

13/7 No cash wage. 10 goats.  
12/6 1/6 

17/11 No cash wage. 2 goats

These are the lowest wages recorded in service contracts in 
Albany.19 6 Some men were now earning as much as 5/- a month, 
though the average monthly cash wage was 2/5. Only the women 
in Albany were paid exclusively in goats on the completion of 
their contracts. The men mostly got cows worth 10/- or one 
pound 12 shillings and 6 pence, or heifers worth 15/- each. If the 
men were given goats it was in addition to cows. In 1831 Peggy, 
employed by J. Atherstone, earned 4/- a month, but many men 
working for a cash wage earned almost double that amount; 7s 6d 
was common.  

There were some husband-wife combinations which involved 
joint payment. Jan and Mary went on contract (20/12/1828) to 
Piet Retief for one year at wages of 3/4 a month. At the 
expiration of the contract, they were to receive two cows worth 
one pound two shillings and six pence each. Sometimes such 
combinations involved separate payment. Andries and his wife, 
Marie, from Jonga's tribe, went on contract (10/12/1828) to
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J.A. Ferrara in the Uitenhage district to work for one year for no 
cash wage but food, clothing, and at the expiration of the contract 
he was to receive a heifer, a cow and a calf, and she was to receive 
five she-goats.  

These contracts of service raise several questions. What, for 
instance, was the real value of these cash wages and completion of 
contract payments? Philipps states in 1828 that he pays his blacks 'no wages, only food, dwelling, clothing and a cow or two at the 
end of the year. The latter accumulate, so that they are much 
better off in every respect than the cottager in Britain."u 9 7 The 
comparison between a British cottager and a Xhosa migrant 
worker is hardly convincing. The question must also arise as to 
whether servants actually received these terminal payments.  
Certainly Mfengu frequently brought complaints before the British 
courts concerning employment. Moyer reports that 

when Mfengu completed their periods of service whites frequently 
refused to pay them the agreed sums or attempted to compel them to 
remain in service. They also complained of beatings by their 
employers.19

8 

Maxwell has pointed out that one of the points of contention was 
that the Mfengu took the month to be the lunar month of 28, not 
30 or 31 days.' 99 Clearly these workers and their employers were 
operating in two different cultural universes. Africans served in 
one but thought in another. The possibilities for mutual mis
understanding were enormous.  

Finally, it is extremely difficult to estimate the real as opposed 
to the purely cash earnings of these domestic and agricultural 
workers. Board and lodging seems to have been an important 
inducement, but it is difficult to put a monetary value on this.  
However meagre the payments may appear, they were sufficient 
to attract considerable numbers of wage labourers. By August 
1829, military officials estimated that there were over 1 000 
foreigners from various tribes in the district of Albany alone, as 
well as many who had entered illegally. 'Clearly,' Donaldson 
writes, 'many Xhosa were eager to regain admission to the Zuur
veld area from which they had been removed in 1812.'200 But 
where they had then been cattle herders with access to water and 
grazing, they were now returning as wage labourers.  

As wage labourers they were subject to a hierarchy of wages 
structured according to racial and sexual status. Black women 
were located at the bottom, as the following tabulation shows:
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Table 29.  
Wages in the Eastern Cape (unskilled) 1821 - 1862201

Date and area 

1821 
Lower Albany 

1822 
Bathurst 

1823 
Eastern 
frontier 

1824 
Albany 

1825 
Albany 

1825 
Barville Park 

1828 
Albany 

1828 
Albany 

1828 
Grahamstown 

1828 
Albany 

1828 
Albany 

1830 
Albany

Racial and 
sexual status 

Europeans 

Europeans 

Xhosa 

Europeans 

Khoikoi 

Khoikoi 

Bechuanas 

European 
men 

European 
men 

Xhosa 

Xhosa 

Europeans

Type of work Payment

Labourers Three to four shillings a day 

Labourers Two shillings a day plus board 

General Three pence a day paid in 
beads, cottons, brass wire, 
cotton handkerchiefs and 
pieces of iron 

Servants Twelve pounds a year with 
subsistence 

Servants One shilling and six pence a 
day plus board 

Servants Married couple ten shillings 
and three pence per month 

Servants Two shillings and six pence per 
month per couple 

Agricultural Eighteen pounds per annum 
labourers 

Servants Thirty-six pounds plus board 
and lodging 

Servants Three shillings and nine pence 
per couple per month 

Servants One shilling and ten pence 
ha'penny per month 

Domestic Two pounds five shillings per 
Servants month with board and 

lodging
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Date and area

1832 
Albany 

1832 
Albany

1832 
Grahamstown 
district 

1832 
Grahamstown 
district 

1833 
Lower Albany 

1833 
Grahamstown

Racial and 
sexual status 

Europeans 
males 

Europeans 
females

European 
females 

Non
European 
.girls'

Type of work Payment

Agricultural 
workers

Two pounds per month with 
board and lodging

Domestic One pound twelve shillings and 
workers six pence per month 

Domestic One pound ten shillings to one 
servants pound fifteen shillings per 

month 

Domestic Ten shillings to one pound per 
servants month

Europeans Domestic 
servants

Khoikoi 
women

1838 Khoikoi 
Clumber distr. male

1840s 
Eastern Cape

'Bantu 
labour'

Housemaids 

Agricultural

General

Fifty shillings per month with 
board and lodging 

Six shillings a month with food 
and lodging. Twelve-month 
contract with Eksteen Wienand 

Fifteen shillings per month for 
adult and son 

Five shillings to seven shillings 
and six pence per month

1840 Mfengu 
Port Elizabeth males

1840 
Grahamstown 
area

Mfengu

Longshore
men

Three shillings a day

Day One shilling and six pence a 
labourers day. (Appealed to Magistrate 

for two shillings and six pence 
a day, as sufficient to support 
themselves.)

1841 
Eastern Cape 
urban areas

Europeans Domestic 
.women, girls servants 

and boys'

Twenty to thirty-six pounds 
each p.a. plus maintenance and 
lodging
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Date and area 

1841 
Grahamstown 

1841 
Albany 

1841 
Albany 

1841 
Albany 

1841 
Grahamstown

1841 
Albany

Racial and 
sexual status

Khoikoi 
woman 

Khoikoi 
male 

Khoikoi 
male 

Khoikoi 
male 

Khoikoi 
male 

Khoikoi

Type of work Payment

Washer
woman 

Farm 
servant 

General 
servant 

General 

Wagon 
driver 

General 
servant

Six shillings payable monthly 
without food. Under twelve
month contract to District 
Surgeon, J. Atherstone 

Twelve shillings a month with 
food and lodging. Twelve
month contract 

Sixteen shillings a month with
out food, clothing or lodging 

Seven shillings and six pence a 
month plus food and lodging.  
Twelve-monthly contract with 
William Cockcroft 

One pound one shilling a 
month with food and lodging 

Nineteen shillings and six 
pence a month plus food and 
lodging

1843 
Eastern Cape 

1843 
Eastern Cape

European 
males 

European 
females

Domestic Twenty to twenty-seven 
servants pounds per annum 

Domestic Nine to twelve to fifteen 
servants pounds per annum

Mfengu 
women

Xhosa male 

Khoikoi 

Khoikoi

Agricultural 
workers

Herding 

General 

General

Nine pence to one shilling a 
day 

Between five, six and seven 
dollars a month 

Four hundred and thirty-six 
pence a month, 'very seldom 
more than ten shillings' 

One shilling and six pence a 
month
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Date and area 

1849 
Waterloo Bay 
area 

1849 
Waterloo Bay 
area 

1850 
Grahamstown 

1850 
Grahamstown 

1851 
Albany

Racial and 
sexual status

Xhosa 

Mfengu

European 
males 

European 
females 

Mfengu

Type of work Payment

Reapers One shilling a day

'Clearing Two shillings and six pence per 
fields' week

Domestic Twenty-five 
servants shillings

Domestic 
servants

to forty-five

Eighteen to thirty shillings

Ploughing Five pounds to plough a field 
which was done in seven days

Mfengu male

Xhosa 
female 

Xhosa 
female

Xhosa male

Xhosa

Herding

Agricultural 
work

Six pounds for eight months 
work 

Nine pence to one shilling a 
day

Domestic Two shillings and six pence a 
servant month plus board and lodging

Herding

Agricultural

Two shillings and six pence a 
week 

Two shillings and eight pence a 
a week plus pumpkins

These rates of pay can only be appreciated if set against the back
drop of the following tabulation of some skilled European wages 
in the Eastern Cape during the same period.
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Table 30 
Skilled European Wages in the Eastern Cape, 1820 - 1855202

Date and area Occupation

1820 Bathurst 

1821 Grahamstown 

1820 Bathurst 

1821 Towns 
1821 Bathurst 

1821 Port Kowie

1825 
1826

Port Kowie

1826 Port Francis

1827 
1828 
1830 
1830 
1830 
1830 
1833 

1834 
1836 
1838 
1848 
1855

Port Francis 
Grahamstown 
Port Francis 
Grah am stown 
Bathurst 
Bathurst 
Bathurst 

Bathurst 

Bathurst 
Bathurst

Provisional Medical 
Officer 

Deputy Landdrost 

Farmers (Philipps) 

Masons and Carpenters 
Postmaster 

Harbourmaster and 
Pilot 

Magistrate 
Male Shop Assistant 

Customs Officer 

Schoolmaster 
Resident Magistrate 
Postmaster 
Market Master 
Constable 
Missionary 
Schoolmaster (European) 

Schoolmaster ('Native') 
Resident Magistrate 
Schoolmaster (European) 
Chief Policeman 
Resident Magistrate

Forty-five pounds p.a.  

One hundred and thirty 
pounds 

Three hundred pounds p.a.  
(income) 

Five to ten shillings a day 
Twenty-two pounds ten 

shillings p.a.  
Forty-five pounds p.a.  

Ninety pounds p.a.  
Two pounds twelve shillings 

and six pence per month 
plus board and lodging 

Ninety-seven pounds ten 
shillings p.a.  

Fifty pounds p.a.  
Five hundred pounds p.a.  
Eighteen pounds p.a.  
Twenty-two pounds p.a.  
Thirty-three pounds p.a.  
Seventy-five pounds p.a.  
Sixty pounds p.a. with 

fifteen pounds for house 
rent 

Four to twelve pounds p.a.  
One hundred pounds p.a.  
Eighty pounds p.a.  
Forty pounds p.a.  
Three hundred pounds p.a.

During this period in Albany the cost of basic foodstuffs and live
stock seems to have varied enormously. In Grahamstown in 1821 
tea cost between seven and ten shillings per lb; in Bathurst in 
1850 it was three shillings a lb; sugar cost nine pence per lb in 
Grahamstown in 1821, four and a half pence in Bathurst in 1850.  
While mutton was one penny per lb in Grahamstown in 1831, it 
was three and a half pence per lb in Bathurst in 1850, and two
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'Though most servants' rooms are drab, bare, small and cheerless, to have a room of 
one's own is a great luxury for the vast majority of those in domestic employment, 
especially in the context of the acute housing shortage in most black and 'coloured' 

townships and the difficulties of finding even single accommodation.'

Photos: Biddy Crewe



i I

Biddy Cre we

Biddy Crewe

'Since many domestic servants socialise on the pavement outside their employers' houses 
or in the backyards, the appropriate division between employer and servant seems to be 

"inside and outside" rather than "upstairsand downstairs", as was the case in nineteenth
century Britain.'
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and a half pence per lb in Kaffirs Drift in 1824. It is impossible to 
try and establish any kind of consumer price index against which 
to evaluate these wages.  

The prices of livestock varied even more widely. In 1820 cows 
were worth one pound six shillings to two pounds, goats were 
worth six to eight shillings each. In 1827 draught oxen fetched 
one pound seventeen shillings and six pence, sheep and goats three 
pounds seven shillings and six pence per score; in 1838 a cow was 
worth about 15 shillings, an ox 30 shillings and a sheep from one 
shilling and six pence to two shillings. In 1850 oxen were sold for 
sums varying from two pounds three shillings and six pence to 
four pounds per head; this rose in 1851 when cows were worth six 
pounds each, and again in 1852 when cows were worth ten pounds 
each.  

Three points emerge clearly from this somewhat crude tabul
ation: wages for unskilled work were extremely low; the wage 
differential was extremely wide, and there was a clear hierarchy of 
wages structured on racial and sexual status so that 'Non
European' women were paid the lowest wages.20 3 Such women 
came to dominate domestic service.  

Low cash wages were justified then, as now, on two grounds: 
firstly, that the value of board and lodging given was considerable; 
and secondly, that domestic service was an unskilled occupation.  
The value of board and lodging was determined entirely by the 
employer. While this clearly allowed for a good deal of variation, it 
was often at a fairly low level. As regards the level of skill 
involved, domestic service similarly incorporated a good deal of 
variation. This ranged from Merriman's domestic servant who, 
while he was at Cradock, was 'a hulking Fingo woman, the extent 
of whose abilities were to light the kitchen fire, boil the kettle and 
milk the goats',20 4 to Mrs Mary Taylor's Mfengu servant, Annie, 
who *now does many things I used to do. (Healdtown in 1872.) 
She makes excellent sponge cakes as light as any pastry.'20 5 

Mrs John Ross in a letter to her mother of September 1825 from 
Incehre states that she has two domestic servants: 

The older one has been with me since I came to this country except for 
seven months. She is a tall, fine young woman.. . I have taught her to 
do everything for me. She makes candles, salts meat, churns, bakes 
bread, cooks, washes and dresses, sews, knits stockings and darns them 
well. When I was confined she did everything without any oversight...  
Strangers have taken notice how well they set and serve the table... I 
had most trouble in teaching them to stand when "vashing clothes in a 
tub.

2 0 6
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After this impressive recital, Mrs Ross ends, 'still a Scotch girl will 
work more than the two', and complains of their laziness.2 0 7 

It seems that at the time Mrs Ross was unusual in her employ
ment of 'Caffre servants'.  

Mrs Thomson and I are the only persons that have wrought away with 
Caffre servants. The Methodist missionaries' wives have English 
servants, besides Hottentots from the colony.20 8 

The Rosses employed 

a man to herd the cattle and milk the cows. He gets food and clothes 
and two axes in the year. We have two girls for the house. I have given 
them three dresses each.20 9 

Mrs Ross seems to have been somewhat ambivalent about her 
domestic servants. From her letters she appears to be a warm, 
compassionate and responsive person. She went to great pains to 
teach her servants sewing and literacy. Yet the Caffres generally, 
and servants specifically, are perceived to be lazy, often stupid, 
lacking in initiative, grasping, careless and ungrateful. The one 
quality lacking from the conventional domestic servant stereotype 
is dishonesty.2 10 

The Doctor's lady was astonished that I could entrust them with every
thing. There is nothing locked up and I have missed nothing.2 1 1 

The Philipps family at Glendower similarly found their servants 
scrupulously honest, but their attitude was exceptional. Then, as 
now, complaining about the dishonesty of servants was a fairly 
constant theme. For example, Mary Moffat writing from Griqua
town in 1820, complains of servants thieving. Africans 'seem to 
count all Europeans stingy.'21 2 No doubt they often appeared so 
because, as Mary Taylor realised: 

self denial is very remarkable in a Fingo or Kafir as they usually think 
there is no end to the riches of the white people.2 1 3 

Colonial housewives were constantly warned to be on their guard: 

The keys of the tantalus and store cupboards must be strictly guarded 
and every precaution taken for the safety of money and trinkets. There 
are native servants who are skilful, temperate and honest, but, unless 
you are very sure that you possess such a treasure, it is well to be 
careful.

2 1 4
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The Philipps family of Glendower are the prime example of bene
volent employers. Mrs Philipps writes very affectionately of their 
Bechuana family for whom they made clothes and generally 
treated as 'one of the family': They appear quite happy and 
contented,' though she finds it 

astonishing they should immediately place such confidence in us, from 
the first moment they did not seem to have the least fear, but to think 
everything we did was right and for their good. We have taken the little 
girl into the house entirely, she is really a sweet Child, so extremely 
clever and good humoured, full of spirits and real fun, and behaves so 
well. A word or a look is sufficient to keep her in order.2 1 5 

A few months later Mr Philipps wtites 

our new servants, the Bechuanas go on extremely well and are 
exceedingly attached. When I come home after a few days absence they 
all rush to see me and express their pleasure. What a noble race of 
People all the neighbouring blacks are. .. . From every account they 
really appear a nation more sinned against than sinning.  

Philipps brings them presents, such as 'a little snuff box each'. The 
two youngest girls 

are daily improving in English and make themselves extemely useful 
... Our little Sabina is everything to us, she waits at Table and her 
remarks and cleverness in repartee is a source of amusement to all. She 
is a most uncommon child, talks English perfectly, and neither in word 
nor action has ever betrayed conduct unworthy of the daughter of a 
British subject. She is genteel in her appearance and was everything 
from the first. Her mother is a very superior person and now that we 
can understand her, we find her possessing extraordinary sentiments of 
right with an abhorrence of wrong.2 16 

Several months later, 

our Bechuanas continue to improve greatly and nothing of the Savage 
remains, a milder set of People I never saw from the beginning and they 
are strictly honest. They appear to have as great a horror of stealing or 
speaking an untruth, as we would have and punish it very severely in 
their children.2

1 7 

While there is a simple affection in these letters that is appealing, 
the key qualities the Philipps family admire in their servants are 
their faithfulness, trust, obedience and loyalty - the qualities of
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subordinates par excellence.  
There is evidence of affection and concern in the relations of 

other Eastern Cape families with their domestic servants: the 
relationship between Mrs Mary Taylor and her Mfengu domestic 
servant, Annie, or that of Charles Bell with his servants, who seem 
often to have accompanied the family on excursions into town 
and on picnics.2 18 Still, the relationship is one of highly 
structured inequality, with none of the intimacy sometimes found 
between domestic servants and their employers in other cul
tures.2 19 A corollary of this is that domestic servants were 
probably less exposed to sexual exploitation. While Barrow 
suggested that 'Hottentot girls in the service of the colonists are in 
situations too dependent to dare to reject the preferred embraces 
of the young (Boer) peasantry', social distance and racial prejudice 
sometimes acted against this.220 In his private journals, Living
stone remarked that he could not imagine any European being so 
attracted to an African woman 'as to covet criminal intercourse.' 
He had never met 'a beautiful woman among the black people.' A 
few were 'passable', but 'none at all to be compared to what one 
may meet with among Englisb servant girls.' (Emphasis mine.)2 21 

Xhosa 'girls' integrated into a settler family could be subjected 
to considerable cultural conflict. This is illustrated by the account 
of the Cattle Killing as it was told to Goldswain's daughter by her 
Xhosa servant. This woman experienced an intense conflict 
between her father who came to fetch her to accompany him to 
witness the great event, and her master: 

My master was verey angrey with my Father and told him how fulish it 
was for him as he would see nothing. I was verey willing to go altho 
with the white man talking so much about it I youest to lath at my 
Father and he would cale me a mad English girl and say he could not 
cale me his child if I was so fulish (a) girl. 2 2 2 

This kind of conflict emerges from a measure of loyalty and 
affection towards one's employer. Again there is extreme variation 
here. Hattersley suggests that 'servants were civil and their treat
ment, in general, conspicuously considerate,'223 although the 
treatment of Harriet Polack belies this. Of course, most cases of 
ill treatment of domestic servants would have been largely masked, 
so that only a small proportion would have surfaced and been 
processed through the courts. Certainly, the law was quick to 
impose sanctions in case of desertion and breach of their 
indentures, insubordination and disobedience.2 2 4 A case was tried 
in Cradock in 1832 whereby a servant who was charged with 
desertion was sentenced to 14 days hard labour, followed by eight
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days on spare diet.2 2 5 Such oppressive treatment did not stop 
Mrs Smith, writing in 1839 from Wood Farm near Sidbury, from 
complaining that, 

The laws here are much too lenient, if a servant transgresses the only 
punishment they get is probably two or three months imprisonment on 
rice water which they do not at all care for as an indolent life is just 
what they enjoy.2 26 

In February 1859 a 'coloured' servant in Cape Town was 
sentenced to 48 hours confinement on rice and water for replying 
when roused by her employer: 'I'll get up as soon as it is 
convenient.'2 27 It would be interesting to know what hours she 
was expected to work.  

Hours were long, but conceivably shorter than at present. At 
least Mrs John Ross wrote 

All the servants here must have some time to themselves and when at 
work they-have very frequently some of their companions with them.  
They do nothing after dark.2 2 8 

The employment of live-in servants who cooked the meals and 
waited at table was not uncommon.2 2 9 But it appears that the 
usual practice was for servants to live out. George Impey wrote to 
his sister from Salem that since their English servant left them, 

we have had native servants who do not sleep on the premises but come 
in the morning and leave directly after tea. This is a very usual practice 
here, a few people incline to find lodgings for the natives they in 
general being far from cleanly in their persons and habits.2 3 0 

While 'native servants' were not considered clean enough to live in 
the house they were clean enough to do most of the work inside 
it. The risk of contamination was high: 

One of the great drawbacks to the employment of raw natives is the 
fact that they are dirty. Many of them swarm with vermin.2 3 1 

Overall there seems to have been little difference between the 
British settlers and the frontier Dutch colonists as regards the 
treatment of African people. In fact there is some evidence that 
the frontier Dutch treated them better than did the British 
Settlers. A Bethelsdorp missionary told the 1823 Commissioners 
of Inquiry that
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the Hottentots are much influenced in the question of wages by the 
character of the masters with whom they serve, as well as the mode in 
which their wages are to be paid. They are found to prefer the service 
of the Cape boors to that of the English settlers, who pay them better 
wages than the former, but exact more labour.2 3 2 

In 1851 Merriman wrote that he had 

learnt to modify much my ideas of Dutch harshness towards the 
coloured people who serve them.., there is much in kindness 
exercised towards them (their servants) in a way that English masters 
and mistresses seem incapable of. (He) ceased to wonder at the 
preference which coloured people frequently show for living in service 
with Dutch people rather than English. There is less of awful distance 
kept up between the parties in one case than the other. The Dutchman 
will allow the coloured man to have all his relations and belongings 
come and live with him, which an Englishman rarely will. Moreover he 
acts peremptorily, but speaks kindly and less haughtily to the natives 
than an English gentleman is used to do to his inferiors; nor has he, like 
the latter, any drawing room in which himself and his wife are 
secluded.2 3 3 

A hundred and twenty-two years later, Preston-Whyte reported 
the same finding.2 34 

The treatment of African labour has to be understood in terms 
of the administrative framework whereby such labour was tightly 
controlled and regulated. Ordinance 49 was the key piece of 
legislation, but even here our knowledge is incomplete. It 
remained on the statute book until 1867, but had been partially 
suspended ten years previously, when the Xhosa Cattle Killing 
resulted in a large-scale influx of Africans into the colony 
necessitating new regulations. Much about the incorporation of 
African women workers is unclear. On 2 January a proclamation 
issued by the Governor, Sir Harry Smith (legalised in an ordinance 
dated 27 June 1848), provided for the employment of 'Kaffir 
youths' in the Cape Colony. Each youth was to be apprenticed by 
indenture. An apprentice under the age of 15 might enter a trade, 
or become a arm or domestic servant, until he was 18. An 
apprentice of 15 or over might not be indentured for more than 
three years. In March 1848 Smith told Earl Grey (Secretary for 
the Colonies) that several hundred 'Kaffir youths' had accepted 
service in the colony and he hoped that many more would do so.  
The proclamation is apparently intended to refer only to 'Kaffir' 
males. From Goldswain's evidence it is clear, however, that 
females also became .apprentices. In September 1849 Goldswain
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wrote to thank Mackinnon (Chief Commissioner of British 
Kaffraria) for his trouble concerning four indentured 'Kaffir' 
servants who had absconded before the end of their contract with 
Goldswain, and asked for five men as sheep and cattle herders and 
two women about 16 years old as domestic servants.2 3 5 

Indenture contracts and pass regulations then, as now, imposed 
constraints on the mobility of African labour.2 3 6 Despite this 
tight administrative framework it seems that domestic work in 
the Eastern Cape was a fairly mobile occupation, involving 
frequent changes of jobs,2 37 though it was not as mobile as in 
Britain where in the rural areas the hiring of domestic servants 
took place at hiring fairs such as that described by Hardy in Far 
from the Madding Crowd.  

For the first half of the nineteenth century the Eastern frontier 
was highly unsettled. Clearly, the movement of 'foreigners' was 
intensified during periods of war, but what happened to Nguni 
servants is problematic. Sometimes Xhosa servants were 
imprisoned during war time, though it seems unlikely that this 
included women. In 1851 Merriman found that upwards of 70 
African men were in jail in Grahamstown, many of them 
servants.2 3 8 Naturally the dependants of these men were in a 
difficult position. Joseph Stirk writes in January 1851: 

Fifty-five Kaffir women arrived here from Grahamstown on their way 
to Kaffirland, all their men having been put into the Prison for 
conspiracy.2

3 9 

Travelling to Kaffirland must have been hazardous, since the 
British did not always extend the same chivalry towards women 
that the Xhosa did.240 Sometimes Nguni servants deserted their 
employers. Shone, in February 1851 reports: 'The news here 
(Clumber) is that all the Kaffir servants at Bathurst, both men and 
women, are leaving their masters.'24 1 In June it was rumoured 
they 'plan to join the war party.' Others stayed in their employ
ment.  

In spite of the hostilities during 1835 and the persistent suspicion and 
mistrust of the years after the war, there is evidence that considerable 
numbers of tribesmen, including Caffres, remained within the Colony 
during and after the hostilities.2 4 2 

Shone and Stirk reported that they had Mfengu men and women 
in their employment right through 1851. Other African servants 
were protected by their employers. When Fort Peddie expected 
an attack in April 1846, all the women were removed to the
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barrack room, 'All go with the exception of Mrs Maclean, she 
however sends her servants and children.'24 3 In Grahamstown in 
1851, Harriet Ward describes military wives fleeing with their 
servants and children to the Drostdy barracks. Overall it seems 
difficult to generalise about what happened to African servants 
during the frontier wars.  

Clearly the conflict which occurred on the Eastern Cape 
frontier between 1779 and 1879 intensified and sharpened racial 
attitudes. It has been claimed that racism was generated 'in toto' 
by the frontier situation.2 4 4 

But this notion has been effectively criticised in terms of the 
primacy of labour relations.24 5 Certainly the 1820 Settlers came 
to a society in which racial domination was established, and to 
which they brought their own racial stereotypes and hierarchical 
notions of social class.2 4 6 The two cultural sources fused in a 
racialist ideology, so that English settlers joined the Dutch 
colonists in the outcry against Ordinance 50 of 1828, and Pringle 
was distressed that some settlers 

appear to have imbibed, in their full extent, the same inhuman 
prejudices towards the natives of the soil (as characterised the 
Dutch).

24 7 

These prejudices were amplified by the social distance generated 
by a rigid system of stratification.2 4 8 

The frontier variant of racism was articulated by people such as 
Robert Godlonton who saw the Xhosa as 'hordes of robbers, 
crafty, faithless, debased and cruel,'2 4 9 and John Mitford Bowker 
in his famous 'Springbok' speech to a meeting of frontier farmers 
in 1844.250 Welsh suggests that 'this was an extreme point of 
view, uttered no doubt in the heat of provocation.'2 5 1 However, 
the Grabam's Town Journal during the 30s, 40s and 50s is steeped 
in racialist sentiments. The Mfengu were 'a poor, spiritless, weak
minded race of people', 'completely devoid of intelligence.' The 
Xhosa character has 'all the baser qualities ... without anything 
either noble or generous or possessing one spark of honour or 
integrity.' The Khoikoi are characterised by 'fickleness and 
ingratitude'. Racist attitudes reach a peak in the writings of 
Harriet Ward. The Kaffir has 'neither generosity nor gratitude.' He 
is 'a liar, a thief and a beggar.' Although less than human, 

the Kaffir, at the first onset, is perhaps less ferocious than cunning, and 
more intent on serving his own interests by theft than on taking life 
from the mere spirit of cruelty; but once roused, he is like the wild 
beast after the taste of blood and loses all the best attributes of

220



Changing Patterns

humanity.  

But whether roused or not, 

a Kaffir skin more resembles the hide of some powerful animal than the 
skin of a human being. In the early part of this war (1846) some 
persons procured the entire skin of a Kaffir, and had it treated in the 
same way that leather is first prepared for tanning. I am told that the 
-texture is at least three times the thickness of a white man's and I see 
no reason for doubting the assertion.2 5 2 

Harriet Ward was an army. officer's wife, and her racial attitudes 
were coloured by the experience of war. Macmillan writes, 

The settlers can hardly be blamed if they were absorbed in their own 
task of reclaiming a new district from barbarism - with little sympathy 
or attention to spare for the neighbouring barbarians - the Bantu being 
indeed dangerous and hostile neighbours.2 53 

But what if the Bantu were servants of long standing service rather 
than 'dangerous and hostile neighbours'? 

Jeremiah Goldswain maintains that 

there is a few wich you may trust (of the Kaffer) but few ... I have had 
them more or less for the last 25 years and the more you give them the 
more they want: in fact they are never sitified and all the most of thous 
Kaffers - wether men or women - that as been in my service would 
gladly return into my service and will acnolige that I ham a good Master 
yet I know but one family... But if thear was an another war they 
would be the firs to rob me and if possible to murder me and all my 
family. This is thear carreter.2 5 4 

Even good relations with individual African servants who are 
experienced as loyal and faithful, did not always undermine 
negative racial attitudes. Calderwood declared that 

among Caffres and Hottentots, there are many excellent servants. We 
have had of both these classes in our house as good and faithful servants 
as could possibly be expected. But I fear this cannot with truth be 
represented as the general experience.2 5 5 

Thus typifications are entrenched and often are not shifted or 
redefined by contradictory personal experience.2 5 6 

Even in the best servant-employer relationships - those 
containing most concern and kindness, such as tose in the
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Philipps family the African is implicitly viewed as a child. The 
child analogy, often a component of racist, sexist and classist 
ideologies, involves a very fundamental denial of equality. There is 
a clear analogy between attitudes towards Africans and those 
towards the lower classes in Britain: qualities of irresponsibility, 
immaturity, excitability and emotionalism are attributed to both.  
Cairns points to a consequent 'tendency for race relations to be 
patterned after class relations.'2 5 7 The institution of domestic 
service thus represented a vehicle in which class-bound attitudes 
assumed a racial form. On the Eastern frontier where domestic 
work was done by Xhosa women rather than men, servant
employer relations were also structured by notions of female 
inferiority.2 5 8 As domestic service was increasingly transformed 
into a black female institution, these different definitions of 
inequality converged.2 5 9 

The involvement of Xhosa women is significant. Wilson points 
out that 

in Xhosa country, as nowhere else in Black Africa, women as well as 
men took employment with whites. Sometimes this was under duress, 
but often it was by choice. From the early nineteenth century domestic 
work was done on the frontier by Xhosa women rather than Xhosa 
men.26 0 

Thus, Wilson indicates in another source, 'one of the charac
teristics of the frontier was the interaction between women.'2 6 1 

She stresses that 'the importance of this has been overlooked.' 
Certainly the intimacy of the relationship did sometimes yield 
insights into a common humanity. She points, for example, to the 
close relationship between Mrs Ross and her Xhosa domestic 
servant. But it is debatable how far this intimacy went in breaking 
down racist stereotypes. Mary Taylor, writing from Healdtown in 
1872, learned from her domestic servant Annie, that Africans are 
capable of deep feelings. The young man to whom Annie was 
engaged hanged himself.  

Poor Annie was in quiet trouble which contradicted what I have heard 
many say, and even Fanny saying, that the natives know little of what 
we call love.  

But then perhaps Annie is the exception: 

Annie is rather a singular girl for a Fingoe, so reserved that it is difficult 
to approach her in order to comfort. She is a clean servant and I value 
her very much.2 6 2
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Because on the frontier women did a great deal of domestic work 
themselves, there was a situational intimacy between colonists and 
their servants. Mrs Trollip and her mother at Dagga Boer employed 
several servants in the house but had their time fully occupied 

for candles and soap, both had to be made and needed personal 
supervision. Often during the evening they would roll and knot wicks in 
preparation for candle-making next day or cut the 'Boerseep' into 
handy household squares for washing purposes.  

The ironing of the white starched collars and boiled shirt fronts of 
the men took a great deal of time, 'for such particular work could 
not be entrusted to the Native servants who did the plain 
ironing.'2 6 3 

While there was a physical proximity between housewife and 
servant, there was also considerable social distance between them, 
which acted against any recognition of a common woman
hood.26 4 

Wilson admits that 'interacting with people is no guarantee that 
you will regard them as human', but it may help.2 65 However, the 
quality of interaction between African and European women 
which took place on the Eastern Frontier in the nineteenth 
century within the institution of domestic service was structured 
in terms of extreme inequality. Such interaction generates a sense 
of superiority in the employer, which may be expressed in either 
patronage or abuse.  

While the employment of domestic servants seems to have been 
widespread in colonial society throughout the nineteenth century, 
it did not free European women for extra-domestic roles as it does 
now. In the colonies, as in Britain, there was a lack of occupation
al opportunities for women. By custom and training they were 
constrained to enter a much narrower range of occupations than 
men. The Directory of Grahamstown for 1843 shows the follow
ing occupations followed by women: seamstress, laundress, 
bonnet-maker, shop-keeper, dress-maker and housewife.26 6 Some 
women ran small schools but teaching was not always considered a 
valid occupational role.2 67 Marriage and motherhood were the 
core attributes of women's role in society.2 68 The implication of 
this is that European women were in an extremely dependent 
position.2 6 9 On the whole, this dependence was unquestioned,
and its domestic routines went unrecorded.  

One of the difficulties in coming to any other than the most 
tentative conclusions about the level of intimacy, concern and 
insight in nineteenth-century domestic servant-employer relations 
on the Eastern Frontier comes from the paucity of direct
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accounts. As Butler points out, sreminiscences by women of this 
period are much rarer than reminiscences by men.'2 7 0 How do we 
account for this? Perhaps women were too caught up in domestic 
chores; perhaps they were too self-deprecatory; perhaps they felt 
their world and experiences were trivial, insignificant and not 
worth recording. The organisation of domestic life being defined 
as the preserve of women, meant that some of the most vivid 
settler diaries do not mention domestic details at all. Settlers such 
as Charles Bell and Joseph Stirk give fascinating details of busy, 
productive lives, but the domestic aspect lies in the shadows. This 
is less true of Thomas Shone, perhaps because as a widower his 
domestic life requires some organisation, so we hear about how 
much he paid to have his washing done and his house cleaned. But 
overall, as Macrone noted, 'the frontier woman.. . remains a 
vague though substantial figure.' 2 71 

The difficulties involved in trying to clothe this vague figure is a 
problem germane to women's history. It is extremely difficult to 
explore the world of women when they have left us with few 
direct accounts. 'Women's history is in essence the history of the 
inarticulate.'2 72 Attempts to redress the balance are marked by an 
overcorrection, as dangerous in intellectual life as in driving.  
Women are treated as one single social group. Clearly women 
shared common social experiences, but even in something as basic 
as motherhood, these experiences were very differently defined 
and coloured in different cultures and social classes. These 
differences were intense in the interaction of Xhosa women with 
their European employers on the Eastern Frontier in the 
nineteenth century.  

Obviously, African and European women were located in 
different cultural universes. However, domestic service did provide 
a point of contact between the two. It was an entry point into the 
colonial economy for African women. It was at the same time a 
potential route of escape. Domestic service, however exploitative 
and onerous an occupation, must be appreciated in terms of 
various cultural meanings. It did imply the possibility of earning a 
living, however meagre and, therefore, offered at least the 
potential for independence to Xhosa girls who were unmarried and 
economically dependent. Sometimes it was an escape from the 
coercion to which a woman could be subject in traditional Xhosa 
society. There is, for example, the case of Hena, a daughter of the 
then paramount chief, Gaika, who refused to marry a 'heathen', 
and polygamist, and fled into the colony to work first for an LMS 
family and then at Lovedale as a domestic servant.2 7 3 Similarly in 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain, domestic service could 
provide a route of escape from rural poverty.2 7 4
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Clearly there are characteristics of the institution of domestic 
service that are common to both societies. For example: the 
extreme inequality of the participants; its meaning as an 
occupational role that allowed for movement into an urban or 
colonial setting; the stereotypic attitudes of employers - class
based in one context, race-based in the other; the exploitation of 
the domestic servant, whether measured in terms of wages, hours, 
dignity of treatment, or lack of fundamental securities and 
rights.2 75 However, there are also important differences.  

In the last analysis, in South Africa labour was controlled by 
force, either through the legal apparatus of enslavement, 
apprenticeship or incenture, or through the existence of ties of 
dependence binding workers with no property to the owners of 
such property in the means of production. But the difference 
between nineteenth-century Britain and South Africa in this 
respect is one of degree. In a capitalist society all labour-power is 
in some form unfree.  

Domestic service in nineteenth-century South Africa did not 
allow for the same level of mobility as in Britain, either geo
graphical (in terms of labour controls) or social. Racist attitudes 
and legislation blocked the possibility of the 'rags to riches' or 
'maid to madam' success stories one comes across among domestic 
servants in Britain. To take two widely disparate examples: 
Thomas Coutts, the banking millionaire who married his maid 
servant, or Henry Fielding who married his wife's maid, Mary 
Daniel, four years after his wife's death. There are success stories 
in the biographies of a few South African domestic servants of the 
last century, but they are of a far less spectacular variety.  
Catherine Eckhardt, a Khoikoi woman, had been a domestic 
servant in the employ of Thomas Pringle and Mrs Govan among 
others: on her death in 1863 she bequeathed her savings amount
ing to 300 pounds to bursaries for Khoikoi, Xhosa and Fingo 
students.2 76 

Whatever the points of comparison between the institution of 
domestic service in nineteenth-century Britain and contemporary 
South Africa, the crucial factor is that in the two societies it 
followed an entirely different pattern of development. In Britain, 
domestic service was fundamentally a form of class subjection.  
Changes in domestic service as an institution reflected changes in 
class relationships. The disappearance of domestic servants in the 
middle years of the twentieth century partly reflected the 
increased power of the working class.2 77 In South Africa the 
transformation of the institution of domestic service into one 
dominated by black females reflected the extension and elabor
ation of white domination. Marx observed that the vast increase in
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the numbers of domestic servants, of whom there were well over a 
million in 1861, showed clearly the growing divergence between 
the classes; with wealth and luxury concentrated at one extreme, 
poverty and servitude at the other.2 78 Substitute 'races' for 
classes' and exactly the same could be said of South Africa 
today.  

By the end of the century, the majority of domestic servants 
were African women. This may be illustrated by a table from the 
1891 Census though the picture that emerges is somewhat 
distorted by a different basis to classification.2 79 

Table 31.  
Numerical Distribution of Domestic Servants in the Cape 

Colony by Race and Sex, 1891 

Race Total Females Males 

Europeans 4 834 3 602 1 232 
Malays 724 393 331 
Hottentots 7 004 5 531 1 473 
Fingo 2 812 2 141 671 
Kafir and Bechuana 16 831 11 733 5 098 

While the end of the nineteenth century was a turning point, the 
depression in the following century provided something of a 
hiatus in this process of racial and sexual transformation. The 
problem of poor whites reached considerable proportions. By 
1929 it was reliably estimated that there were approximately 
300 000 who should be classed as poor whites.2 80 Economic 
necessity meant that 'in recent years European girls have shown 
increased willingness to enter domestic service.'2 8 1 However, by 
this time it was largely defined as 'Kaffir work'. The Carnegie 
Commissioners stated that this was the main reason why European 
women were resistant to the occupation. The European woman 
offered an even 'more strenuous objection to entering domestic 
service if she has to work together with non-European 
servants.'28 2 The Commissioners found this regrettable because 

Domestic service provides the girl from the poor family with an 
opportunity of being trained in the duties of a housewife; it also suits 
the nature of most girls. Domestic service forms a wholesome field of 
employment for the European girl, and it is desirable that attempts be 
made to regulate the conditions of work in a more satisfactory manner
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than is now the case.28 3 

Similarly, Macmillan refers to 

the alternative (for white women) of domestic service at from 20/- or 
25/- to three pounds a month with keep. I can only say that without 
radical changes in the conditions of service there are insuperable 
difficulties to its providing a real solution; one is a social pride of class 
which must be respected and is quite as fundamental as the native 
trouble; the other is the exaction by employers of impossibly long 
hours without really adequate leisure.2 8 4 

As domestic work became increasingly transformed into a pre
dominantly black institution, no attempts whatsoever were made 
to improve conditions of work.  

This chapter has suggested that domestic service is a social 
institution that reflects changing patterns of domination.  
Domestic service was always characterised by a level of exploit
ation; because of the low wages and poor working conditions it 
involved, whites escaped from it as blacks were coerced into it.  
The following chapter attempts to document the increasing 
controls to which black labour was subject, as capitalist penetr
ation went forward. The depression formed a brief hiatus in 
this process. Thus, while in 1926 there were 823 European males 
who were domestic servants (indoor) and 11 432 females, this was 
a fairly short-lived. phenomenon.2 8 5 

Domestic service as a social institution shows common 
characteristics within both contemporary white South African 
society, and British society before 1950. By that date, in South 
Africa domestic service was almost entirely a Non-European 
institution, while in Britain it had largely disappeared. It would be 
an interesting extension of this argument to know whether 
'coloured' immigration to Britain in the post-war period has 
resulted in .the same process of racial transformation with 
increasing numbers of immigrant women doing 'charring' and 
other domestic work. There is some evidence that many migrant 
workers are issued work permits for domestic work, and that they, 
together with 'au pairs', are extremely exploited groups.28 6 

Differences in the trajectory of domestic service in the two 
societies might be thought to revolve around the fact that in South 
Africa domestic service was an important institution of 
colonialism. Rex points out that 'just as the system of plantation 
slavery was accompanied by a growth of the domestic institution, 
so is the South African labour system accompanied by an 
elaborate development of the institution of domestic service.'28 7
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The core of the colonial social structure lay in the relationship 
between the owners of capital and labour on the one hand, and 
the workers on the other. But this relationship was the core of 
nineteenth-century British society as well. In short, domestic 
service in both these societies was a fundamental institution of 
inequality, reflecting a form of class domination which, in South 
Africa, increasingly assumed a racial form.
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of Domestic Workers





Chapter 7 

Discrimination: 

Race and Sex 

It is necessary to situate the individual in a social context, to be able to 
say sometbing about that context in terms of its internal structure and 
dynamics, the opportunities it makes available and the constraints it 
imposes, and at the same time to grasp that essential individuality and 
uniqueness of man that evades any total categorization. 1 

Sharp and Green, 1975.  

Domestic workers and their employers are not free and equal 
participants in interaction. Their interaction is shaped and 
coloured by the structures which control the distribution of power 
and resources in South African society. These structures define the 
relationship between whites and blacks as 

... a master-servant relationship in all spheres, enforced through a 
variety of effective controls and sanctions. It is a system in which the 
Africans are forced to work for the whites at bare subsistence wages 
(perhaps not even that), deprived of all basic rights to assert their 
interests freely and legally, and subject to some of the most draconian 
and tyrannical labour controls ever developed in modern industry. The 
enormous power and prosperity of the whites in South Africa is thus 
based on the systematic exploitation of African labour.2 

This exploitation is highlighted in the relationship between 
domestic workers and their employers. In a very realsense this 
relationship is a microcosm of the exploitation and inequality on 
which the entire social order is based.
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DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF RACE 

The powerlessness, vulnerability or ultra-exploitability of domestic 
workers derives largely from the system of racial domination to 
which blacks in South Africa are subject. This system has been 
conceptualised as consisting of various measures of racial 
discrimination serving to maintain blacks in a subordinate 
position, and legitimised by a racist ideology.3 These measures 
operate at five critical levels: political rights, property and 
residence rights, employment, education and income. The system 
of racial domination is the most conspicuous feature of the 
extreme inequality existing in South Africa. Racial domination is 
not intrinsic to the capitalist mode of production; it both predates 
the development of capitalism and exists in some socialist 
societies. Nevertheless in contemporary South Africa this system 
must be related to the capitalist system of production andclass 
structure of which it is a part, if it is to be explained contextually.  

It has been argued that racial groupings cut across Marxist 
conceptualisations of property relations as the axis of the class 
system. A number of writers argue, for instance, that the white 
and black working class constitutes two distinct classes, each 
occupying a different place in the relations of capitalist 
production. Others argue that they are merely differences between 
fractions within a single class. Rex insists upon the need for a 
more sophisticated conceptualisation of class than is afforded by 
the 'crude reference to property relations'. Thus 'the basic 
distinction which has to be made . . . is that between free and 
unionised labour on the one hand and labour which is subject to a 
variety of restrictions on the other ... ,4 This is the axis along 
which he divides the working class in South Africa into two 
categories - a white labour aristocracy and African workers.  
However, it has been pointed out that in order to establish two 
distinct 'working classes'. Rex must be able to conceptualise this 
basic distinction and show how this defines specific relations to 
the means of production. This he does not do. Further, the notion 
of a class of workers under capitalism who are free from 
restriction is untenable.5 

Johnstone argues that historically the white owners of property 
in the means of production in South Africa developed their system 
of class domination as one of racial domination. This, by 
restricting the property ownership and political rights of 'non
whites', and 'subjecting them to various forms of extra-economic 
compulsion and domination, served specifically to perpetuate the 
economic dependence of the non-white population and to secure 
the ultra-exploitability of their labour.'6 Thus Johnstone views the
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system of racial domination as the specific form of the system of 
class domination erected by the white property owners. He 
conceptualises the system of racial discrimination in terms of 'class 
colour bars'. These consist of the exploitation colour bars which 
generate both property colour bars and employment colour bars.  
The latter are generated by the structural insecurity of the white 
working class.  

Johnstone relates the structural insecurity of the white workers 
to two conditions: firstly, proletarianisation - the condition of 
being separated from ownership of property in the means of 
production and consequent dependence upon employment by the 
owners of such property whose concern is that of profit maximis
ation. For some time this insecurity was greater than that of the 
African workers who retained some ownership of limited means of 
subsistence in the homelands. Secondly, the forced labour system 
which secured the ultra-exploitability of the black majority of 
workers.7 This ultra-exploitability created the ultra-cheapness of 
'non-white' labour generally, which in turn constituted a very 
great incentive to employers to maximise profit by maximising the 
utilisation of 'non-white' labour and minimising the utilisation of 
expensive white labour.  

The structural insecurity of the white working class generated 
the employment colour bars. These consisted of a job colour bar 
which restricted all skilled work to whites; and a 'white labour 
policy' which restricted certain unskilled employment in the 
public sector, notably the railways, harbours and postal services, 
to white workers at higher than prevailing unskilled wages.8 Thus, 
Johnstone's argument is that the structural insecurity of the white 
workers generated by the particular mode of capitalist 
development in South Africa led to their involvement in the 
system of racial discrimination.  

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 inter-racial competition.' 
Under it a Minister may, after an Industrial Tribunal investigation, 
apply a legally enforced colour bar to any sector of the economy.  
Such colour bars have applied in the following industries and 
occupations: building, clothing, footwear, furniture, liquor and 
catering trade, motor assembly, motor vehicle driving and so on.  
There has never been anything sacred about any particular job 
category and they are constantly changing. At present almost 
three percent of all available jobs are directly set aside for whites 
through legislative job reservation. Another set of restrictions on 
blacks operates through the Environment Planning Act (which
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superseded the Physical Planning Act) and inter alia establishes 
quotas of workers for the different industries. Secondly, labour 
agreements provide that the most skilled jobs are available only 
to members of recognised and registered trade unions. A third 
component of the barriers in access to employment is that in 
general the African labour force is less educated and less skilled 
than whites. Lastly, blacks are excluded from certain jobs by a 
racist ideology. The job colour bar thus reinforces the 
exploitability of 'non-white' labour, and protects the class interests 
of white labour. Johnstone emphasises that the job colour bar is a 
symptom; it is a response to the white workers' condition of 
structural insecurity which is itself a product of the capitalist 
system of production.9 Thus, in Johnstone's formulation the job 
colour .bar is ultimately a product of exploitation colour bars of 
the employers.  

The exploitation colour bars similarly generate property colour 
bars, which serve to secure and maintain the separation of 'non
whites' from ownership of property in the means of production.  
These racially discriminatory property laws constituted the 
economic basis of the capitalist system of production established 
by the new dominant class of white owners of property. The key 
piece of legislation here was the Native Land Act of 1913 which 
defined 87 percent of the territory of South Africa as 'white areas' 
in which Africans were not allowed to purchase or otherwise 
acquire land. This separation of blacks from the means of 
production constituted a form of economic compulsion impelling 
them into providing wage labour for the new owners. Legassick 
argues that the Act can be interpreted as an attempt to remedy the 
shortage of African labour on white farms.1 0 Similarly, Wilson 
and Bundy maintain that the pressure behind the Act came almost 
entirely from those who wished to ensure a cheap supply of labour 
by reducing squatters and sharecroppers to the level of labour 
tenants.11 Thus the conquest of blacks and the appropriation of 
their land is at the basis of the migrant labour system, whereby a 
cheap labour supply is secured. The migration of black workers is 
primarily controlled through the pass system and the contract 
system.  

The pass system is 'a system of movement control and labour 
regimentation, serving to strengthen the hold of white property 
owners over "non-white" workers, by controlling and directing the 
movement of "non-whites" generally and of "non-white" workers 
in particular.'I 2 Infringement of the Pass Laws is a criminal offence 
in terms of which thousands have experienced imprisonment. 1 3 

The pass system is secured by a complex legislative framework, in 
which the Native (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 was crucial, as it
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enabled municipalities in white areas to restrict Africans entering 
their areas to the numbers required by employers. The Act was 
frequently amended and each amendment made it more difficult 
for Africans to enter urban areas and settle there with their 
families. In 1930 the Act was amended to give the local authorities 
power to exclude African .women from towns unless they had a 
certificate to the effect that there was accommodation available 
for them. Previously African women had practically free access to 
urban areas and this, said the Minister of Native Affairs, often led 
to 'an undesirable state of affairs. 1 4 

In 1952 the Natives (Abolition of passes and co-ordination of 
documents) Act introduced the 'reference book' which was to be 
issued to all Africans (men and women) and made it an offence 
not to possess one. An amendment to the Native (Urban Areas) 
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 he or she complied with certain 
qualifications.  

Subsequent amendments have made these qualifications 
birth, 15 years residence or ten years continuous employment by 
the same -employer - more rigorous. Since the Riekert Commis
sion recommendations the government has tightened up the 
operation of influx control. This has deepened the division of 
interests within the black community between those blacks legally 
in white urban areas who have access to the wealth of the 
economy in the capitalist core and whose incomes are already four 
times as high as those who are unemployed in the Bantustans on 
the periphery of the capitalist system.  

Thus the Bantustans function as labour reservoirs for the 
centres of capital accumulation. Outside the Bantustans blacks are 
largely reduced to the status of rightless migrants or aliens. This 
rightlessness serves the interests of the white property owners. It 
means that labour is kept cheap and unorganised and the 
formation of an urban proletariat is restricted.  

Migrant labour is brought into the centres of industrial 
production under contract, according to- the needs of capital. 1 5 

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 and the Bantu Labour Act of 1964 no African may leave the 
Bantustans unless he has obtained a contract of employment 
through the government labour bureau, and no such contract may 
be valid for more than a year, though it may be renewed. This 
increases labour turnover, and ensures a contract worker's
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vulnerability: when he is fired he has to return to his rural area.  
The regulations of 1968 provide that every black man domiciled in 
a homeland in the area of a Tribal Labour Bureau must register as 
a work-seeker within one month of becoming unemployed, from 
the time he is 15 years old until the age of 65. Women are not 
compelled to register in this way unless they wish to obtain 
employment. When a man first registers he is placed in a category 
of employment, such as agriculture, mining, forestry, manufactur
ing and so on.  

Once a man has been placed in a category he may not change out of it 
for the rest of his working life unless given permission to do so.. . If he 
is classified as a farm, mine or domestic worker he has very little hope 
of ever being able to change his type of employment 16 

In prescribed areas (in practice this means every town in the 
Republic outside the homelands) every black man must register at 
the Labour Bureau as a workseeker within 72 hours of becoming 
unemployed, but whether the Labour Officer will agree to register 
him depends on his position in terms of Section 10 of the Urban 
Areas Act. This is the core of the immobility of black labour: 

It means that no black workers can come to any town or city to look 
for work. In theory he can do so provided he finds a job within 72 
hours of arrival but in practice this is not so. The Labour Officer will 
not register such a man, or woman, in the job he has found and the 
employer may not submit an application to employ him except if the 
job is a domestic one.1 7 

In non-prescribed areas (the remaining largely rural areas of the 
Republic outside the Homelands) a man must register as a work
seeker at the District Labour Bureau if he is unemployed and 
desires to be placed in employment.  

Once he is registered as a workseeker he has no real choice as to where 
he will work or what kind of work he will do. His chances will depend 
on the labour supply in the area in which he lives. If the farmers in the 
area are short of labour he will have an endorsement made in his 
reference book saying 'for farm labour only' It does not seem to 
matter what educational qualifications they have obtained. If farmers 
need labour they cannot do anything else. 18 

These controls amount to a system of forced labour.1 9 The 
purpose of the contract system and the pass system which control 
migrant labour is to secure the extreme powerlessness of blacks in
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general, and the extreme exploitability of black workers in 
particular.  

A further dimension of this exploitability is the denial of free 
and equal access to education which has resulted in blacks lacking 
scarce and valued skills. The most obvious inequality in black 
education is in the huge expenditure gap in state spending. In 
1970 Africans who then constituted 70,9 percent of the popul
ation received 11,4 percent of educational expenditure, whereas 
whites who constituted 17 percent of the population received 74,8 
percent of the educational expenditure.2 0 In 1976 - 77, the 
following per capita expenditure on school pupils of the various 
population groups has been quoted: 

Whites: R654,00 per capita 
'Coloureds': R157,59 per capita 
Africans in the 'common area': R 48,55 per capita 21 

As there is no compulsory education for blacks, there are 
proportionately fewer in school. In 1970 practically the whole age 
group of whites between the ages of seven and 16, that is, 98 
percent, was actually in school, but only 64 percent of African 
children.2 2 The drop-out rate among African schoolchildren is 
dramatic. By standard three one in two have dropped out, and one 
in five drop out in the very first year.2 3 Out of a total potential 
school population of 4,5 million only two percent reach standard 
seven and only two in 1 000 reach matric.2 4 These figures reflect 
the grossly inadequate conditions in African schools, which are 
illustrated by high student-teacher ratios (in 1975 it was 1:55,8 
overall in black schools, but 1:22 in white schools);2 5 and poorly 
qualified and poorly paid teachers (not more than ten percent of 
the 68000 African teachers in 1975 had a matriculation 
certificate).2 6 Further, 'Bantu education' reproduces through its 
ideological content the subjugation of blacks.  

In all these ways a black's access to skilled employment is 
restricted by educational discrimination. However this must be 
located in terms of the other constraints operating upon the 
mobility of black labour. For instance it has been established that 

the unemployment rate is highest amongst the higher qualified 
(Africans) (matriculation in the case of men, J.C. and matric in the 
case of women). This suggests that they are too well qualified for the 
job opportunities open to them.27 

Finally, a racially discriminatory franchise and system of
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government has left black workers without meaningful political 
rights. They are denied both a vote in the central parliament and 
trade union rights. A long history of repressive legislation has 
sought to exclude black workers from the collective bargaining 
process and suppress the activities of trade union officials. African 
unions, representing 60 000 paid up and more than 110 000 book 
members, operate under considerable difficulties.  

The fear is that powerful African trade unions with the right to 
strike could force higher wages, and serve as bases for political 
action. At present Africans are placed in a weak 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 other capitalist societies have secured, serve to maintain 
the extreme powerlessness of blacks and the ultra-exploitability of 
their labour.  

The white working class in South Africa share with non-white 
workers the general class condition of separation from ownership 
of property in the means of production. Johnstone terms the 
former 'politically free' workers in the sense of 

not being subject to the system of forced labour, of being free from 
extra-economic restrictions on mobility in the labour market, and free 
to organise and act collectively through such means as trade unions and 
strikes, and political parties and the vote.2 8 

Davies points out that any notion of a politically free working 
class in capitalist society is foreign to Marxist analysis.2 9 It also 
neglects the force and scope of repressive state action that applies 
to whites as well as to non-whites. In the elaborate system of 
state security now established in South Africa no one has security 
of political rights and all are subject to arbitrary arrest, detention 
and torture, though the system obviously_ acts most coercively 
upon 'non-whites', (for instance all the deaths in detention have 
occurred among 'non-whites'.) 

The result of these measures is that black labour is rightless, 
powerless, unorganised, and ultra-cheap. Employers assume an 
absolute authority over black workers. The underlying assumption 
is that the employer has the absolute right to set wage rates and 
other conditions. This assertion of authority assumes its clearest 
expression in the domestic worker-employer relationship. The 
result is low black wages and a wide gap between black and white 
wages. This situation is sometimes ascribed to 'market forces' but 
the market always operates within politically-defined parameters.  
The wage gap is thus a political creation, serving the interests of 
the white property owners, and requiring a political solution. Its
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extent is illustrated by the following.  
In 1973 the Financial Mail calculated the average monthly per 

capita income of the various race groups to have been: whites 
R184, Asians R37, 'coloureds' R29 and Africans R10. The ratio of 
annual white to black average per capita income was 14:1, while 
the average gap in average annual income per head was R2 050 
(whites R2 207, blacks R1 57). Whites, although constituting only 
17 percent of the population, received almost 70 percent of the 
total income. The richest ten percent of South Africa's population 
received an estimated 58 percent of the total income.30 The low 
standard of living of blacks is illustrated by the Poverty Datum 
Line, Minimum Effective Level, or Household Subsistence Level 
calculations. Household Subsistence Level figures are updated by 
Potgieter every six months to take account of rising living costs.  
These vary among areas as the following table shows: 

Table 32.  
African Household Subsistence Levels, 19763 1 

Rands per month Percentage increase 
Oct. 1975 to 
Oct. 1976 

Benoni 127,44 10,4 
Bloemfontein 126,63 4,4 
Cape Town 146,47 9,2 
East London 129,13 11,0 
Johannesburg 134,67 12,5 
Peddie 110,43 12,1 
Port Elizabeth 124,95 4,9 

Comparison of Potgieter's figures with official earning statistics 
shows that average African earnings in practically every industry 
are well below the family breadline. For example, African 
monthly earnings in June 1976 were R109 in manufacturing and 
construction, R91 in the motor trade, R84 in the wholesale trade 
and R70 in the retail trade. Local authorities paid an average of 
only R78, and the hotel industry R51. According to one survey, 
conducted by Market Research Africa, in 1976, 63,5 percent of 
African households had less than R80 a month on which to live, 
25,4 percent between R80 and R149, and only 11,1 percent more 
than R150. Staggeringly, nearly a quarter, 22,5 percent, had less 
than R20. Potgieter maintains that his HSL is an absolute
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minimum providing only for the barest of necessities for a family 
of six. He has stated that 50 percent should be added to his HSL 
in each area to get a 'decent' living standard.3 2 

The payment of such low wages generally is sometimes 
legitimised in terms of the lower needs of African workers. Clearly 
the postulation of the lower needs of such workers is an important 
component of a racist ideology, as is the prevailing character
isation of unskilled labour as 'Kaffir work', both serving to 
rationalise the status quo. 'Racist ideology' refers to those 
attitudes and beliefs that define blacks as inferior, and conversely 
whites as members of an innately superior racial group. Johnstone 
points out that 

by so defining non-whites and by thus attributing their respective class 
positions of white property owners and non-white workers to member
ship of innately unequal racial groups, this ideology serves to legitimise 
and to mystify the system of class domination, racial discrimination 
and labour exploitation established by the white property owners.3 3 

This exploitation is highlighted in the relationship between 
domestic workers and their employers.  

The powerlessness, vulnerability or ultra-exploitability of 
domestic workers derives largely from the system of racial 
domination which this section has outlined.34 This section gives 
only an outline sketch because there is a good deal of published 
material available on the position of blacks in South Africa. By 
contrast there is almost a complete dearth of material analysing 
the position of women in South Africa. Given that domestic 
service is largely a black female occupation, a central tenet of this 
study is that one cannot understand the situation of domestic 
workers without some analysis of the situation of black women in 
South Africa today. The following section outlines the system of 
sexual domination operating in South Africa, and attempts to 
show that the two systems of domination converge to amplify the 
disabilities of black women generally.  

DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF SEX 

'Maids' and 'madams' are very differently located in South African 
society. Many white women are free to enjoy a considerable 
amount of leisure, or to lead economically productive lives outside 
the home, because of the availability of cheap, black domestic 
labour. Thus while both black and white women are subject to 
discrimination on the basis of sex, the system of racial domination.
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provides white women with mechanisms of escape from this 
structure of constraints.  

Discrimination on the basis of sex is extremely widespread.  
Under capitalism it is rooted in the division between private or 
domestic labour and social or collective labour. However the 
oppression of women predates the development of capitalism and 
exists in many socialist societies. Various attempts have been made 
to analyse its source.3 5 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 became active components of 
it. Regardless of its pre-capitalist origins, therefore, the system of 
sexual domination in South Africa must be seen as generated and 
determined in its specific forms and functions by the system of 
production and class structure of which it now forms a part.  

This system has two components: various measures of sexual 
discrimination serving to maintain women in a position of 
dependence; and a sexist ideology serving to legitimise this 
dependence. One may perhaps conceptualise this system of 
discrimination operating againct women as a number of 'sex bars'.  
These form a structure o constraints effectively limiting women 
at the levels of legal rights, employment, reproduction and 
education.  

Legal Rights 

Legal systems were used by Durkheim as an index of a type 
of social solidarity.3 6 Simons suggests that legal capacity is 
an important index of status and power. It indicates a person's 
ability to take decisions and perform acts that a court will 
recognise and uphold or penalise.37 A person has full legal 
capacity when, without assistance, he or she can independently 
make contracts, acquire and own property, sue and be sued, and 
enter into other legal transactions.  

Women have no legal capacity in African law. They cannot own 
property in their own right, enter into contracts without the aid of 
their male guardian, or act as the guardians of their children.  
Women are perpetual minors in that, irrespective of their age or 
marital status, they are always subject to the authority of men.38 

As Simons stresses, African customary law must be seen in its 
social context. Common law notions such as ownership, contract 
and status are saturated with an individualism that is foreign to 
traditional African culture,3 9 in which the rights of both men and
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women were submerged in the group. Thus the family, rather than 
any single individual, had full legal capacity. Within this unit each 
member had a clearly defined position with recognised rights and 
obligations. As Simons points out patriarchal rule, male primo
geniture, polygyny, arranged marriages, the sororate and levirate 
all provided women with some protection and secured their rights 
when they belonged to self-sufficient households in peasant 
communities.40 

However, the discrepancy between the pre-capitalist and 
capitalist systems creates a special edge to the disabilities of black 
women. Simons suggests that they are worse off, in terms of the 
modernised customary law, than they were before industrialis
ation. He regards the law concerning women as being badly co
ordinated, inconsistent, often obscure, reactionary and lacking in 
certain essential qualities of adequate legal systems - certainty, 
uniformity and flexibility.41 This may be related to two factors.  
First, 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 productio'n 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.  

The special edge to the disabilities of black women created by 
the discrepancy between the two legal systems is illustrated in the 
Natal Code of Law, Law no. 19 of 1891, which, while it avowedly 
attempted to liberate women from patriarchal tyranny, instead 
subjected them to even more serious disabilites.4 2 This Code 
applies to African women in Natal. Section 27 (2) 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 
guardian is usuall the ather or husband but can be an unknown 
relation in a ruralkraal, or even the woman's own son.'4 3 Women 
may not leave home or seek employment without the consent of 
their guardian. All their earnings are regarded as their guardian's 
property and are at his disposal. As a critic of the law has noted, it 
mentions the income of women in such traditional roles as 
medicine woman and midwife, but not those of teachers, nurses or 
doctors, domestic or factory workers. Women in these 
occupational roles have no more legal control over their earnings 
than women occupying traditional roles in peasant communi
ties.4 4 

Under this code African women in Natal cannot sign contracts 
or institute legal proceedings without the assistance of their
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guardians. Whatever their age, they must have their guardians' 
consent before they can marry.4 5 They cannot be the guardians of 
their own children. If the male guardian decides a child must leave 
school to work, the mother need have no say in the decision.  
Section 28 makes provision for emancipation, but only an 
unmarried woman can apply for emancipation from the Natal 
Code. Further, Simons suggests that a woman's prospects of 
gaining relief in this way appear to be remote because of a 
conservative administration and rapacious guardians.4 6 This is a 
clear illustration of the systems of racial and sexual domination 
converging into a situation of extreme exploitability. This 
exploitability is amplified by the convergence of two legal 
systems, part of two cultural orders, generated by different modes 
of production.  

The marriage laws in South Africa similarly illustrate the 
incorporation of the indigenous legal system into the dominant 
capitalist one, to black women's disadvantage. There are three 
marital proprietary regimes in South Africa: community of 
property, exclusion of community of property by antenuptial 
contract and customary union, in terms of Bantu law. All involve a 
legal dependence for women.  

More than half of white South African marriages are under 
community of property, whereby the husband acquires guardian
ship of the wife and she is considered a minor even if she is over 
21. He holds the 'marital power', which means, for example, that a 
wife cannot enter into any binding contract, even a hire purchase 
agreement, or open a credit account without the prior permission 
of her husband. The Matrimonial Affairs Act, No. 37 of 1953 
greatly alleviated the legal disabilities of married women. Since 
then the woman's earnings are protected, but her husband may 
still take possession of anything she may have bought with the 
money, unless she gets a court interdict against him. Also her 
husband's creditors can claim on her earnings for his debts, with 
the exception of liquor bills.  

A woman married by antenuptial contract which excludes her 
husband's marital power, is a major and has full legal capacity in 
most matters. But this form of marriage has some defects from the 
woman's point of view. For example.  

it makes no provision for the housewife and mother who has no income 
of her own, and is in fact grossly inequitable to the non-working wife; it 
does not permit the wife to claim any remuneration for her contrib
utions in looking after the home and the children.4 7 

Also the circumstances of a married couple are usually vastly
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different when the marriage ends by death or divorce, from when 
the contract was signed. A realistic settlement at the time of 
marriage may be quite inadequate at the time of its dissolution.  

Another complaint focuses on the guardianship of children.  
Under both these marriage systems the father is legal guardian.  
This creates particular problems in divorce, when in most cases the 
wife gets custody, but the husband retains his power as legal 
guardian. Despite the relative advantages of ante-nuptial contracts 
many women, especially among the poorest sections of the 
community, do not enter ante-nuptial contracts either because of 
ignorance, or the expense involved in having the contract drawn 
up by a lawyer.  

In customary unions the woman must have parental consent 
and the marriage is validated by lobolo - the transfer of cattle 
and/or money by the husband to the wife's father. While a 
husband may repudiate his marriage unilaterally, simply by forfeit
ing his lobolo rights, an African woman has no equivalent right, as 
this would require the return to the husband of cattle that do not 
belong to her, but to her father. An African woman married by 
customary union is considered a minor under the tutelage of her 
husband. She has no contractual capacity and cannot own 
property in her own right. If she earns wages these become the 
property of her husband.  

Many Africans go through at least two forms of marriage 
customary union and then a civil marriage. Others go through a 
church marriage as well. African men and women are presumed to 
be married out of community of property when they are married 
in civil rites, unless they sign a special declaration in which they 
declare their wish that community of property should apply. In 
marriage out of community of property, the wife has no claim on 
her husband's estate against her husband's male heir.4 8 

Simons argues that the gap between legal status and social 
reality is greater for customary union wives than it is for other 
women since economic realities have changed much faster than 
tribal law. The growing gap between them has resulted in the 
legal and proprietary capacity of women married under customary 
union being if anything weaker than it was in earlier times.49 

Simons maintains that African courts, if left alone, would adjust 
the tribal law to the new circumstances as they are doing in other 
parts of Africa. But the courts, administered largely by white 
judicial officers belonging to an alien culture, have lacked this 
flexibility and operate in terms of a narrow stereotype which acts 
to women's disadvantage.  

In the case of customary law in South Africa there is the 
expression of an ideological level generated by a pre-capitalist
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mode of production. This remnant of a pre-capitalist mode is then 
incorporated into the capitalist mode and reshaped by it. It is the 
articulation of these distinct levels within the South African 
social formation that creates the particular disabilities of the 
African woman. These disabilities are amplified in the urban 
setting.  

Influx control is the core of the structure of legal constraints 
experienced by African women. In terms of the Native (Urban 
Areas) Consolidation Act (No. 25 of 1945), African women as 
well as men were made subject to the restrictions of influx 
control. Here an African woman's rights as a dependant are not 
clear-cut and unambiguous. 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 family life. Any African woman who was born in the Home
lands 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 apply .for permission to 
visit him, which is sometimes granted, and her husband can visit 
her during his annual leave. If, on the other hand, she is qualified 
to live in an urban area under Section 10 and she marries a man 
who is not qualified to live in the same urban area, then she is 
immediately endorsed out to the Homelands. The government 
policy is that the African migrant labour force 'must not be 
burdened with superfluous appendages such as wives, children and 
dependants who could not provide service.'5 0 Many women fail to 
qualify for residence in urban areas under Section 10 in their own 
right, because they have spent disqualifying periods elsewhere.  
Only a small minority of all black women have Section 10 rights.  

Obtaining housing is frequently difficult.5 1 A woman living in 
an urban township may lose her house and be endorsed out if she 
is widowed or divorced. Officials have been known to arrive at a 
house where the father has died in order to issue an eviction notice 
even before the body has been buried. A great deal depends on the 
discretion of the local authority, often simply an official such as 
the Township Manager or Location Superintendent; extreme 
insecurity of tenure is the result. Moreover, rented accommod
ation for single women is both expensive and insecure.  

Africans living in a prescribed area are compelled by law to take 
out a reference document (pass book) at the age of 16 and men 
have to register as workseekers at the local labour office, if 
qualified to do so under Section 10. Section 10 governs the right 
of an African to be in a prescribed area and the conditions under 
which he may remain there. When a workseeker finds employment 
his prospective employer is obliged to return a form on which
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details of his contract are recorded. The employer is obliged to 
notify the labour office when the contract is terminated.  

In terms of the Bantu Labour Act (Act No. 67 of 1965), and 
the Bantu (Urban Areas) Act (23 of 1945), as well as the Bantu 
Labour Regulations, African women from certain rural 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 can also be prevented from being transferred with 
her employer.  

In these circumstances labour is extremely immobile, and the 
worker's dependence on her employer is intense. This dependence 
is particularly onerous if, for whatever reason, a woman is illegally 
in the area. A domestic worker, illegally employed in a prescribed 
area, will be totally dependent on her employer, and has little 
opportunity of finding alternative kinds of work. A Durban study 
found, as regards attitudes towards various categories of 
occupations, that domestic service was the least attractive; it was 
'only for people . . . with little or no education', or 'for desperate 
people who do not have a reference book.'5 2 

This dependence of the domestic worker on her employer has 
been intensified by the government's recent decision to strengthen 
influx control by increasing the maximum fines from R100 to 
R500 on employers of illegal black workers. The Black Sash in the 
Western Cape reported that many domestic workers were 
dismissed. 'These women had no alternative but to return to the 
Transkei or the Ciskei where there is no work - the reason they 
come in the first ?lace - and where their families are dependent 
on their earnings. 53 On the Rand thousands of illegal workers 
flooded to pass offices to be registered. After near panic the 
Minister of Co-operation and Development announced a three 
month moratorium until 31 October 1979 to enable employers to 
'regularise' their position. What was widely hailed as a reprieve was 
in fact a 'mere stay of execution' 54 

The concession applies only to people who have worked for one 
employer for at least a year, or for more than one employer over 
three years. Before workers can be registered proof of accommo
dation has to be presented. This is a major obstacle in view of the 
desperate shortage of black housing in most townships. Applicants 
must prove that they have a hostel bed or are on a lodger's permit 
before they can be registered, though domestic workers can be 
accommodated on their white employer's premises. Excluded 
from these concessions are blacks in the Western Cape, and foreign 
blacks including many Rhodesians, Zambians and Malawians, as 
opposed to citizens of independent Bantustans. But even those 
blacks who do qualify for registration do not gain permanent
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residence rights. They will be registered under Section 10 1 (d) of 
the Black (Urban Areas) Consolidation Act, thus becoming 
migrants on one-year contracts.5 5 As long as they remain in the 
same job their contracts may be renewed annually. As with other 
migrants, changing jobs requires that the new employer make a 
special application to the administration board proving that no 
local labour is available,/Thus the effect of the new legislation is 
effectively to bind workers to their present employers..As Sheena 
Duncan points out the concession should not be seen as any 
change in policy. 'It is a concession which will help many people 
to be registered in the jobs they already hold ... It is very 
welcome in the present unemployment crisis, although one must 
realise it ties workers to their present employers.'5 6 In the case of 
domestic workers these ties may be especially onerous.  

An unemployed black woman is especially vulnerable. The 
definition of an 'idle Bantu' in Section 29 of the Urban Areas Act 
includes any African woman other than a 'bona fide housewife' 
who is between 15 and 60 and who, even if supported by her 
parents, is normally unemployed, though capable of working, 
unless she is a student. It also includes women who refuse jobs 
offered by the labour officer, or are fired too frequently. A person 
held to be an idle Bantu is ordered to be removed from the urban 
area. Thus the black woman in urban areas is caught particularly 
tightly in a structure of constraints which considerably restrict her 
life, work and movements. Conversely, influx control and the 
migrant labour system places on the woman in the homelands a 
considerable burden of responsibility for the reproduction of 
labour power.5 7 As Wilson writes 

The disabilities of African women in the Republic are many, but it 
seems to me that their disabilities are far more because they are part of 
a disenfranchised community than because they are women. There are 
disabilities peculiar to women but these are much less than the 
disabilities of the black community as a whole.58 

It is where there is a convergence between the systems of racial 
domination and sexual domination, however, that the disabilities 
of African women are greatest. All women in South Africa are 
subject to the system of sexual domination which is reflected in 
legal institutions. Van der Vyver points to a number of respects in 
which South African law differentiates between men and women 
for various purposes, where differentiation amounts to discrimin
ation against women. For instance, by virtue of section 14 (7) of 
the Public Service Act 54 of 1957, a female public servant 
automatically loses her job on getting married.5 9 However, the
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system of racial domination provides white women with important 
mechanisms of escape from the structure of constraint generated 
by the system of sexual domination...In other words, white women 
secure rights and freedoms at the expense of black women. One 
example of this is the vote.  

When white women were given the vote by the Hertzog 
government in 1930 after a campaign led by Bertha Solomon, it 
was partly to secure racial domination. The dilution of the African 
franchise was one of Hertzog's prime considerations. Linton points 
out that as a result of the Women's Enfranchisement Act of 1930, 
which granted European female adult suffrage to all the provinces, 
'a mere political manoeuvre' legitimate 'within the rules of the 
political game', the Cape African vote was diminished from a 
proportion of seven and a half percent in 1929 to a little more 
than three percent in 1931.60 Nevertheless, the debate in 
parliament was long and heated. 'Women's place is in the home', 
was repeated endlessly. One opponent stated, 'The experience of 
centuries has taught the farmer that it is impossible to inspan 
mixed teams of males and females unless the sex instinct has been 
completely eradicated. I am convinced this policy will lead to the 
degeneration of the race ... to a hermaphrodite state of mannish 
women and effeminate men.' Another speaker prophesied that 
'modern democracy will collapse... nobody can deny that as a 
result of this Bill the government of the country is being handed 
over to women,' and so on.6 1 

The suffrage campaign between 1902 and 1930 mainly involved 
white, educated, middle-class women whose goal was to extend 
the franchise to themselves. Their numbers were small. According 
to Walker, it seems unlikely that the membership of the Women's 
Enfranchisement Association of the Union ever exceeded around 
4 000. Essentially this was a reformist group. They wanted a place 
in the established political structure, and did not challenge its 
basis.6 2 The suffrage campaign illustrates the racial base to the 
involvement of white women in the system of sexual domination.  
This becomes even more apparent when it is compared with the 
other women's campaign in South African history.6 3 

The Anti-Pass campaign of 1955 - 1956, which involved an 
estimated 50 000 African women united by their opposition to 
carrying passes,6 4 not only involved considerably more women 
but also those drawn from a completely different class base 
being mostly working class and peasant women. They were far 
more militant, prepared to break laws if necessary, be arrested, go 
to gaol. One of their songs expresses this militancy: 

Strijdom, you bave tampered with the women: you have struck a rock.
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The role of these women in white South African society is 
illustrated by the headline in the Star when almost 2 000 women 
were arrested in Johannesburg in Octobet 1958 while protesting 
against the issuing of reference books, 'No Nannies Today'.6 5 

An honest analysis of the historical response of South African 
women in these two campaigns seems to indicate that sex is an 
insubstantial point around which to unite the various interests 
of women. The different class interests involved in those 
campaigns are very clear, and evoked very different responses. The 
anti-pass campaign was totally unsuccessful and the success of the 
suffrage campaign is perhaps more limited than it may appear. One 
wonders, after all, how effectively white women here use their 
political rights. Many appear to be 'male dominated' in their 
voting behaviour, following the lead of their husbands and fathers, 
but this would need to be verified by research. There is some 
historical evidence to show how prevailing definitions of 
femininity can prevent their exercising political rights. Van der 
Vyver points out that the Orange Free State Republic was 
probably the very first western state that did not expressly 
exclude women from the right to vote.  

This was probably due to an oversight on the part of the drafters of the 
Free State Constitution. It is also believed that no woman in the Free 
State ever availed herself of this casus omissus to perform what would 
in the days of the Republic have been regarded as a most unfeminine 
and sinful act.6 6 

In theory, women today have political choices; in practice, their 
choice is limited: the political candidates are almost invariably 
men. There have been some notable exceptions to this pattern in 
female parliamentarians but there has never been a woman cabinet 
minister in South Africa and only one woman senator. But this 
may change with the shifting pattern of women's participation in 
economic production outside the home.  

Employment 

The only useless life is a woman's.  
Disraeli6 7 

Overall, women are playing an increasingly important role in 
economic production, but the nature of their involvement differs 
markedly from that of men. In most advanced industrial societies
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a little more than one-third of the labour force are now women. In 
South Africa 32,7 percent of all women, and 46 percent of black 
women, are economically active outside their homes.6 8 The 
numbers of economically active women are increasing dramatic
ally. This is true of white women who in 1936 constituted 18 
percent of the labour force; by 1960 this percentage had increased 
to 21 percent and in 1975 to 34 percent. But the largest growth in 
employment between 1951 and 1970 was amongst black women 
workers: it increased by 230 percent.6 9 Overall, in 1951 only 32,7 
percent of all women fifteen years and older were economically 
active compared with 91,9 percent of men.7 0 In South Africa, as 
in all advanced capitalist societies, women are still mainly limited 
to occupations of lower skill, pay and prestige.7 1 In fact, the 
occupational structure of South Africa is segregated by both sex 
and race. There is a considerable degree of occupational 
segregation in the concentration of black women in domestic 
work. Nevertheless, the changes that have occurred are significant.  

The period of 1945 - 1970 was one of rapid economic growth.  
Building on the export of gold to world capitalist markets, the 
state has, in the years after 1945, successfully brought about 
growth of manufacturing industry at one of the highest rates in 
the western world. During this period women generally have 
moved into the towns and played an increasingly important role in 
economic production. In 1946 the three largest areas of 
employment for black women were: domestic service, 437 358; 
agricultural labour, not taking into account peasant farming, 
235 509; and teaching, 6 448. For 'coloured' women domestic 
service (63 282) and agricultural labour (5 598) were followed by 
'factory hand' (4 032).72 

Since then the occupational structure has reflected successive 
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 38 percent of all employed 
black women in 1970.  

White women have generally left the agricultural and service 
sectors and are increasingly employed in industry, largely in 
clerical capacities. In 1970, 54 percent of all economically active 
white women were employed in clerical occupations, a concentr
ation that is typical of industrialised countries generally.73 It 
involves a low ceiling of occupational mobility. The number of 
white men in the clerical sector is roughly half that of white 
women, yet these men hold 83,7 percent of the supervisory 
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posts.7 4 White women in the professions are also concentrated in 
jobs which are extensions of women's domestic role, specifically 
teaching, nursing, social work and librarianship. In South Africa 
'white women are 65 percent of the teachers (but only 18 percent 
of the Inspectors of Education). They are 95 percent of the 
nurses, 85 percent of the social workers, and 85 percent of the 
librarians.'7 5 They are under-represented in important professions; 
they comprise only ten percent of the doctors, two percent of the 
dentists, three percent of the lawyers, three percent of the 
architects and townplanners, and 0,4 percent of the engineers.76 

In general, although women represent a large percentage of the 
work force, they are very poorly represented in management. In 
1970 there were 125 000 men in management positions and only 
2 800 (0,04 percent) women.7 7 

In general, African women are excluded from the two categories 
of jobs commonly filled by women - clerical work and shop 
assistants. The Public Service, banks, building societies and 
industry employ many women in administrative and secretarial 
jobs: all but a very few of them are white.7 8 The training of some 
'coloured' women as typists, telephonists and other office workers 
is a fairly recent phenomenon. African women are also excluded 
from many skilled trades and industrial occupations. In general, 
Africans are not apprenticed in skilled trades, but men can qualify 
as building and mining artisans' assistants, electric wiremen, 
woodworkers, and surveyors' assistants. The systems of both racial 
and sexual domination coalesce to exclude African women from 
many professions.  

This pattern of differential incorporation of women into the 
economy is not haphazard, but is related to a racial and sexual 
hierarchy. With changing labour needs, successive waves of women 
have entered the labour market and generated an occupational 
mobility for those above them in the racial hierarchy. African 
women are located at the bottom of both the racial and the sexual 
hierarchies operating in the occupational structure.  

The sexual hierarchy has an impetus of its own. The 'feminiz
ation' of occupations is by implication a corollary of economic 
development.  

As economic development gets under way, women tend increasingly to 
enter the non-agricultural labour market. This growing number of 
young women cannot indefinitely be accommodated in the occupations 
which were first considered to be appropriate for women. As a result, 
women spill over into other occupations, entering reluctantly at first, 
but with increasing enthusiasm as the new occupations become more 
'feminine'. 7 9
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Boserup compares the effect of this to the phenomenon of 
'tipping' in the residential areas of multi-racial communities where 
white districts are only reluctantly opened to and entered by 
'coloured' groups. She fails to show how the 'reluctance' of the 
invading group is often parallelled by a resistance from the 
displaced group, but the analogy is a vivid one.  

After an occupation is invaded by the sex considered inferior a stage is 
reached when it is deserted by the sex which considers itself superior, 
just as an urban quarter invaded by 'coloured' is deserted by its white 
inhabitants when the 'density' of 'coloured' has reached a certain level.  
In both cases prejudice is reinforced by economic considerations: a 
sudden increased supply of labour for a given occupation exerts a 
downward pressure on wages, just as the sudden entry of a new group 
of tenants tends to raise the level of rent. In both cases, the superior 
group - sex or race - finds the occupation or locality less attractive 
and tends to leave the field open to the inferior sex (or race).8 0 

In South Africa racial and sexual hierarchies fuse to create the 
concentration of black women in domestic work.  

The pattern of employment of domestic servants in South 
Africa is at variance with the occupational structure of both 
industrialised and non-industrialised societies in two significant 
ways. Firstly, this pattern contrasts with that of other non
industrialised societies. Boserup shows that the percentage of 
women in private domestic service as a percentage of all adult 
women (12 percent), and all women in non-agricultural 
occupations (52 percent), is highest in South Africa compared 
with 21 other countries in Africa, Latin America and South and 
East Asia. At the same time, the South African figure of women in 
private domestic service as a percentage of the total labour force in 
private domestic service is lower than many other countries.8 1 
Secondly, the widespread employment of domestic servants in 
South Africa is at variance with the pattern in other industrialised 
societies. Boserup relates the number of domestic servants to 
stages of economic development. She asserts that a high number of 
domestic servants is a characteristic feature of countries at an 
intermediate stage of economic development.  

By contrast in countries at very early stages of development, domestic 
tasks like cooking, serving of meals, washing, etc. are done within the 
family, usually by the women. At the intermediate stages of 
development, many such services have become commercialised, being 
performed for wages by either male or female domestic servants. And at 
still higher levels, some of these services have become commercialised
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outside the household by men or women specialising in one or other of 
these service activities, as owners and employees in bars, cafeterias, 
restaurants, laundries, house and office cleaning services, etc. In 
industrialised countries, the number of people employed in such service 
establishments is large, whereas domestic servants are few; these two 
domestic service groups taken together seem to account in the typical 
industrialised country, for from four to six percent of all adults, 60 
70 percent of them being women.8 2 

Thus, if domestic service is an index of 'modemisation', the 
prevailing pattern, and specifically the high number of domestic 
servants, presents a sharp contrast to the occupational structure of 
other advanced industrialised societies.  

While the majority of African women are still employed in 
agriculture and domestic service, they are also beginning to move 
out into new occupational areas. The numbers of African women 
in manufacturing and commerce are increasing. In 1951, 7 000 
black women were employed in manufacturing; in 1970 the 
number had increased to 70 000; in commerce the number 
increased from 2 000 to 50 000.8 3 It can be expected that these 
numbers will increase further, following the pattern in the USA 
where until 1940 the occupational structure showed a similar 
sexual and racial differentiation. During the period 1940 - 1970 

Black women in ever larger numbers have broken out of the prisons of 
domestic service or unskilled forms of labour to which they were 
largely confined in 1940 and have, for better or worse, come to largely 
share the occupational fate of white women.8 4 

The overall pattern of development in capitalist societies is that 
women are increasingly incorporated in widening areas of 
economic production. Nevertheless, they are mainly found at the 
lowest levels in terms of pay, prestige, skill or working conditions.  

The particular vulnerability of women workers in the capitalist 
system of production must be related to the hierarchy of labour 
power and the corresponding scale of wages which this system of 
production creates. In all societies of the advanced capitalist 
world, women's wages have ranged from around half to nearly 
three-quarters of the equivalent male wages.8 5 In South Africa, in 
all population groups, employed men earn twice as much as 
employed women. The 1970 median income per annum for whites 
was R3 124 for males and R1 430 for females. In fact, the income 
of a white woman is only 48 percent of that of a white man having 
the same educational qualifications.8 6 Race is also an important 
stratifying line in this'hierarchy of wages. The income of white
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females is twice that of 'non-white' females with the same 
educational qualifications. Once again there is a fusion of the 
system of racial and sexual domination so that black women are 
the lowest paid workers. Twice as many women as men earn less 
than R100 a month, and less than one out of 300 employed 
women earns as much as R500 a month.8 7 A survey of the wage 
structure of highly qualified white employees in 1971, undertaken 
by the Human Sciences Research Council, showed median salaries 
of women in the private sector half that of men and 35 percent 
lower in Government service. Where African women are employed 
in industry or in the professions, their wages are invariably lower 
than those of men or whites doing the same work. Among teachers 
and nurses black women are the lowest paid. Among nurses the 
salary scale per annum for white qualified diploma nurses gives a 
top possible salary of R4 830, for blacks it is R3 210. For white 
trainee nurses the top possible salary is R3 210, for blacks R1 794.  
Apart from lower wages, women are often denied housing loans, 
medical aid for their families, pensions or death benefits, expense 
accounts, company cars, bonuses and other perks available to men.  
/To justify the payment of low wages it is argued that women 

are merely secondary providers, either wives or daughters for 
whom husbands or fathers are the main providers. The implication 
is that women work for pocket money. Thus the sale of women's 
labour power is mediated through their dependence on men as 
husbands or fathers.8 8 / 

In contrast to the pattern that is emerging in the rest of the 
advanced capitalist world, the wage gap between men and women 
in some areas in South Africa is actually widening. In the Cape 
Department of Education's new salary scales for teachers, for 
example, the gap between men and women has widened. A male 
high school teacher will start off with R720 a year more than a 
woman teacher with the same qualifications.  

The Statutory Wage Board and Industrial Councils consistently 
lay down lower wage rates for women doing the same work as 
men, or comparable work. Many industrial agreements are to 
women's disadvantage. In the liquor and catering trade the 
monthly minimum pay for a manager is R313, for a manageress 
R243. A full-time head waiter must earn more than R41,80 a 
week. For his female counterpart, the minimum is R26,95. In the 
clothing industry a traveller in his first year must earn between 
R184 and R202 a month. The figures for a woman are R120 and 
R132. In the textile industry, industrial agreements have 
stipulated that females could be.employed at a rate of remuner
ation much less than the minimum wage prescribed by the 
agreement for male workers. The latest Wage Board agreement for
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the Light Cotton Textile Manufacturing Industry makes provision 
for a 20 percent wage differential between the wages of adult men 
and women.8 9 

In South Africa some officials justify the wage gap on both 
sexual and racial lines in various terms. For example, when he was 
Administrator of the Transvaal, Sybrand van Niekerk argued 
that if there was a high demand and short supply of members of a 
particular group in any profession, that group would have a 
stronger bargaining position than any other. They could command 
a higher price on the market, in accordance with 'sound economic 
principle', and thus 

there is justification for women's and men's salaries not being the same 
... some people may say this is exploitation, I do not.90 

He applied the principle to male and female teachers, to black and 
white nurses, and traffic police.  

It appears that women's increasing role in economic production 
does not involve their total emancipation. Entry into the labour 
force implies a potential emancipation in. that it allows a measure 
of status and economic independence., However, four character
istics of the female occupational structure indicate how far 
emancipation has to go: women are concentrated in a narrow 
range of occupations, which are often extensions of their domestic 
roles; such occupations rate low on ratings of occupational 
prestige; women in such occupations are usually subordinate to 
men; and they are concentrate in the lower income levels. / 

Almost all of these characteristics fuse in the institution of 
domestic service. Thus within this pattern of differential 
incorporation black women are concentrated at the lowest 
levels.9 1 They are also most vulnerable to unemployment.9 2 

The system of sexual domination operating against women has 
been conceptualised as a system of sex bars. In employment these 
form a structure of constraints effectively limiting both the nature 
of the work women do and the rewards they receive for it. These 
constraints are most severe for black women situated at the 
convergence of two structures of dominance: those of race and 
sex. Now both these structures of dominance must be seen as 
generated and determined by the specific capitalist system of 
production and class structure of which they are part.  

The sex bars operating against women in employment are 
fundamentally generated by the same structural insecurity that 
generates the colour bar. The differentiation of wages along both 
sexual and racial lines means that
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South Africans suffer from far too many fears ... Black workers are 
used in jobs at lower rates of pay and the fear exists that whites and 
'coloureds' may be ousted from their jobs - hence the reason why the 
government introduced the obnoxious 'job reservation' provisions in 
the Industrial Conciliation Act. It is well known that these fears do not 
only exist on a racial basis, but they exist equally on a sexual basis. In 
the clothing industry and other industries, males have been ousted from 
certain jobs by females who earned lower wages or salaries. The process 
was painful for the males and open hostility existed while the process 
was taking place.9 3 

In Scheepers' view the wage levels at which women are employed 
constitute a definite threat to male workers. She proposes a 
solution within the capitalist framework: South Africa should 
follow the example of other industrial societies and introduce 
legislation that would protect men against replacement by women 
at lower wage levels. At present, within the Industrial Council 
agreement operative in the textile industry, provision is made to 
prevent the male worker from being undercut by the female 
worker in this way. 'No male person employed on any particular 
class of work shall be rep laced in his class of work by a female 
person at a lesser rate of remuneration than that payable to the 
male.' By implication this provision operates to protect male 
workers of various levels of skill.  

Nevertheless women workers pose a considerable threat to 
unskilled and semi-skilled African male workers as they constitute 
a reserve army of labour willing to work for low wages. Thus this 
sexual division of labour among the working class amplifies the 
structural insecurity of workers separated from ownership of 
property in the means of production. Clearly this is a useful tool 
for management, who can also manipulate sexist attitudes to 
divide the workers and defuse their unity and bargaining power.  

Appeals to definitions of femininit to protect vested male 
interests are heard throughout the Labour force. They show 
considerable variations in different historical periods. In Europe in 
the nineteenth century male secretaries put up great resistance to 
the intrusion of women into offices. Alexander Dumas who, 
before becoming a playwright and novelist held a secretarial post, 
warned women that 'if they ever put one foot inside an office they 
would lose every vestige of femininity'.94 In South Africa the 
revered Senator C.J. Langenhoven maintained that a woman who 
occupied a professional position 'kept a man out of a position, 
shirked the responsibility of marriage and prevented a man from 
marrying because he did not earn the income which would make it 
possible for him to marry.'95 On another occasion he implied that
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such a woman had an even more sinister role: 

The woman who repudiated the function and denied and refused the 
sacrifice of womanhood and motherhood was the type of woman who, 
in the long run, ultimately worked for the destruction of the State.9 6 

Male hostility from an African source is illustrated by the 
discontent at Kwazakele High School in Port Elizabeth in 1976 
which apparently derived from 'the resentment of men teachers 
working under a woman principal ... Women's lib plays no part 
on the African scene. A woman's place is still in the kitchen.  
Kwazakele's head Mrs Vera Gundwana is most eligibly qualified 
but men teachers resent her superior position,' a source said.9 7 

Male hostility and the manipulation of a sexist ideology appears to 
increase with the structural insecurity of the working class.9 8 

It is important to appreciate the class base to the structural 
insecurity which generates male hostility to women workers.  

Even that opposition often made by males to the entrance of women 
into the new fields of labour, of which they at present hold the 
monopoly is not fundamentally sexual in its nature... the male would 
oppose with equal, and perhaps even greater bitterness, the opening of 
its doors to numbers of his own sex who had before been excluded and 
who would limit his gains and share his privileges.9 9 

It is the protection of class-based privileges that is really at issue 
here.1 00 

Thus definitions of femininity are manipulated by class interests 
within the capitalist system of production in a number of ways.  
First, they are used to create an insecurity among wage-earners 
which is a deflecting and dividing force. Secondly, a number of 
discriminations practised against women workers are ideologically 
justified by appeals to women's domestic functions. Furthermore, 
management frequently argues that they cannot put women 
workers on educational or training courses for more skilled classes 
of work, because women's childbearing function implies that they 
are intermittent workers. Clearly, 

the sexual stereotype is being manipulated here... the reproductive 
function of women is used as a rationalisation for keeping women 
among the unskilled and low paid workers. 10 1 

Other attributes in sexual or gender role stereotypes are similarly 
manipulated to serve male interests. For example, women are 
taken to have a particular propensity for boring work. A news
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item which appeared recently is headed 'If you can't get a monkey 
take an older woman.' It describes how a machinist's job in a 
British company was so boring 'that a monkey could be trained to 
do it.' Therefore, the job was given to an older woman instead of 
to a young boy. 10 2 

These definitions of femininity are close related to what Oakley 
has termed 'the ideology of gender',' 03 which equates femininity 
with passivity and domesticity. Oakley points to two 'myths' 
which provide the rationale for the ideology of gender: firstly, the 
myth of the division of labour by sex whereby the relegation of 
women to a domestic role in the family is portrayed as natural, 
universal and necessary; and secondly, the myth of motherhood 
which asserts that motherhood represents 'the greatest achieve
ment of a woman's life' and 'the only true means of self 
realisation'.  

The latter is incorporated in both the main cultural orders 
operating in South African society. In both traditional African, 
and European, culture the maternal function is the basic or pivotal 
attribute of women's role. A lecturer at a youth camp run by the 
Transvaal Education Department told his charges 'A woman s job 
is to produce babies and keep the homefires burning for those on 
the border." 0 4 

The division of labour by sex varies between the two cultural 
orders, however. In traditional African culture the division of 
labour is often very unequal and involves women doing a great 
deal of the heavy physical work.X0 5 The division of labour could 
also be said to be unequal in another sense, in that the prestigious 
work such as hunting and war, and among the Xhosa the herding 
of cattle, is often restricted to men. This is, however, an extremely 
controversial area.' 06 Various judgements are flawed by the fact 
that they operate largely in terms of static generalisations, 

from the area of 'the traditional woman', the idea of the essentially 
unchanging existence led by African women before or outside the 
transformations of Christianity and urbanisation. 10 7 

Such notions have to be discarded for a dynamic analysis that is 
rooted in historical processes and specific structural relationships.  
Given these qualifications, 

it is a crude generalisation, but perhaps it needs to be said, that African 
society is a male society, in which women have a defined place and role; 
the place is subordinate and the role is to carry the routine daily 
burdens of life. 10 8
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In both the European and the traditional African cultural orders 
operating in South Africa, work allocations on the basis of sex are 
changing dramatically. An obvious contradiction here is between 
women's increasing role in the work force, and an ideology that 
excludes them from economic production and restricts them to 
the home. At this level the system of sexual domination is more 
than a product of a specific system of capitalist production and 
class structure. It is at the same time a projection of contradictions 
within this system.  

In advanced capitalist societies, while every woman is subjected 
to the system of sexual domination, her experience of it depends 
on her location in the class structure. Her class position may 
rovide her with 'outs' from the structure of constraints generated 
y this system. For example, the upper middle-class woman with a 

private income will not experience the employment sex bars which 
limit the kinds of work and wages women can expect in the same 
way as a working-class woman. Further, she can 'buy' her way out 
of domestic roles by employing domestic labour. While in all 
advanced capitalist societies this is the prerogative of a small 
minority of upper-class women, in South Africa, because of the 
system of racial domination, most white women can obtain 'outs' 
in this way. Frequently, this involves divesting themselves of a 
considerable part of domestic work and responsibilities, including 
the care of young children. Thus cheap, black domestic labour is 
the instrument whereby many white women are freed to lead not 
only an economically productive, but also a more socially varied 
life. Much of the affluence of white South Africans is dependent 
on the ultra-exploitation of the mass of black workers, and a large 
part of our leisured and hospitable life-style rests on the specific 
exploitation of the black domestic worker.  

Control of Reproduction 

In South Africa both white and black women experience 
discrimination as regards control of reproduction.  

Contraception is theoretically available and free to all women.  
Despite 3 000 state-run clinics, this is far from the situation at 
present, and women in the remote, rural areas are placed at a 
disadvantage. Needless to say, this applies mainly to black 
women. 10 9 

In terms of the Abortion and Sterilisation Act of 1975, 
abortion is illegal unless there is a threat to the permanent mental 
or physical health of the mother or the child, or if the pregnancy 
is a result of rape or incest, or the mother is an imbecile. The law
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demands that approval be obtained from at least three doctors, 
one of whom must be a state-employed psychiatrist where the 
mental health clause is involved. As there are only 27 state
employed psychiatrists in the country this makes access difficult 
for many. In the twelve-month period following the 1975 Act a 
mere 570 legal medical abortions were performed throughout the 
country. Four hundred and eighty-seven were on white women, 54 
on 'coloureds', eight on Asians and 21 on blacks.l 10 These 
proportions suggest that the law is discriminating against black 
women in practice. As in the case of employment, there is again a 
convergence of the system of racial and sexual domination which 
amplifies the disabilities of black women.  

At the same time illegal abortions are extremely frequent and 
very dangerous. Figures of illegal abortions are difficult to 
obtain,' 1I but a professor of law has estimated that as many as 
100 000 illegal abortions occur annually in South Africa.1 12 It 
has been reported that in Soweto there are 20 abortion cases a 
day.' 13 At King Edward VIII Hospital in Durban approximately 
4 000 abortion cases were treated in 1972.114 As a result of illegal 
abortions there is a high turnover of sick women in gynaecological 
hospital wards throughout the country, and not infrequent deaths.  
During 1972 - 75 112 deaths from post-abortal infection were 
recorded in the 255 hospitals that participated in the Maternal 
Mortality Survey of South Africa.' 1 5 It has been suggested that as 
many as 70 percent of the deaths in gynaecological wards in 1976 
were due to incomplete abortions.1 16 Clearly, the system of 
sexual domination establishes a structure of constraints that 
severely limits a woman's control over many aspects of her life, 
including control of her own body and reproductive functions.  
Once again it is the black woman who is most severely 
constrained, and particularly the millions of black women living in 
rural areas. 117 
/ Since there is no paid pregnancy leave in South Africa, falling 
pregnant may mean losing one's job. Nor is there any obligation 
on an employer to retain the services of the new mother. At 
present, in terms of both the Shops and Offices, and the Factories, 
Acts, a woman may not work for four weeks before the expected 
birth date of the child, nor for eight weeks after its birth. As a 
contributor to the Unemployment Insurance Fund, she would be 
entitled to maternity benefits paid by the state. These benefits can 
only be claimed if she has been a contributor for at least 18 weeks 
during the year before the pregnancy, and would amount to 45 
percent of her normal earnings. Domestic workers, however, are 
excluded, along with agricultural workers, from maternity benefit 
specifically and unemployment insurance generally. Falling
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pregnant may also mean interrupting one's education. Several 
domestic workers thought they would be in a better position if it 
were not for an unwanted pregnancy which had disrupted their 
education.  

Domestic workers, like all black women in South Africa, suffer 
acutely the absence of day care provisions for their children.  
Wessels reports that for whites in South Africa in 1975 there were 
412 registered creches providing day care for 20 228 children; 82 
creches for 5 926 'coloured' children and only 81 creches for 
black children.1 18 'The poorest population groups which cannot 
afford professional private placements in day care clearly suffer 
the most from the lack of facilities.'1 19 

Finally, the long working hours of domestic workers often 
make them particularly vulnerable to that most extreme 
expression of the system of sexual domination - rape. Few 
employers realise the danger to which they expose their servants 
by keeping them at work after dark. The incidence of rape is 
highest in South Africa's urban black townships.  

Out of a total of 14 953 reported rapes in 1977, 14 242 were 
rapes of 'non-whites' by 'non-whites', making up 95 percent of the 
total.120 What is more, reported rapes represent a small 
proportion of the total. As in other countries court procedures 
usually involve further embarrassment and humiliation for the 
rape victim; therefore, it is grossly under-reported. According to 
the National Director of NICRO, only one in 20 rapes is reported 
in South Africa,1 21 and rape has been said to have 'the lowest 
conviction rate of any crime of violence in South Africa.'X 22 

These sex bars under which women live are social facts which 
have not only an external, institutionalised existence, but are 
internalised in men's - and women's - minds in a sexist 
(patriarchal) ideology. A sexist ideology defines women as 
secondary, inferior and dependent. There are several points of 
similarity between racism and sexism: while both operate at a 
relatively autonomous level, they are in the last instance 
determined by the system of production and class structure of 
which they form a part. Both are justificatory ideologies, serving 
to legitimise a system of domination. They have been used to 
justify both economic exploitation and the denial of political 
rights. In terms of content there is a great deal of similarity 
between the conception of the female in a sexist ideology and the 
Sambo myth which defines blacks as irresponsible, child-like and 
incompetent. This conception commonly includes qualities such as 
passivity, stupidity, or at least a deficient ability for abstract 
thought and logical argument. Sexist definitions of femininity 
commonly include all these qualities. In addition, the female has a
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special emotional capacity for sympathy and compassion. The 
most striking point of difference regards sexual propensities 
while the female is under-sexed the African is over-sexed. Both 
racist and sexist conceptions variously emphasise the dependence 
of the black and the woman. Both include a set of beliefs about 
the inferiority of the group in question, its incapacity to perform 
certain roles and to exercise authority because of certain innate 
qualities, and various ideas about the desirability of social 
istance. Both racism and sexism are deterministic belief systems.  

Incapacities and inequalities are attributed to innate genetic 
differences. Both have a dual ascriptive basis - in biological 
science and in theology. In the case of sexism this involves both 
arguments drawn from biology - women's 'maternal instinct', 
'lesser physical strength' and so on, as well as justifications from 
theological texts.123 Both racist and sexist ideologies are 
ubiquitous in the South African social formation and are 
elaborated and inculcated in such institutions as the churches, 
educational institutions, media and primarily the family - the site 
of both the primary socialisation of children and the stabilisation 
of adult personalities. They could also be said to locate the 
subordinate group outside the 'mainstream' - blacks in the Bantu
stans and women in the home.  

The parallels between racism and sexism are significant. Rex 
defines the sociological field of race relations in terms of three 
constituent elements, which could equally well define the socio
logical field of sex relations: 'a situation of differentiation, 
inequality and pluralism as between groups; the possibility of 
clearly distinguishing between such groups by their physical 
appearance, their culture or occasionally by their ancestry; and the 
justification and explanation of this discrimination in terms of 
some kind of implicit or explicit theory, frequently but not always 
of a biological kind.'"2 4 

The system of sexual domination operates not only on a 
structural, but also at a psychic level. The notion of female 
inferiority and dependence has been deeply internalised by many 
women. This 'cultural colonisation' renders them open to 
manipulation in a variety of ways. In the sexist stereotype 
femininity implies a high level of concern with personal 
adornment. This is manipulated by the advertising industry to 
promote endless consumption - one of the more obvious ways in 
which the system of sexual domination operates to reproduce the 
capitalist order.  

Definitions of femininity are class-bound. Attributes of 
helplessness and delicacy can only apply to a comparatively small 
number of females of the dominant class, the mass of women
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beneath them being compelled to undertake many forms of 
strenuous and 'unladylike' activity. Olive Schreiner terms this 'the 
phenomenon of female parasitism': she speaks of women 'clad in 
fine raiment, the work of other's fingers, waited on and tended by 
the labour of others, fed on luxurious viands, the result of other s 
toil', seeking 'by dissipation and amusements to fill up the 
inordinate blank left by the lack of productive activity.'1 25 

Schreiner recognised that the basis of female parasitism was 
exploitation: 

Behind the phenomenon of female parasitism has always lain another 
and yet larger social phenomenon; it has invariably been preceded ...  
by the subjugation of large bodies of other human creatures, either as 
slaves, subject races, or classes; and as the result of the excessive labours 
of those classes there has always been an accumulation of unearned 
wealth in the hands of the dominant class or race ... Without slaves or 
subject classes to perform the crude, physical labours of life and 
produce superfluous wealth, the parasitism of the female would in the 
past have been an impossibility. 126 

Thus Schreiner showed that exploitation has a price: sexist 
definitions of femininity are more coercive and restricting for 
women of the dominant class. This is symbolised in the small, 
smooth, unused, lily-white hands and long unbroken fingernails 
which indicate upper class membership, the hands of those who 
are, as Mary Wolstonecraft expressed it, 'reduced to the status of 
birds confined to their cages with nothing to do but plume them
selves and stalk with mock majesty from perch to perch.'1 27 

The phenomenon of female parasitism is apparent in the 
situation of employers of domestic labour in South Africa 
today.128 The domestic servants they employ are among the most 
exploited groups of workers. In this study it is argued that 
domestic workers are situated at the convergence of three lines 
along which social inequality is generated: sex, class and race. It is 
suggested that their ultra-exploitability partly derives from a 
system of sexual domination. This has been conceptualised as a set 
of sex bars which form a structure of constraints, effectively 
limiting women's rights and opportunities at the levels of legal 
status, employment and reproduction. It has been shown how 
these sex bars operate to reproduce the capitalist order, and how 
women's experience of these constraints depends on their location 
in the capitalist system of production and class structure. It was 
also shown how the system of racial domination generated by the 
South African variant of capital accumulation links to this class 
structure to provide members of the dominant, largely white class
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of women with important 'outs' from this set of constraints.  
Therefore, this study has tried to explain both the systems of 
racial and sexual domination by reference to the wider society in 
which they are situated. Specifically, it has tried to show how the 
forms of both racial and sexual discrimination were generated and 
determined by the specific class interests of groups differently 
located in the capitalist system of production. These systems of 
domination, it is suggested, have created a situation of ultra
exploitability of both blacks and female workers. This ultra
exploitability results in the ultra-exploitation of domestic workers, 
one of the largest occupational categories of black women.  

An important level of this ultra-exploitability is education.
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Chapter 8 

Education for Domesticity 

The whole education of women ought to be relative to men. To please 
them, to be useful to them, to make themselves loved and bonoured by 
them, to educate them when young, to care for them when grown, to 
counsel them, to console them and to make life sweet and agreeable to 
them - these are the duties of women at all times and what should be 
taught them from their infancy.  

- Rousseau1 

The Best women ... are recognized chiefly in the happiness of their 
husbands and the nobleness of their children. (Thus) all such knowledge 
should be given (to a woman) as may enable her to understand, and 
even to aid, the work of men...  

- Ruskin2 

SEX DIFFERENCES IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

One cannot understand the situation of domestic workers without 
some analysis of the general situation of black women in South 
Africa. Education is a critical level at which both the systems of 
racial and sexual domination operate, and the site of many 
contradictions. Without exaggerating the role of education (as 
Illich has done3 ) it has a two-fold importance: firstly, in the 
allocation of occupational roles, and secondly, in the elaboration 
of appropriate ideologies to reinforce such roles. In capitalist 
society education is an important agency of social control, and a 
crucial means of maintaining class relations.4 

The convergence of both the racial and sexual systems of
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domination is evident in the educational experiences of black 
women. Historically, schools institutionalised not only the 
dominant female gender role which equated femininity with 
domesticity, but also the dominant racial roles which equated 
blackness with subordination. The effect was to locate black 
women mainly in domestic roles - either, in their own, or in 
the coloniser's households.  

There is a strong consensus about the differing characteristics of 
men and women in modern industrial society.5 These character
istics are reified in the dominant definitions of appropriate gender 
roles. Women are perceived as relatively less competent, less 
independent, less objective, less analytical, lesslogical and less 
resourceful than men. Such gender role definitions form the core 
of a sexist ideology which equates femininity with passivity and 
domesticity. This notion is incorporated in the European cultural 
tradition, the hegemonic tradition operating in South Africa.  

The traditional African culture defines gender roles differently.  
There is not the same stress on dependence and passivity; women's 
role in economic production calls for higher levels of competence; 
and qualities of activity, self-reliance, stoicism, courage, unsenti
mentality and emotional control are demanded from black 
women. However, the history of the education of black women 
shows that the authorities ignored this contrasting cultural 
pattern, and in doing so, amplified the disabilities of black women.  

Western gender role definitions form the basis of the different 
educational ideologies that have traditionally informed various 
government policies.  

In western society the predominant notion has been an 
'ideology of domesticity'. This is the set of beliefs centering 
around the notion that men and women should occupy separate 
spheres of activity, with men engaged in a variety of roles in the 
outside world and women in the home or related domestic roles.  
The ideology of domesticity reinforces a particular view of 
women, who are not seen as direct participants in economic 
production or political processes. This ideology is internalised and 
becomes part of how women see themselves. By securing their 
acceptance the ideology of do esticity reinforces women's 
subordinate position in society.6 / 

An educational model is a complex thing and its parts may be 
inconsistent. Not only is femininity differently manipulated at 
different levels in an educational model, but what is meant by the 
term also changes according to different historical periods and 
cultural levels as well as to different class contexts. Both Ruskin 
and Rousseau were concerned with the education of middle-class 
women. The explicit aim of nineteenth-century middle-class
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female education was to produce 'ladies' - accomplished rather 
than educated women.7 Thus Delamont writes that for the first 
half of the nineteenth century at least most of the daughters of 
upper and middle-class families 'received an education which was 
specifically designed to be useless.'8 The stress was on feminine 
accomplishments such as singing, painting (preferably water 
colours and flower studies), embroidery, dancing, playing the 
piano, entering a drawing-room, and getting into a carriage 
without showing one's ankles. It has been suggested that one of 
the implications of this is that femininity had to be achieved, 
cultivated and preserved while masculinity could be left to look 
after itself.9 This is refuted by evidence from the English public 
school system where a good deal of emphasis, in both the content 
of educational knowledge, and in sport and ritual, was given to 
inculcating those qualities of public-spiritedness, courage, altruism, 
stoicism and so on, that defined the 'gentleman ideal'.'1o 

Though there were exceptions (George Eliot's schooling in 
Coventry for instance), nineteenth-century British education for 
women was shallow and trite. This was the source of ideas on the 
education of women in the Cape, and that was specifically offered 
to white women. Mrs Cranny's advertisement for a school for 
young ladies in King William's Town offered 'the usual branches of 
a polite education; also French, Music, Drawing, Flower Painting, 
the use of the Globes, Maps, Fancy Work etc."1' Mrs Eedes's 
boarding school for young ladies in Grahamstown offered much 
the same curriculum plus 'Landscape Drawing.' 12 

The notions of femininity operating here are class-bound.  
Feminine refinement and delicacy imply both an inordinate 
amount of leisure and a social position whereby someone else does 
the dirty work. Thus the education of working-class girls in 
nineteenth-century Britain was primarily vocational and became 
increasingly directed towards their roles as domestic servants and 
housewives.1 3 This is paralleled in South Africa in the education 
of black women.  

The twentieth century has seen a growing commitment to an 
'integrationist ideology' rooted in the democratic belief in equality 
of educational opportunity, regardless of sex, race and class.  
Despite this shift, educational attainment remains heavily 
determined by social class,' 4 and sexual status is progressively 
important as one moves up the educational hierarchy. Super
ficially, there is little difference in either the educational 
experiences or the educational attainment of boys and girls until 
they reach a critical level: matriculation and its equivalent in the 
case of industrial societies and among whites in South Africa, and 
at Form III, two years earlier, in the case of black females. The
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critical level for whites is seen in the following table: 

Table 33.  

Higher White Education in South Africa (1970)15 

Males Females 

Standard 10 305 705 279 808 
Bachelors Degrees 51 822 21 671 
Masters Degrees 6 156 1 253 
Doctors Degrees 3 335 334 

In terms of raw numbers, for every one female Bachelor degree 
there are 2,39 male Bachelor degrees; for every one female Masters 
degree there are 4,89 male Masters degrees; and for every one 
female Doctorate there are 9,98 male Doctorates. However, 
increasing numbers of white South African women are continuing 
their education and participating in higher education.16 

A much smaller proportion of black women participate in 
higher education. Overall at black universities in South Africa 
women constitute only about 25 percent of the student body.1 7 

Table 34.  

Black University Education in South Africa (1976) 

Males Females 

Fort Hare University 1110 541 
University of the North 1 315 587 
University of Zululand 1 169 482 
TOTAL 3 594 1620 

The crucial point is that among blacks in South Africa the sex 
differences in educational attainment appear at a much earlier 
stage than in the case of whites, and generate a much wider sex 
ratio. While the total number of black pupils in school in 1976 
shows an apparent parity (1 663 325 boys and 1 656 195 girls), 
there is a widening gap in educational attainment after 
Form 111.18
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Table 35.  
Level of Educational Attainment Among Africans 

in South Africa (1976)

Male

Form I 
Form II 
Form III 
Form IV 
Form V

98413 
44431 
24438 
11 119 

5 677

Female 

116 041 
51587 
26 193 

7 869 
3 298

An analysis of enrolments gives a total of 16 796 boys in senior 
secondary school and 11 167 girls.
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Figure 3.  
Level of Educational Attainment Among Africans in 

South Africa in 1976
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Figure 4.  
The Percentage of African Male and Female Secondary 

School Pupils in Durban in 1970

Form I Form II Form III Form IV Form V
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This disparity in educational attainment is even more dramatic at a 
micro level. For example, Perry gives the following tabulation: 

Table 36.  
The Percentage of African Male and Female 

Secondary School Pupils in Durban in 197019

Male

Form I 
Form II 
Form III 
Form TV 
Form V

Female 

54 
56 
51 
39

This illustrates the change in sex ratios after Form III. Perry found 
that 42 percent of the males and 70 percent of the females in the 
study either failed Junior Certificate or obtained only school
leaving passes, and whereas 12 percent of the males attained 
Matriculation, only three percent of the females did.  

A decade ago sex differences in educational attainment were 
even more dramatic.2 0

Table 37.  
Number of Black Pupils in Post-Primary Schools

Male

Form I 
Form II 
Form III 
Form IV 
Form V

13420 
10351 
7035 
2 104 
1 211

Female 

15 867 
10 979 
6 665 

782 
417

/ 

These figures need to be located in terms of the educational 
discrimination practised against blacks generally in South Africa.  
In 1970 22,6 percent of the female black workers in urban areas, 
and 60,5 percent of those in rural areas had no educational 
qualifications at all. 2 1 

In all modern industrial societies there is a dramatic shrinkage in 
the number of women as one moves up the educational ladder.
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For example, in Great Britain in 1970, 30 percent of under
graduates were women. But the proportion of women among 
postgraduates falls to 16 percent, and the proportion of university 
teachers who are women drops to nine percent.2 2 Few women at 
the top of the educational system means few models of education
al success for those lower down. However, sex ratios of this kind 
are only the crudest index of sex inequalities in educational 
attainment. Equally important are sex differences in access to 
educational knowledge." 

There is a similar pattern in all advanced industrial societies as 
regards subject specialism. In Britain in 1970 more than four times 
as many boys as girls took '0' level physics, nearly three times as 
many boys took chemistry, and of all those taking '0' level 
mathematics, 40 percent were girls and 60 percent boys.2 3 

Blackstone points out that 'these last figures are especially 
significant because it is considerably easier to get a university 
place in pure or applied science than in arts or social science.  
Therefore, subject specialism in the last years of secondary school 
must have an effect on the destination of school leavers aiming for 
higher education.'24 

The same pattern exists in contemporary South Africa where 
'many more boys than girls take mathematics and physical 
science.'25 This has important implications for employment. An 
opinion survey among 50 employers indicated that while the 
demand for white female labour in industry is almost exclusively 
for clerical work, employers would be ready to develop and utilise 
'womanpower' if more schoolgirls would study mathematics and 
science and show an interest in technical work.2 6 

Differential access to educational knowledge is most obvious in 
sex specific vocational training, which is especially restrictive for 
black women in South Africa. In 1977 there were only 22 schools 
offering post-primary vocational training for African females, 
including five in the Transkei.2 7 While vocational training for 
males includes courses related to a variety of industrial roles, 
vocational training for girls is limited to dress-making, domestic 
science and home management. Clearly this reinforces the 
constraints women experience as regards access to highly paid and 
prestigious occupations.  

Educational attainment is a complex process influenced by 
many factors in the home, the school, and the wider society. Any 
attempt to explain sex differences in educational attainment must 
of necessity be extremely tentative and exploratory.2 8 It may be 
useful to conceptualise the obstacles females come up against at 
the level of education as a number of sex bars which form a 
structure of constraints effectively limiting women's opportunities
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to achieve their full potential. These sex bars operate in four areas: 
the home, access to control of reproduction, influx control and 
education itself.  

There is a mounting body of evidence about the importance of 
parental attitudes in educational attainment.2 9 This suggests that 
sex differences in parental interest and encouragement in their 
children's education could be extremely important. Research 
among white South Africans indicated that 'generally speaking, 
parents consider the occupations of their sons to be of more 
importance than the occupations of their daughters, and more 
pressure is brought to bear on sons than on daughters to continue 
their studies.'3 0 This is supported by the sex differential in 
educational aspirations for the children of the employers in this 
study. While only 20 percent would ideally choose a profession for 
their daughters which involved a university education, 60 percent 
chose it for their sons. 3 1 

This appears to be an important factor in other African 
societies. Mbilinyi in a survey on the factors that determine the 
household head's decision to enrol his children in Standard I in the 
rural areas of Tanzania found that 'educational opportunity in the 
rural areas investigated depends on the child's sex, the strata level 
to which the child's household belongs, as well as on the 
community of residence.'3 2 She also found that a majority of the 
school-age population actually enrolled in school were boys, which 
she relates to the fact that 'the decision to educate is an economic 
one, particularly for lower and middle level full- and/or part-time 
peasants.'3 3 'School fees and other school expenses, such as 
uniforms, represent one cost; the loss of the child's labour input 
another. The parents will balance such costs against the 
desirability and possibility of several different outcomes: getting a 
job, getting into secondary school, getting pregnant if a girl,' and 
so on.3 4 Clearly, the differential occupational structure thus 
operates against girls in a vicious circle. Mbilinyi concluded that 
'education operates as an agent of stratification in rural Tanzania 
and reinforces sexism in traditional institutions such as the 
family.' 3 5 

The loss of the child's labour input in the division of labour by 
sex may be one factor explaining why, at the elementary level, 
girls predominate over boys in South Africa. Among the Nguni, 
boys were frequently kept out of school to herd stock. Writing of 
the Mpondo, Hunter points out that 'normally herding is done by 
boys who begin at about six years old to go out with the goats and 
sheep. Later they are promoted to be cattle herds ... usually they 
cease to herd at 17 or 18.'3 6 

The system of racial domination operating in South Africa and,
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more specifically, the immobility of farm labour adds a further 
dimension. Roberts points out in her study of farm labour in the 
Eastern Cape that 'since education for Africans is not compulsory 
and since farmers assume the right in employing a worker to call 
upon any of his family to work when he needs them, there is no 
obligation on the part of farmers to allow the children of their 
workers to attend school either on or off their own farms.'3 7 

Several farmers she interviewed said that they allowed the children 
to go to school only if their labour was not required on the farm.  
Many farmers said that there were more literate women on the 
farm than literate men, and Roberts relates this to the fact that 
'female children are more frequently free to attend school than 
male children who are more often required to work on the farms 
at an early age.'3 8 

This was also the prevalent pattern in nineteenth-century 
Britain. In both cultures, girls and boys of the labouring classes 
were expected to participate in the economic existence of the 
family unit. Consequently, education had to be fitted in around 
economic duties.3 9 Kitteringham shows that 

various log book entries from Essex and Kent show explicitly that girls 
were expected to contribute indirectly to the economic maintenance of 
the household by acting as 'little mothers' to those children younger 
than themselves who did not go to school or who could not be left or 
tended by the mother. Non-attendance at school by girls was often 
given the explanation 'their mothers want them' and 'home causes'.4 0 

She analyses this pattern as follows: 

The mother's two economic roles as wage earner and as housewife 
frequently conflicted, and when the demands of outside work had to be 
put first, her female children automatically took over the household 
duties, which involved not only the housework and cooking but also 
the tending and care of the younger members, as well as nursing the 
sick members of the family. Thus to allow the mother to go to work, 
the elder female children frequently had to relinquish the opportunity 
of going to school and stay home.4 1 

The same pattern exists among urban black families in South 
Africa, and was reported by several domestic workers in this 
study. A cycle of poverty and educational deprivation is 
perpetuated, and many black women are trapped into domestic 
service.  

Pointing to a similar pattern in her Tanzanian study, Mbilinyi 
suggests that one possible explanation for the poorer school

275



Ultra-exploitability

performance of girls may be that they are expected to carry out 
ousehold duties before and after school. Both the schoolgirls and 

the others in her research sample did exactly the same number of 
chores. By contrast, their brothers, both in and out of school, did 
hardly any household or farm chores. Hence the schoolboys had 
far more opportunity to read or do homework outside school 
hours. A similar pattern may exist among blacks in South Africa, 
but, this would have to be tested.  
/Overall, at the level of the home, the sex bars operate coercively 

against the children of labouring classes. They operate unevenly 
and inconsistently as regards sex differentiation. The domestic 
chores of the Xhosa female child are overshadowed, in the rural 
areas, by the herding chores expected of the Xhosa male child.  
However, the female child is still frequently blocked by parental 
attitudes, and specifically by the view that it is 'wiser' to educate 
boys. Reasons parents have given include the fear of pregnancy 
among school girls, the belief that boys are more intelligent than 
girls, the belief that women's place is in the home, and that a boy's 
education is more important. There is obviously a complex 
interplay between cultural and biological factors involved here./-" 

The second area in which the sex bars operate against women is 
physiological and concerns women's lack of access to a level of 
control over reproduction, specifically to abortion and contracep
tive technology. The extremely high rate of premarital pregnanacy 
among African school-going girls is an important factor in 
explaining the high drop-out rate. According to one account, 37 
percent of the African girls who left school early in 1976 did so 
because they were pregnant.4 2 In this respect the black women in 
the rural areas experience the most intense disabilities, since 
family planning clinics are often distant and inaccessible. Against 
this should be offset the fact that traditional rural people had their 
own contraceptive methods, especially ukumetsba.43 

,.This leads into the third area which concerns the location of the 
majority of black women in the rural areas. Here there is an inter
locking of the systems of racial and sexual domination in the 
operation of influx control, which effectively ties black women to 
the rural areas where there are fewer opportunities for higher 
education. .  

The fourth area in which the sex bars operate against women is 
education itself. Specifically, we need to look at the contribution 
the educational process itself makes to this pattern of differential 
educational attainment. Three aspects of this are important: access 
to educational institutions; access to educational knowledge as 
defined in the curriculum; and the organisation of the school and 
specifically the expectations of teachers.
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Biddy Crewe

'Traditionally, black women had an important role in economic production. As 

industrialisation advanced, accompanied by the impoverishment of the reserves, their 

traditional role in economic production was increasingly undermined. For many women, 

domestic service provides an escape route from this situation. But it is an escape to an 
extremely dubious freedom.'
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'For black women in towns the choice of alternative employment to domestic service is 
extremely narrow. There is a limited amount of self-employment in informal sector 
activities such as hawking, prostitution and making and selling liquor. But the vast 
majority are propelled into domestic service in order to support themselves and their 

families. It is a strategy of survival.'
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Many of the institutions from which women are excluded by 
statutory definition are concerned with vocational training, for 
electricians, motor mechanics, skills allied to the building trades, 
welding, metalwork and so on. Discrimination is also obvious in 
arrangements such as quotas for female students in medical 
schools which are unrelated to the proportion of women in the 
population. Male students have considerably more bursaries and 
scholarships open to them. In South Africa the prestigious Rhodes 
and Smuts scholarships were limited to males until very recently.  

Women's access to educational knowledge is frequently blocked 
by a sexually differentiated curriculum. Here we need to 
distinguish between sex specific courses, from which members of 
one sex are excluded by legal definition, and sex related courses, 
which may be followed by either sex but which in practice are 
more common to one sex than the other.4 4 In most advanced 
industrial societies girls have tended to follow a curriculum which 
excluded a whole range of subjects, particularly mathematics, 
physical sciences and vocationally oriented subjects related to the 
trades.4 5 Clearly, there is an interweaving of sex specific and sex 
related constraints here, but within many girls' schools science 
(particularly physics and chemistry) and mathematics are often 
either eliminated from the curriculum or given a subordinate place 
within them.4 6 This exclusion is clearly generated by a particular 
notion of femininity which often includes the assumption that 
girls lack reasoning power, and are unable to give clear and logical 
explanations. Marks points out that 'the assumption that girls 
dislike and are bad at science and mathematics has been 
consistently held throughout the twentieth century.'4 7 

A sex differentiated curriculum which involves girls spending 
extensive time on domestic subjects has important implications.  
Blackstone points out that it is an inferior education in two 
important ways: 

firstly, it is likely to limit choices available to girls at the post-secondary 
stage, and secondly, it concentrates on activities related to domestic 
roles, which have diminishing status and little or no material rewards in 
cash terms.4 8 

Delamont and Duffin similarly argue that the stress on domestic 
skills produces 'a pool of unskilled labour whose talents are 
untapped.'4 7 

Another aspect of the curriculum which is important when we 
look at the contribution the educational process itself makes to 
the pattern of differential educational attainment, concerns the 
sexist content of educational knowledge. This knowledge tends
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to reinforce traditional gender role stereotypes in two main ways.  
First, in several series of books from which children learn to read 
English, girls and women are portrayed as subordinate to men in a 
variety of ways. They are shown as less active, having less 
initiative, resilience, and so on. Women are usually portrayed as 
mothers and wives whose lives revolve around domestic chores.  
Males are portrayed as superior in everything except the ability to 
cook, dust, clean, and smell flowers. One study of such books 
found that only one percent of the central characters were 
women.5 0 In another, the only adult woman who was shown 
engaging in activities that vaguely resembled a career was a 
witch.5 1 

Furthermore, since women are generally invisible in history, 
there is an eitensive and deep-seated neglect of their role in the 
shaping of the world. 5 2 

The effect of these distortions is to limit the educational and 
occupational aspirations of girls and, in view of the increasing 
proportion of women in employment outside the home, to give 
them a false impression of what their future lives will be.5 3 Today 
in Britain in a modem, sexually mixed comprehensive school 
which offers a wide range of subjects to everyone, girls and boys 
still choose to follow those which are traditionally expected of 
them.5 4 It is difficult, however, to establish how far children are 
able to make genuine choices based on their own interests, and 
how far they are channelled into certain subjects which teachers 
consider appropriate to their sex.  

There is a great deal of evidence about the importance of 
teacher expectations in educational attainment.5 5 Certainly the 
teacher has a central place as a 'reality definer' in the classroom; 
however, we need to know much more about teacher typifications 
(in the Schutzian sense) and whether notions of ability are linked 
to notions about gender in the same way that some studies have 
suggested they are linked to notions of social class. Furthermore, 
we need to ask questions about whether there is a discrepancy 
between teachers notions about sex and ability in the educ
ationalist context of staff meetings and discussions, where they 
might affirm that boys and girls are equal intellectually, and 
the notions that are operative in the classroom context. Here the 
same teachers might act on the latent assumption that girls are less 
intelligent than boys, or that their education is less important, and 
consequently give them different kinds and levels of encourage
ment.56 What is crucial here is the concept of femininity which is 
operative in the classroom. We know very little about how 
teachers see the difference between boys and girls or about how 
their attitudes actually affect and alter behaviour. It could be that
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diligence and conformity are the core qualities that are expected 
of girls, and this may well explain why girls sometimes do better 
than boys in primary schools where the basic skills are taught.  
Grammar, spelling, and arithmetic are tasks that depend upon a 
great deal of memorising and demand little independence, 
assertiveness, analysis, innovation or creativity. A stress on 
diligence and conformity might also help to explain why girls do 
less well at the top end of the educational pyramid where critical 
and imaginative abilities are required.  

The changing pattern of sex ratios in educational attainment is 
rooted in secondary school, paralleling the onset of puberty. It 
has been suggested that adolescence involves a shift from achieve
ment to the establishment of successful relationships as the basis 
of self-definition.5 7 For girls, when this shift occurs in the later 
years of secondary school, personal qualities such as in
dependence, aggression and competitive achievement, are seen to 
threaten successful social relationships, particularly relationships 
with the opposite sex. Consequently, those qualities are muted.  
There is some evidence that while boys are often afraid of failing, 
girls are in addition afraid of succeeding,5 8 because academic 
success is viewed as antithetical to femininity. Bright women then 
have to develop strategies for coping with this role conflict, the 
easiest of which is submission to gender role expectations which 
stress motherhood as the central, ultimate (and usually exclusive) 
vocation of women.  

It has been tentatively suggested that sex differences in 
educational attainment may be explained in terms of a number of 
sex bars which form a structure o constraints effectively limiting 
women's opportunities. These have been shown to operate in four 
inter-related areas: the home, women's physiology, rural-urban 
variations in educational resources, and the educational process 
itself. These sex bars are themselves generated by the system of 
sexual domination which is embedded in the wider society. For 
this reason, in her Tanzanian study, Mbilinyi focuses on sexism as 
the main obstacle to women's education. She suggests that 
'obstacles to the education of girls can be attributed to the inter
action between several factors: the traditional expectations for 
adult female roles; the general attitudes towards women, as less 
intelligent or less responsible; the values attributed to education, 
which are incompatible with role expectations; the financial cost 
of schooling and therefore the socio-economic status of the 
families concerned.'5 9 Similar research needs to be done in South 
Africa. The importance of sex differences in educational attain
ment requires that such research should be undertaken.  

In the case of South Africa, the problem of sex differences in
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educational attainment is a tangled skein which needs to be 
unravelled into three different strands: sex differences in 
educational attainment generated by the system of sexual 
domination which is common to advanced industrial societies; sex 
and race differences in educational attainment generated by the 
interweaving of the systems of sexual and racial domination that 
operate in South Africa and focus on black women; and sex 
differences in educational attainment which contrast sharply with 
the predominant pattern throughout Africa. What is significant 
here is that in the earliest stages of the educational process black 
girls predominate numerically over boys in South Africa, and are 
involved in later stages of education to a much greater extent than 
is true of elswhere in Africa.6 0 

The explanation of this unique pattern lies in historical 
antecedents, and hinges partly on the role of the missionaries on 
the eastern frontier in nineteenth-century African education. The 
missionaries may also provide a key to understanding another 
pattern unique to this part of Africa - that of female Xhosa 
employment. Wilson points out 'that in Xhosa country, -as 
nowhere else in black Africa, women as well as men took up 
employment with whites. Sometimes this was under duress, but 
often it was by choice. From the early nineteenth century 
domestic work was done on the frontier by Xhosa women rather 
than Xhosa men.'6 1 The following section asks whether these two 
patterns are connected: whether the unique involvement of Xhosa 
women in employment is related to their unique involvement in 
education, and whether both patterns may be traced to the origin 
of African education in the missionary activity in the Eastern 
Cape in the early nineteenth century. It is a large question, to 
which I give only a tentative answer.  

THE ROLE OF THE MISSIONARIES ON THE EASTERN 
FRONTIER, 1820 - 1880 

Instruct only the (Kaffir) boys in reading, writing and arithmetic, and 
train them to manual labour. Do not teach the girls any English reading 
and very little Kaffir ... Give them as little education as possible. The 
system of cramming is too much for the intellect of Kaffir girls. My 
experience is this: the more that Kaffir girls learn in School, the less 
they are inclined to work, and the more insolent and dissatisfied they 
are.  

The Abbot of Mariannhil in 1889.62
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The missionaries on the eastern frontier were themselves unique 
in at least two senses: the missionary effort here was on a larger 
scale than anywhere else hitherto in Africa - it involved more 
missionary societies and more personnel than elsewhere - and 
they were accompanied by a large scale settler community.6 3 This 
meant that Xhosa women were at least potentially more involved 
in education than was elsewhere the case, and the settler 
community offered at least the possibility of employment.  

Xhosa women were initially incorporated into missionary 
educational institutions, which were the crucial point of transition 
in the incorporation of Xhosa women into colonial society proper.  
The missions elaborated occupational skills and an occupational 
ideology which then found expression in the employment of 
Xhosa women largely as domestic workers. An ideology of 
domesticity rooted in European gender roles was linked to an 
ideology of domestication generated by the problems of 
controlling a colonial frontier. Thus the incorporation of black 
women had two aspects: cultural incorporation (and here the early 
missionary educational efforts played a crucial part); and 
institutional or economic incorporation largely through employ
ment in domestic service.  

From this point of view education was an important agency of 
social control, socialising blacks into a respect for the coloniser's 
culture. But it would be a gross oversimplification to present 
this as the whole picture. Majeke argues that the missionaries 
played a crucial role in securing white dominance, and certainly 
they did help 'to build up a whole system of new ideas, new needs, 
and desires, new allegiances, new authorities and a new morality, 
all leading to an acceptance of the new civilisation by the 
Africans.'6 4 But they aso generated pressures which would in 
time challenge white dominance. Thus missionary education 
operated in a complex and contradictory way, tying women to 
subordinate roles but at the same time liberating them from the 
particular subordination of tribal society by introducing them to 
new occupational roles - which implied a revolutionary new level 
of independence and earning capacity. Domestic service, as well as 
teaching and nursing, offered something of an escape route from 
rural poverty and the constraints of traditional society. And for a 
minority, missionary education involved an exposure to ideas 
which questioned the fundamentals of both tribal and colonial 
inequality.  

Throughout Africa, black women had differential access to 
educational institutions and educational knowledge. This was 
expressed in both sex specific schools and sex specific curriculum 
programmes. Both sets of restrictions were generated largely by
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European gender role definitions which were imported into a 
colonial context. Thus much of the thrust of the initial missionary 
educational effort in the Eastern Cape was directed towards the 
training of African schoolmasters and catechists who were 
'necessarily' men. The need was for 'Native agents' who could play 
a useful auxiliary role in evangelisation. Thus the Watson Institute 
was established in Grahamstown in 1833,65 and the Lovedale 
Seminary in 1841, with Rev. William Govan as principal and 20 
boy pupils, 11 African and nine white. At Healdtown, established 
in 1857, the focus was on training young Fingo men as teachers 
and preachers - 'useful agents of the missionary enterprise'.6 6 

Later, in 1860, the Kaffir Institute, a theological college for 
training candidates for Holy Orders, was started in Grahamstown.  

While the main focus of the initial missionary educational effort 
was on men and their role in evangelisation, the education of black 
women was not entirely neglected. They were included in some of 
the earliest missionary schools; for example, that of Dr van der 
Kemp on what was later the site of Pirie Mission in 1799. When 
Lovedale School was first opened by Bennie in 1838 there was 
initially a preponderance of girls: 132 pupils by 3 April 1838, of 
whom 94 were girls and 38 boys. An early report quoted by 
Shepherd declares, 'were it not for the more regular attendance and 
greater proficiency of the girls our schools might also be closed.'6 7 

Shepherd explains this differential sex ratio in terms of the boys 
being kept away 'through herding and other causes', and the 
inducement of the print cloth sent out from Scotland by means of 
which the girls were taught to make and wear European clothes.  
However, a more fundamental factor could lie in the initial 
resistance of traditional tribal society to education.  

While the missionaries on the eastern frontier generally 
respected Africans according to Christian notions of universal 
brotherhood, they were hostile to traditional African culture. The 
initial response to this hostility from the independent Xhosa was 
to resist strenuously this threat to their deeply rooted traditional 
relationships and rituals. In the context of this resistance 'mission 
educational effort, for the first half of the century was directed 
largely towards the Mfengu, the Gqunukhwebe and refugees from 
tribal society such as people accused of witchcraft.'68 What these 
groups, especially the Mfengu, had in common was their 
marginality to the main axis of power, and it was as a marginal 
group that women similarly offered less resistance to Christian 
civilisation.  

The outcome of the missionaries' contempt for the traditional 
culture and their importing of European definitions of appropriate 
gender roles into a non-European context, was a particularly sharp
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response to the disabilities of women in traditional society. They 
were perceived by the missionaries to be in a position of sub
ordination that bordered on slavery.  

The condition of the female Kaffirs in their heathen state is one of 
peculiar hardship. Working in the fields, carrying home the crops, doing 
whatever requires to be done of a laborious nature, they are practically 
slaves to the other sex, and in very many cases are subject to much 
persecution.6 9 

Shepherd, the last missionary principal of Lovedale, wrote of 
African women: 

They were subordinate. They were beasts of burden. They were 
exposed even at a tender age to customs that brutalized. And after 
maturity they were disposed of in marriage often without their consent 
and frequently as minor wives to polygamous husbands.7 0 

The missionaries found a number of customs involving women 
particularly offensive. Shaw classed polygamy amongst other 
'vicious practices', and John Philip regarded it as 'one of the 
greatest obstacles to the success of missionaries'.7 2 Govan argued 
that 'the evils of polygamy ... are so great and varied, and it is in 
such manifest opposition to the whole spirit of the Bible that we 
could not see our way to any middle course.'7 3 Change was 
essential.  

One of the works of Christian missions is to change root and branch, 
Kaffir ideas about marriage, and to introduce an order of things in 
which polygamy with its attendant evils shall have no place, and 
woman's sphere as the helpmeet and no longer the slave of man, shall 
be universally acknowledged.7

4 

The custom of 'bride price' or lobolo was equally abhorrent to the 
missionaries. Besides expressing women's 'subjection' it had the 
effect of subverting the Christian ideal of marriage as a personal 
relationship between two individuals. James Laing wrote that 'this 
custom of buying wives' brought females into a state of 'most 
revolting slavery',7 5 and Shaw wrote: 

as practised among the Kaffirs this custom exhibits the gross and 
barbaric character of their minds, and no doubt it tends in some degree 
to rob the women of their self-respect and thereby to degrade the 
general condition of the female portion of the community.7 6
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This 'truly barbarous custom of buying and selling wives' was 'one 
of the greatest barriers in the way of the gospel and consequently 
of civilization.' It 'induces to theft and must consequently 
demoralise society. It degrades the position and character of all 
females.'7 7 

Other Xhosa customs involving women that the missionaries 
found offensive were the marriage ceremony, the levirate, and the 
initiation ceremony for young girls, the intonjane and specifically 
upondblo. Soga describes upondblo as 'one of the most evil and 
immoral customs of the Bantu'.78 This custom was restricted to 
the intonjane when the initiate was placed in seclusion apart from 
the attendance of her girl friends.  

If a chief attended an intonjane he might and often did order the 
collecting together of the girls attending the intonjane and they were 
taken to a hut set apart for the chief and his attendants. Here they were 
compelled to submit to the desires of their temporary husbands.7 9 

Or, as one informant told Moyer, the girls 'would be happy with 
the chief and his councillors during the night.'so 

The social significance of these customs was lost upon the 
missionaries.8 1 Clearly this involved a level of cultural insensitivity 
and oversimplification that was characteristic of nineteenth
century colonial contacts. Cairns is struck by the 'chronic over
simplification' which nineteenth-century Britons brought to the 
discussion of almost all of the complex problems of existing and 
potential race relations and social change. He points out that 

to some extent this was inherent in the initial and groping stages of 
culture contact. (But) the inadequacy of this as a complete explanation 
is readily seen, however, from the fact that these simplifications 
consistently placated British conceit and indicated, in diverse ways, 
African recognition of British or white superiority.8 2 

The missionaries' cultural insensitivity must, of course, be seen in 
the context of their often very inadequate intellectual training and 
lack of any anthropological background. As Cairns points out in 
his perceptive study: 

for his important and onerous task as an explicit agent of social change 
the missionary had only a theological training mingled with 
conventional stereotypes about savages and tribalism.8 3 

Most missionaries had a sense of religious, racial and sexual 
superiority:
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polygamy, bride-price, marriage ceremonies, intonjane and circumcision 
were condemned and attacked by the missionaries with a patent 
dogmatism rooted in the early Victorian morality of the Evangelical 
Revival as well as from the standpoint of the superiority of Western 
European civilization. 84 

Theirs was a confidence generated by being adherents of 'a cause 
commanded by God and backed by divine assurance of success'.8 5 
As Cairns points out, their cultural and racial pride was 

the point of origin of British attitudes and conduct... (and) reflected 
the dominant global position of Britain and the white race. .. Indeed, 
the nineteenth century witnessed the apogee of white hegemony in the 
world.8 6 

Their sense of sexual superiority was rooted in Victorian con
ceptions of women's role in society. Kenneth Clark describes 
the Victorian ruling class as 'masterful, courageous and 
aggressively masculine'.8 7 This tone saturated Victorian culture, 
and infected the colonies.8 8 Hammond and Jablow describe the 
dominant male ethos among British officialdom right through 
Africa: 

Most colonial officials had been reared in a patriarchal system where 
the segregation of the sexes began early in public school, was extended 
to men's clubs and generally persisted throughout life.  

The exclusiveness of male society was 

inevitably accompanied by a sense of masculine superiority to which 
women give assent... The generally masculine tone of the English 
ethos tends to devalue women and to set them apart.8 9 

Of course, the consequence of the sense of Christian superiority 
was a hostility to heathen practices; the consequence of the sense 
of racial superiority was the assumption of the inferiority of 
African culture; and male chauvinism implied the inferiority (or at 
least lack of parity) of women.  

From this highly coloured viewpoint, the missionaries' solution 
to the problem of women's sub ordinate status in traditional 
society was evangelism. It was the means whereby these 'poor 
degraded females could escape from 'tribal' customs and be 
restored to a human dignity sanctioned by God. Through 
evangelism and Christian civilisation the missionaries
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hoped to raise the female character above mere animal propensities and 
brute labour and make them acquainted with their high destinies in 
another world and so give them a sense of self respect.90 

This commitment to evangelism as involving the liberation of 
African women was reinforced by women's greater receptivity to 
Christian education.  

Though generally speaking, the females are more degraded than the 
males, there is on the other hand more immediate prospect of 
improvement, because of their greater readiness to receive instruction.  
They show, too, on the whole, more docility and proficiency than the 
male scholars. No small encouragement this for those who seek their 
elevation.9 1 

The missionaries hoped not only to liberate African women, but 
also hoped that such women would have a civilising influence on 
their menfolk. Calderwood saw 'the improvement of the females 
as a most urgent necessity', because 'the female influence' was the 
means to Christian civilization. Every day he saw 'male converts 
being dragged backwards and downwards by their heathen 
wives.'9 2 Such wives must be converted for 

who is so likely as a pious, judicious, educated and good tempered 
woman to create and foster those very amenities which are at once the 
fruits and the means of civilization. 9 3 

Yet there was disagreement on how much the education of women 
could achieve. Whiteside argued that education was relatively 
unimportant for 'the little learning gained is overborne by the 
habits and superstitions of generations.'9 4 He referred to an 
instance where the daughter of a Gcaleka chief was educated in 
England but returned to her original 'barbarous surroundings': 

A few years later she greeted a Wesleyan minister in the purest English, 
but she wore a Kafir blanket, had bead bangles on wrists and ankles and 
was the wife of a polygamist. Until natives can create improved social 
conditions by their own labour, school education will fail largely of its 
purpose.9 5 

Thus the missionaries' opposition to the subordination of women 
in traditional society, as they perceived it, was a complex response 
shaped by a number of different cultural themes. Overall, it led to 
an emphasis on the education of African women, which was 
valued in both intrinsic and instrumental terms not only as a
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means of liberating women and indirectly 'civilising' all Africans 
but also, later, as a means of converting Africans into productive 
workers.9 6 But in the type of educational knowledge to which 
African girls were given access, the western gender role definitions 
predominated. Thus, for example, while agriculture was the 
traditional role of women, agicutral colleges were (and still are 
largely) sex specific and excluded women. Thus the importing of 
western gender roles into a colonial context relegated women to 
typically female occupations. This created a contradiction which 
amplified the disabilities of black women; a contradiction which 
grew with their increasing involvement in subsistence production 
concomitant with the migration of men to the labour centres.  

To the missionaries, women's core role was a domestic one - it 
was their influence as wives and riiothers that was important.9 7 
The different cultural meanings attached to this domestic role 
were over-ridden. Adequate role performance required Christian 
education: 

A Caffre or Fingoe woman brought to a knowledge of the truth, yet 
uninstructed in the management of a household and the training of 
children, is utterly incapable of making her bome comfortable.  
(Emphasis mine.)9 8 

Thus Christianity and 'civilisation' were linked and the 'civilis
ation' of African women involved their socialisation into western 
definitions of domestic roles.  

These views were often rooted in a class bias, so that there is an 
important parallel in the education of working-class girls in 
nineteenth-century Britain. James Booth, writing about the 
education of the working-class girl in 1835, asked 

... why should she not be taught to light a fire, sweep a room, wash 
crockery and glass without breaking them, wash clothes and bake 
bread?9 9 

The philanthropic members of the middle class in Britain - from 
which most of our missionaries emerged - also wanted to educate 
working-class women to run homes well.  

As a result there were many schemes to include the domestic arts in the 
curricula of elementary schools. Those who provided a vocational 
education for working class girls worked on the assumption that girls 
would first become servants and then housewives.10 0 

This assumption was imported into a colonial context. In the same
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way that the education of working-class girls in nineteenth-century 
Britain became increasingly vocational and directed to their 
domestic roles as servants and housewives, the education of black 
girls was linked to their subordinate class position. Education thus 
argely aimed at socialisation into domestic roles, both in their 
own homes and as servants in other people's. This fitted an 
ideology of subordination which some saw as appropriate to all 
blacks, male as well as female.  

At least three different educational ideologies were operating in 
the nineteenth century in the Eastern Cape.1 0 1 The Inte
grationists, of whom Govan is representative, held that Africans 
are potentially equal to whites and should have access to the same 
educational knowledge. Thus Lovedale, in Govan's day, provided 
what Calderwood has described as 'a very superior English classical 
and mathematical education.'1 o2 There was a stress on 'character'.  
The goal was the educated man, shaped by classical notions of the 
pursuit of excellence, wholeness and balance. The model of 
education in this tradition is exclusively male. Initially, Govan's 
aim was equality of education but he later accepted Grey's model 
of industrial training, in which subordination was an implicit 
assumption.  

The Segregationists, of whom Stewart is representative, 
recognised the right of Africans to develop, but believed that such 
development must be a gradual process and take place along 
different lines.103 This generated a racially differentiated 
education that was primarily vocational for Africans. Stewart's 
opinion of the education appropriate to Africans was rooted in a 
rejection of elitism. The classical curriculum was linked to an 
elitism that might be appropriate to Victorian Britain but not to 
the needs of a developing society. Thus the education he 
advocated was broad and practical. 1 o4 

A third educational ideology operating in the nineteenth
century Eastern Cape was rooted in the view that the African is 
inferior and cannot escape from that inferiority. This was 
expressed in Langham Dale s Report of 1868 and institutionalised 
in the Education Act of 1865. It established the primacy of 
European education and the subordinate nature of African 
education, which was expressed in the stress on elementary and 
industrial education to provide trained labour.1 0 5 This view could 
easily fade into the repressionist viewpoint that the African was 
primarily useful as a source of cheap, unskilled labour and needed 
no education at all.  

An important aspect of these educational ideologies was the 
differential access to educational knowledge they envisaged.  
Educational knowledge is stratified by certain criteria, in terms of
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both property (access) and prestige, which reflect relationships of 
power and control in society.10 6 Thus classical knowledge is high 
status knowledge and operates as a point of access to powerful 
and prestigious occupational roles.107 For this reason African 
elite aspirations were expressed in their demand for a classical 
education from the 1880s onwards. Only the integrationist 
ideology gives a place to classical knowledge in the curriculum 
appropriate to Africans; in the others it is inappropriate and even 
grotesque. For example, B.J. Ross tells of a party of Dutch 
Reformed ministers with some elders 

who visited Lovedale and were taken to see the class of the great 
Andrew Smith. It happened that a Native boy had been called on to go 
over a problem of Euclid on the board. A venerable Dutch elder looked 
at the board, then looked at the Xhosa, and a more and more puzzled 
look settled on his face. Again he looked at the board and looked at the 
Xhosa and burst out, 'Good God, what is it that this black baboon is 
now doing?'10 8 

Clearly, he would have found a Xhosa girl going over a problem of 
Euclideven more surprising.  

Where all these diverse views came together was in the core 
belief that the civilisation of the African required the inculcation 
of a work ethic.  

The British race, in all its great branches, is noted for its restless 
activity. Its life motto is work, work and work!10 9 

Conversely, the deepest contempt is reserved for those who will 
not thus exert themselves. At this level Africans evoked at best a 
generalised disapproval. Govan maintained that the 'Kaffir's 
carnality' was 'aggravated by barbarian ignorance, indolence and 
deep moral degradation.'l 10 Stewart repeatedly stressed that the 
objects of Lovedale were 'Godliness, cleanliness, industry and 
discipline', and he maintained that 'Christianity and idleness are 
not compatible.'1 1 1 Africans 

needed to be taught to work, for as a rule, the barbarous natives have 
no higher ambition than to live at the side of their huts and cattle-folds, 
basking in the sun and enjoying the savage luxury of utter laziness. 1 1 2 

This work ethic must be related to labour requirements. The 
crucial factor operating in the colonial economy was the demand 
for labour. Parallels with nineteenth-century Britain suggest that 
this work ethic, as a core component of 'civilisation', was funda-
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mentally generated by problems of class control. Writing of 
Britain, Johnson has shown that an ideology of social control 
actually lay behind much of the educational rhetoric of the early 
Victorian period. Johnson suggests that mass education in Britain 
originated in a conception of the school as a means of civilising 
the working class as a whole through its children. Thus in the 
period 1790 - 1803, 'the typical education form was the "school 
of industry" where working-class people were to be taught their 
duties.' However, this remained a relative rarity, 

as training for particular occupations was most often applied to girls (as 
housewives but especially as domestic servants) and to children ... 113 
(my emphasis.) 

The monitorial schools of the 1830s and 1840s saw a stress on the 
language of teaching self-discipline, obedience and industry: 
'steady habits of industry', 'obedience under control', 'restraint', 
'order' and 'habit'.1 14 

This view of education as a means of 'civilising' the working
class in nineteenth-century Britain implied a contempt for 
working-class culture that parallels the contempt for African 
culture displayed by the missionaries and colonial administrators.  
Johnson shows that the images of the village labourer of this 
period stigmatise him as stupid, idle, dependent, irresponsible, and 
so on. The images of the African stigmatise him in terms of the 
same qualities. What is in fact stigmatised in all this literature is 

a whole way of life. If one lists those aspects of the working class that 
meet with censure it is the comprehensiveness of the indictment that is 
striking. The attack covers almost every aspect of belief and behaviour 
- all the characteristic institutions, folklore, 'common sense', and 
mentalities of the class, its culture in the broad anthropological 
meaning of the word. 1 1 5 

The missionary and settler perception of traditional African 
culture similarly stigmatised 'a whole way of life'. Within that 
culture many of its most essential social arrangements were those 
involving the 'degradation of women'. It was shown above that 
these evoked the most hostile response.  

Johnson thus argues that in Britain, education originated as a 
means of cultural reproduction, as a mechanism of social control.  
It was fundamentally coercive and regulative rather than 
liberatory, concerned with regulating and controlling behaviour 
rather than developing innate abilities, potentialities or skills. This 
overall pattern reflecting dominant class interests was transported
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into a colonial context with its demand for labour, and thus 
assumed a racial form.  

The connection between education and the demand for 
domestic labour is illustrated by Mrs Philipps, writing from 
Glendower on 14 July 1825. She states that she was better pleased 
with the missionary establishment at Theopolis than she had 
expected.  

The school for the children must eventually be of advantage to us, as 
they teach them to speak, read and write in English. They will, if taught 
industrious habits, be useful as servants (my emphasis)... it was 
altogether an interesting sight, so many little black creatures brought 
into a state of civilization and improvement.1 16 

Writing somewhat later, Harriet Ward regrets that the connection 
between education and domestic labour is not more explicit. She 
finds the idleness of the Mfengu 'almost incredible'.  

The missionaries are indefatigable in teaching them their catechism; but 
no attempt is made to fit the women for service. Idle they are, and idle 
they will be. 117 

The role of the missionaries in the colonial authorities' strategy for 
the domestication of Africans was evident as early as 1815 in 
Colonel Cuyler's expressed hope to the Colonial Secretary that 'by 
Eood management on the part of the missionaries, the Kaffirs may 

e in time brought to that station to be quiet and useful 
neighbours.'l 18 Missionary acquiescence is evident in Thomson s 
statement that his task was not only to Christianise but also 'to 
introduce among the natives, a knowledge of the useful arts of 
civilised life, and to train them to habits of industry. 19 The 
linking of the civilising role of the missionaries to the government 
role of social control is most apparent in Grey's programme of 
industrial education, for which he drew on rich (if brutal) 
experience in Australia and New Zealand in the pacification of the 
native inhabitants. The purpose of his intended industrial 
education was to 'civilise races emerging from barbarism' by 
turning them into 'a settled and industrious peasantry'. The first 
industrial school was established at Salem and the results, Shaw 
suggested, 'will prove highly valuable in promoting civilisation 
among the native tribes and thereby securing the safety and 
welfare of the Colony.' 1 2 0 Lovedale eventually became the model 
par excellence of industrial education. In 1856 departments in 
masonry, carpentry, wagon-making and blacksmithing were 
established. In 1861 Govan added to these printing and book-
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binding. Through a system of indenture of apprentices, Lovedale 
thus began producing relatively skilled workers for the South 
African labour market. Government support led to the establish
ment of similar industrial departments after 1855 at the missions 
of Healdtown, Lesseyton and D'Urban.  

In the same way that this programme of industrial education 
illustrates the convergence of evangelisation and 'civilisation' with 
domestication or social control, it also illustrates how European 
definitions of appropriate gender roles were imported into a 
colonial context and institutionalised. Industrial education for 
women focused on domestic skills. Again Lovedale was the model.  
In 1871 an Industrial Department was opened at the Lovedale 
Girls' School, in which 'women and girls were trained as domestic 
servants or seamstresses.'1 21 This course continued until 1922 
when it was changed. One of its difficulties had been that it tried 
to straddle two aspects of 'education for domesticity' or, as 
Shepherd put it, 'it tried to keep in view a two-fold aim', preparing 
the African girls for domestic life in their own culture and 
preparing them for domestic service in European homes.  

The course referred to has tried to keep both possibilities in view.  
Reconciliation of the two, however, presents difficulties. Whereas a 
training for domestic service requires instruction in European methods 
employed under European conditions, the essence of a preparation for 
Native home life consists in acquiring a knowledge of how to make 
effective use of the very meagre resources available. 1 2 2 

Thus while boys were given access to a variety of industrial skills 
which opened up all kinds of employment opportunities, 
industrial education for girls institutionalised the dominant 
European female gender role which equated femininity with 
domesticity. The effect was largely to locate black women in 
domestic roles - either in their own or in the colonisers' house
holds.  
- Lovedale was the first institution to offer advanced education 

to African girls. 12 3 Isabella Smith had opened a girls' department 
at Lovedale in 1846 but it closed a few weeks later for the War of 
the Axe. 12 4 In 1868 Jane Waterston opened a Girls' Boarding 
School which commenced with ten boarders. She was Lady 
Superintendent of the Girls' School until 1873 and under her, 
'many Native girls came to be housed at Lovedale and trained for 
all kinds of domestic work. 125 The chief subjects of instruction 
during that time were 'housekeeping, cooking, sewing and laundry 
work'. Shepherd tells us that 'the same subjects have had a large 
place in the curricula for girls down to the present day.'126
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Miss Waterston's explicit intention was domestic rather than 
academic.  

I have tried to give the Institution not so much the air of a school, as of 
a pleasant home. I reasoned after this-manner that homes are what are 
wanted in Kafirland, and that the young women will never be able to 
make homes unless they understand and see what a home is.1 2 7 

This fitted neatly into Stewart's largely evangelical intention: 

We have not taken these young women from their smoky hovels to 
spoil them with over-indulgence, or nurse them into fastidious dislike 
of their future fates. .. 128 

We may fairly believe that great good will come out of the establish
ment of this training school for young women. Cleanliness, industry 
and application are some of the lower ends of the Institution, and the 
more common virtues which the inmates must practise while they 
remain there; the training of their hearts and the conversion of their 
souls to God are the higher and real aims of the place.1 29 

Industry and application were to be expressed largely, but not 
exclusively, in domestic roles. As Ross writes of Lovedale in 
his 'Preliminary Report on the State of Education' published in 
1883, 'the girls receive the most suitable kind of instruction that 
those of their class and race will receive.'1 30 In other words, 
educational objectives were defined, and evaluated in terms of 
their appropriateness to a colonised race, subordinate class and 
female sex. The products were often aesthetically pleasing: 

The clean, coloured print dresses of the pupils (of the Girls Institution) 
their upright bearing, graceful carriage, and general look of intelligence, 
seldom fail to impress the casual observer as in striking contrast to the 
condition of the native females in their heathen state.1 31 

The juxtaposition of two photographs in Whiteside makes the 
same point. One photograph entitled 'Raw material' shows three 
young black girls scantily clad in animal skins. Facing it is a 
photograph entitled 'Civilization' which shows three young black 
girls posing with selfconscious dignity, wearing long dresses and 
turbans. 132 

Academic education for black girls also opened up other 
employment alternatives. The growth of the Lovedale Girls' 
School is indicated by the number of girl boarders at the institu
tion. They numbered
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66 in 1873 
67 in 1883 

137 in 1893 
156 in 1903 
210 in 1923 
281 in 1939 

The last two dates listed included a number of student nurses.  
Lovedale initiated the training of black women as nurses and it 
was a matter of special pride when Cecilia Makiwane, a Lovedale 
product, became the first African nurse in 1907. Shepherd points 
out: 

When the Victoria Hospital commenced the training, there was not a 
single trained Native hospital nurse in South Africa. More than that, the 
opinion was then almost universally held, as one doctor expressed it, 
giving evidence before a Government Commission, 'it is impossible for a 
Native girl to be a hospital nurse.' The idea was that no native girl could 
be trusted to do such work, unless she was under the immediate super
vision of a white nurse.1 3 3 

Nursing, teaching and domestic work - these were the occup
ations suitable for women - each represented an extension of 
their domestic role. In all three areas Lovedale was a pioneer.  

At its nineteenth-century peak, Lovedale contained between 
600 and 800 people. It was the most prominent mission school in 
Southern Africa and served as a model for numerous other 
missionary institutions. At Lesseyton, Peddie, Blythswood, 
Butterworth, Healdtown, Salem and St Matthews, education for 
girls followed much the same pattern. The focus was on education 
for domesticity. At the Lamplough Training Institution for Girls 
(established by Mr Hacker in Butterworth) the 'girls are carefully 
trained in domestic work - cooking, baking, sewing, ironing, and 
tailoring - in addition to the usual school instruction. The aim is 
to prepare the girls to make good housewives and mothers, and to 
lift them and their families to a higher plane of living.'1 34 At 
Lesseyton the Industrial School for Native Girls was established 
under the Rev.G. Chapman and in 1906 contained 100 girls 'who 
are instructed in household work.'l 3 5 The focus was on teaching, 
cooking, needlework and dressmaking. Rev. Gedye established the 
Ayliff Industrial Institution for Girls in 1883 at Peddie. 'His chief 
aim was to impart a plain school education up to Standard V and 
combine with it a thorough acquaintance with household 
work.136 The same pattern was followed at the Wesleyan 
Institution, Salem, opened in 1855. Its initial goals were to
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provide an education similar to that 'in the majority of respectable 
English day schools', to instruct the boys in a trade or agriculture 
and the girls in housework. Between 1855 and 1862 152 students 
(104 boys and 48 girls) attended the school. Twenty-nine boys 
were trained in shoemaking, 21 in tailoring, 18 in carpentry, four 
in masonry, 30 in agricultural work, and 48 girls in domestic 
work.1 3 7 

The same pattern of sex specific vocational training was institu
tionalised at St Matthews, which became the principal Anglican 
training school for Africans in the Ciskei and by the end of the 
century ranked with Lovedale and Healdtown as one of the three 
best African schools in the Eastern Cape. Until 1927 St Matthews 
focused on primary education, teacher training and industrial 
education. The programme of industrial education which 
flourished after 1879 offered a diversified vocational training for 
boys in building, carpentry, tanning, tinsmithing, wagon-making, 
blacksmithing, printing and farming. The girls received domestic 
training in simple cookery, cleaning, laundry work and sewing. As 
at Lovedale, domestic training was important even in the academic 
courses for girls offered at St Matthews.  

Even for the relatively small proportion of girls whose 'profession' or 
'trade' will lie in activities outside the home, participation in some of 
the major activities of the home is inevitable, and the contingency is 
high that sooner or later every woman will be the central figure 
controlling the destinies of the home and family. 1 3 8 

'For the girls, therefore, the secondary school found a place for 
domestic economy in the teaching of domestic science, laundry
work, needlework, cookery and home nursing." 3 9 

Similarly, the emphasis was on occupations appropriate to 
European gender role definitions, especially domestic service, 
nursing and primary school teaching. Until 1936 probationer 
nurses were trained for a 'Hospital Certificate', but by that time 
the hospital had developed into a recognised training centre for 
the Government Certificate. After 1938 candidates were accepted 
for training for the South African Medical Council Certificate 
examinations. Between 1895 and 1959 over 500 men and women 
students were admitted to teacher training courses at St Matthews 
Training School. However, women were encouraged to train for 
the lower levels.  

As experience taught from year to year that women tended to make 
better teachers than men for children in the lower classes of the 
primary school, preference was given to them in the Primary Lower
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Teachers' Course while the men were encouraged to follow the Primary 
Higher Course. Ultimately admission to the Lower Teachers' Course 

was restricted to the women.14 0 

Of course, this implied restricted access to positions of higher pay, 
prestige and authority within the educational hierarchy.  

At Healdtown there was the same pattern of sex-specific 
vocational training which restricted the access of women to all but 
domestic roles. Begun as a mission station for Fingo refugees in 
1853, it was transformed by John Ayliff, under Grey spolicy, into 
an Industrial Institution. While the boys studied building, 
carpentry, quarrying, brickmaking, agriculture, blacksmithing, 
wagon-making, boot and shoe making, tailoring and wheelwrights 
work, the girls were trained in 'various domestic duties'. In 1856 
they 'produced 600 pieces of needlework during the year, 
consisting mostly of clothes and bed-linen.'1 4 1 The Industrial 
Institution socialised African girls exclusively into domestic roles, 
either in their own, or their parents' homes, or as domestic 
servants in settler homes. Ayliff's report for 1859 states: 

Since the Industrial Institution had been in operation (five years) 
upwards of 40 boys and girls had left, going out either as apprentices to 
learn trades, as houseservants, or to be useful to their parents, while the 
same number continued in the house.14 2 

Increasingly, however, girls were involved in primary education 
and later in teacher training. Throughout the period 1867 - 1880 
Dale and his inspectors reported very favourably on the work of 
Healdtown. However, Kilner charged that Healdtown had failed to 
produce the African teachers required. Yet, in his section 'Work 
among the Native women of SA', he praised Healdtown as follows: 

The School at Healdtown is a very efficient one.. . The girls taught 
there are sure to become a power in the land. I rejoiced greatly over the 
school.1 4 3 

Hewson found it 

difficult to understand how these remarks could have been made by the 
same man at the same time, and about the same place, as the verdict on 
the failure of Healdtown. It is inconceivable that Healdtown could have 
been so remarkably a success with its girls and a failure with its 
boys.1 4 4 

But it is perfectly conceivable that in view of the definitions of
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gender roles current at the time, and the neglect of female 
education generally, Kilner applied different criteria of evaluation 
to boys than to girls. What was a failure for boys, would be a 
success for girls.  

The different social evaluations of the two types of vocational 
training is underlined by the Report of the Superintendent 
General in 1863 which placed Government aid on a more 
permanent footing. A maintenance grant of 15 pounds per annum 
was made for each male apprentice, and ten pounds for each girl 
receiving industrial training. Certain conditions were also laid 
down concerning the type of work and the length of training. The 
boys were to have a probationary year followed by an apprentice
ship of two to four years, while in the case of girls the 
probationary period was to be three months followed by a one to 
two year course of household training.14 5 After Grey left office 
there was a shift in educational policy both in terms of redirecting 
educational funds to whites, and in modifying the objectives of 
African education.'4 6  Yet the education of African girls 
continued to focus on domestic skills. The Superintendent-General 
of Education's Report for the year ending 30 June 1880, states 
under 'Aborigines': 

The training of boys and girls in the various native institutions in the 
Colony, Transkei, Tembuland and Basutoland, has been systematically 
carried on. The boys receive an elementary education and are trained to 
general industrial habits, gardening, etc. The girls are taught to do 
domestic work including cooking, washing, mending, making and 
cutting out clothes etc.14 7 

Similarly, the Superintendent-General's Report of 1906 reported a 
total of 208 African girls in industrial schools and industrial 
departments attached to schools learning five subjects: cooking, 
dressmaking, housework, laundry and needlework. There were 
double the number of industrial schools and industrial depart
ments catering for African boys where they learned a variety of 
industrial and agricultural skills.14 8 By 1919 domestic education 
was firmly entrenched in the primary school. The 1919 
Commission which inquired into the state of Native education 
found that 

the popular criticisms that school education is too 'bookish' and trains 
too exclusively for clerical or teaching occupation, has a solid base...  
(This has) had lamentable effects on the attitude of Natives towards 
education and subsequent vocation ... A prime object is to afford 
greater facilities for vocational and practical training in all classes of
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schools.14 9 

The concrete proposals were 

that at every Native school teaching above Standard IV, facilities for 
agricultural training (in the case of boys) and practical domestic 
economy (in the case of girls) should as far as possible be provided.1 50 

According to Dodd, by 1931 domestic economy in Standards V 
and VI was being extended to more and more of the mission 
schools.1 51 Thus the move towards a segregationist educational 
ideology structured around notions of African subordination was 
established long before 1948.  

The differential access of black women to educational know
ledge and educational institutions was rooted in an ideology of 
education for domesticity. This was generated by the convergence 
of notions of the education appropriate to a specific sex, race and 
class. This differential access was expressed in two main ways: 
first, the restriction of black women to industrial and vocational 
training which focused on domestic skills and the limited 
employment opportunities such training implied; and the 
shrinkage in educational attainment reflected by the much smaller 
proportion of girls in higher education. The sex ratio here implied 
access, albeit access restricted to a minority of women, to jobs of 
higher pay, prestige and power.  

Sex differences in the later stages of the educational process are 
best illustrated by an analysis of Lovedale's pupils. In 1845 when 
Govan was teaching such high-status educational knowledge as 
Algebra, Mathematics, Greek and Latin, girls were excluded, but in 
1879 Lovedale for the first time entered girls for the Cape 
University School Examination and four of them passed.1 52 A 
'sensation' was caused in educational circles in Cape Town in the 
nineties when it transpired that a 'Bantu girl' - a pupil of Love
dale - had come first in the Colony in Mathematics in one of the 
lower university examinations. 15 3 

Attendance at Lovedale's academic courses in 1939 reveals the 
following very marked sex ratios among the largely black pupils:
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Table 38.  
Lovedale Pupils (1939) 

Boys Girls 

Senior Certificate, Final year 32 1 
Form IV (first year of Senior Certificate course) 32 3 
Junior Certificate, Final year 53 20 
Forms I and II (preliminary years of Junior 

Certificate course) 92 46 

At the same time, the overall proportion of girls in school was 
higher than that of boys. Government educational statistics for 
1930 give a total of 78 487 girls to 59 317 boys attending school 
in the Cape Province.1 54 This sex ratio had persisted for close on 
one hundred years. Writing of the Pondo, Wilson relates this 
discrepancy to three facts: that 'boys are more difficult to spare in 
summer when cattle must be herded'; that 'it is more "the done 
thing" among girls to attend school than it is among boys'; and 
that it may perhaps be due to the fact that 'more women are 
Church members or adherents than men. Christian mothers are 
prepared to sacrifice a daughter's services that she may go to 
school, while the pagan husband may insist on boys herding." 5 5 
These last two factors raise more questions than they answer.  

At the same time these educational statistics are deceptive.  
They disguise important differences in the educational experiences 
to which African boys and girls had access. Raphael Samuel warns 
'that there is an enormous amount of value to be gleaned from the 
Blue Books but only if the historian works against the grain of the 
material.' 56 One should take into account the shrinking 
proportion of girls in academic education generally and higher 
education specifically; and the concentration of girls at the lowest 
levels of the education process, in primary school; in industrial 
schools in sex-specific vocational courses which focus on domestic 
skills; and in teacher training institutions.  

The Educational Return for 1853 showed a total of 6 917 males 
and 7 034 females in school in the Cape.1 7 A close look at the 
educational institutions in the division of Albany, however, shows 
that the apparent preponderance of females in the total school 
attendance, conceals important differences in the content of 
educational knowledge and quality of educational experiences to 
which boys and girls had access. The only educational institution 
in the Division of Albany in which girls considerably outnumbered 
boys in that year was the Grahamstown Wesleyan Mission School
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of Industry and Infant School which included 15 male and 56 
female pupils. The academic institutions were frequently not only 
sex specific but race specific, so that African girls were doubly 
excluded; for example, the Graham's Town Government School 
with 100 male pupils who studied Geography, British History, 
Physical Science and other examples of high status educational 
knowledge; or the Grahamstown St George's Diocesan Grammar 
School modelled on an Engish public school with 30 male pupils.  

Broadly speaking, the same picture is given in the Educational 
Returns for 1840.158 The total number of scholars was then 
1 219 males and 1 321 females, but we find the same disparate sex 
ratios in academic institutions, rather than elementary and 
vocational ones. For example, the Free School at Grahamstown 
contained 120 male and only 80 female scholars. By 1861 there 
was only one Class I school in Albany pursuing a high status 
curriculum which included the study of Greek and Latin.1 5 9 This 
was the Government School under F. Tudhope (which had grown 
out of the Free School mentioned above) and it contained 75 
males only. Yet the total for the Colony in that year was 9 854 
male scholars and 9 275 females. The Educational Returns for 
1870 show the same apparent parity in the numbers of male and 
female scholars but they totalled 713 males and 413 females in 
Albany, and boys outnumbered girls in the five Class I schools in 
the Albany district. At St Phillips Kafir School in Grahamstown 
under the Rev. W. Turpin in 1870, for instance, there were 69 
males and 39 female scholars on the roll.  

In 1880, in the undenominational public school in Grahams
town in Class I there were 122 boys on the roll and no girls.1 60 

Even among the Class II undenominational public schools the sex 
ratio was wide; for example, at Salem 38 boys and seven girls. But 
in that year and district, the elementary schools contained a higher 
proportion of girls. Thus, men and women had access to different 
inds of educational knowledge which was differently stratified 

and itself provided access to different occupational levels.  
An analysis of the Lovedale register and biographical details of 

pupils at the Girls' School drawn up by Stewart in 1887 shows 
clearly that there were only three main occupational alternatives 
open to women: as domestic servants, teachers and housewives.  
Lovedale products were frequently employed in domestic service 
in missionary and other white homes. Those listed as having been 
in service at some stage of their lives total 85 out of a total of 838 
(15,8 percent). 16 1 By 1900, out of a total of 6 000 Africans who 
had been at Lovedale, there were 500 in domestic or household 
service, either in their own or an employer's home.16 2 Stewart 
also gives a total of 158 teachers and sewing mistresses. Those
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listed as teachers were often employed in the Industrial 
Department at Lovedale teaching subjects such as sewing and 
laundry, or as sewing teachers in other mission schools. In other 
words, they were often teachers of domestic knowledge and skills.  

By contrast, the African men who graduated from Lovedale 
entered a variety of occupations such as ministers, teachers (of all 
kinds), interpreters, magistrate's clerks, store clerks, carpenters, 
wagon-makers, blacksmiths, masons, native policemen, printers, 
book-binders, law agents, transport riders and so on. Stewart 
pointed out that those who work at trades learned at Lovedale 
can easily earn from 20 to 30 shillings a week.' In general, women 

were restricted to occupations of lower pay, power and prestige.  
By all three criteria, the bottom of the occupational hierarchy was 
domestic service.  

For a small minority, missionary education was the route to 
elite membership in Southern African society. Hunter points out 
that Skota's African Yearly Register, an African 'Who's Who', 
includes 29 women in a total of 325. Several of them were Love
dale products such as Mrs M. Majombozi, Martha Ngano, 
Mrs F. Skota, Frieda Bokwe, Sarah Poho and Cecilia 
Makiwane.16 3 These were exceptional women by any standard.  
But few women at the top of the educational hierarchy meant 
fewer role models for those lower down.  

In this respect the role of missionary wives and a few 
exceptional 'lady missionaries' is significant. 164 All too often 
their role is subsumed in a discussion of their husbands. For 
instance, Maxwell and McGeogh refer to 

the missionaries drawn from many lands who dedicated their lives and 
their wives to what they believed to be the cause of Africa and its 
peoples.165 

Missionary wives were the crucial female element in the British 
contact with Africa generally in the early stages of colonialism.  
Writing of this area, Williams maintains that 'generally the 
evidence is too scanty for an assessment of the role of the 
missionary wives' at least during the period 1799 - 1853.166 
Many of them must have had some influence on young African 
women's perception of themselves, though how far they served as 
role models is difficult to say.  

Some were forceful personalities; women such as Isabella Smith 
who came out from Scotland at the age of 21 and after two years 
married the Rev. W.R. Thomson but 

made it a condition of her marriage that she should continue
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teaching at Balfour at her school for missionaries' daughters 
afterwards, and she did. 16 7 

Williams tells us that she was 'someone of considerable courage 
as well as a resolute personality', but mentions her very little in 
his biography of Thomson.168 According to her obituary, 

for full sixty years she was a spiritual force and a power working for 
righteousness, goodness and truth in the land where her lot was 
cast.1 6 9 

Other exceptional missionary women were Miss MacRitchie who 
presided over the Lovedale Girls' School from 1874 to 1880; Miss 
Mary Dodds who came out to Lovedale in 1892; Miss Harding; 
Miss Thomson1 70 and Miss Ogilvie. Miss Ogilvie came out in 1846 
and started a sewing school at the Inquibigha station where Miss 
McLaren had been previously. There she laboured with 100 
'heathen girls' whose ochre-smeared skin karosses had daily to be 
exchanged during the hours of instruction for one or two articles 
of European clothing.'1 7 1 From 1861 she taught at Emgwali with 
the remarkable Rev. Tiyo Soga. During her 18 years there, 
'hundreds of girls passed.. . into domestic life and various kinds 
of service.'1 72 

By far the most impressive figure is the redoubtable Jane 
Waterston, principal of the Lovedate Girls' School for seven years 
and pioneer figure in several senses.1 73 Her vivacity, energy and 
force earned her the name of Noqakata, 'the mother of activity', 
and the Lovedale girls were known as AmaQakata for some time.  
Certainly, her educational ideas were class-bound: 'an educated 
woman' was to have qualities of 'refinement and delicacy', but 
much about her was original, especially in terms of her class 
position. One example is her treatment of the pupil who was 
malingering to avoid domestic chores. Jane Waterston announced 

she and the girl would exchange places for the afternoon. So the girl 
was sent to put on her Sunday frock, and was placed in the drawing 
room to receive possible visitors (it being hinted that Dr Stewart was 
expected to call that afternoon) while Miss Waterston tucked up her 
dress and scrubbed the floor. 1 74 

These were all remarkable women, especially in the context of 
women's role in the society of the time. Some of these missionary 
women had themselves been domestic servants in Britain, (for 
example, Elizabeth, wife of Joseph Williams and Sarah, wife of 
Mr Barker.)175 They were even more deficient in the
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anthropological training needed to become wise and effective 
instruments of social change than their male counterparts.  
Apparently their main impact was thought to derive from their 'natural' intuitive, feminine qualities. Calderwood, who stressed 
the education of women as the key to the civilisation of the 
native races, saw European females as the best instruments of this 
weighty conversion: 

the affectionate influence of pious, enlightened European females, 
whether these be the wives of missionaries and colonists or female 
teachers. 176 

Missionary wives 'must recognise that this great work is their 
special sphere.'1 77 

No one could fail to admire the courage of these women, just as 
'no person not hopelessly prejudiced would deny the great value 
of the work done by Christian missionaries.'1 78 It is also 
undeniable, however, that the effects of their work were not 
always what they intended. They 'made fundamental contribu
tions to the undermining of ideas that African societies had any 
right to a continuing existence.. . The missionary strengthened 
the attitude that cultural differences were to be eliminated rather 
than cherished or respected." 79 The implication is a form of 
cultural imperialism which focused upon the position of women in 
traditional African society. The conventional view is that 

Western influence has 'emancipated' African women through the 
weakening of kinship bonds and the provision of 'free choice' in 
Christian monogamous marriage, the suppression of 'barbarous' 
practice, the opening of schools, the introduction of modem medicine 
and hygiene, and sometimes of female suffrage. 180 

While there is some truth in the conventional view, the western 
influence of the missionaries on the eastern frontier was not an 
unmixed blessing. Western influence can sometimes weaken or 
destroy women's traditional roles without providing modern roles 
of power or autonomy in exchange.'8 ' This is clear in the 
exclusion of African women from agricultural training courses and 
colleges, which has operated throughout Africa.18 2 

But it has also provided access to new roles for women. John 
Zwelibanzi, the Mfengu teacher and missionary suggested in 1866 
that the missionaries devote themselves to gaining women 
adherents as they had more to gain from Christianity than men.  
Moyer suggests that from a sociological perspective Zwelibanzi 
may have been correct.' 8 3 Both Williams and Moyer make much
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of the missionaries' liberatory role, and of the mission stations as 
places of refuge for young Xhosa girls fleeing from upondblo, and 
other 'unacceptable rituals', as well as unwanted marriages.'8 4 

Obviously the missionaries introduced new values and attitudes in 
terms of which some rituals were defined as unacceptable. But 
how deep did this go? How far did the missionaries' teaching 
involve a redefinition of self which could generate new qualities of 
assertiveness and independence?18 5 Hunter has suggested that 
Christianity did imply a new independence for women.  

Christianity ... tends to make women more independent, because 
when, as most frequently happens, the wife of a pagan man is 
converted, she is taught by the missionaries and forced by her 
convictions to assert herself against her husband in certain questions.  
For instance a man may wish beer brewed for a sacrifice to ancestral 
spirits, and a Christian wife refuses to do it. The backing of her religion 
and often of her teachers (though some of the missionaries consider 
that some of their women converts are in danger of becoming unduly 
self assertive towards their pagan husbands) gives her courage to 
demand an independence of judgement and freedom of action which 
under the old conditions she would never have dreamed of claiming.18 6 

Part of the explanation for the missionaries' success in the cultural 
and institutional incorporation of African women into colonial 
society lies in the marginality of those women to the main axes of 
power in Xhosa society. But the loosening of these women who 
were educated at missionary institutions and entered new 
occupational roles, from traditional culture, may also be seen 
as an index of the degree of disintegration to which that culture 
was subject.  

The dislocation of the Mfengu, for instance, was intense.  
Mfengu women were the main source of domestic servants to the 
white settlers after 1827. The three foremost educational 
institutions for Africans in the Eastern Cape, Lovedale, Healdtown 
and St Matthews, were all situated in areas which contained large 
Mfengu populations. Healdtown was begun as a mission station for 
Mfengu refugees in 1853: there was a large Mfengu population in 
the Keiskamma Hoek area when St Matthews Mission was founded 
in 1855; and there were many living in the vicinity of Lovedale.  
Therefore, the majority of women students may well have been 
Mfengu. If this could be established it would tighten the suggested 
link between the unique involvement of Xhosa-speaking women in 
both missionary education and settler employment.  

Overall it has been suggested that education operated in a 
complex and contradictory way; that while it may have operated
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to liberate individual African women who were provided with 
marketable skills, it operated largely coercively as an agency of 
socialisation into colonial society. The ideology behind the 
educational policy as regards African women was shaped by the 
convergence of different definitions of the education appropriate 
to Africans, to women and to subordinate classes. The dominant 
stress in each case was vocational, domestic and subservient. Thus 
education operated largely as a crucial agency of social control 
and cultural reproduction, defining and reinforcing certain social 
roles and initiating people into those skills and values which are 
essential for effective role performance. While education operates 
relatively autonomously, this pattern reflected dominant class 
interests. For many African women, it involved new roles as 
domestic servants. In this sense, education operated coercively, 
not to liberate women, but to tie them to subordinate roles in 
society.  

This chapter has focused largely on the pre-industrial period in 
South African history, from 1820 - 1880. An 'ideology of 
domestieity' is not unusual for a pre-capitalist society, but it 
survived after 1880. Despite the process of industrialisation and 
increasing capitalist penetration, domestic roles for black women 
have been perpetuated. Almost one hundred years later they 
remain largely trapped within the institution of domestic service, 
the second largest source of employment for black women in 
contemporary South Africa. Why this paradox? The answer lies far 
beyond the scope of this study. It involves an analysis of the 
tightening control and regulation of black labour generally, as 
capitalist penetration proceeded historically.  

This section posed the question whether the unique involve
ment of Xhosa women in employment in the initial stage of 
colonialism is related to their unique involvement in education, 
and whether both patterns may be traced to the origin of black 
education in the missionary activity in the Eastern Cape in the 
early nineteenth century. The answer seems to be that there is a 
connection between these two patterns in education and 
employment, but to suggest a connection is not the same as 
establishing a direct causal link. All this chapter claims to have 
established is that missionary education entrenched domestic roles 
for black women. But this is not to exaggerate the importance of 
the missionaries. The key process was the incorporation of the 
indigenous population into the colonial economy. The 
missionaries were only a small cog in the colonial wheel under 
which black lives were crushed. These domestic roles were 
exaggerated and perpetuated in the post-industrial period. The 
increasing intervention of the state in education, and the gradual
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'ousting' of the missionaries altogether in this process, is of crucial 
importance. To trace this pattern is also far beyond the scope of 
this study. It has tried to pose a number of questions. It does not 
claim to have answered any of them adequately.  

Later developments amplified the disabilities of black women.  
Traditionally, black women had an important role in economic 
production. As industrialisation advanced, the impetus was 
increasingly towards undermining that role with the impoverish
ment of the 'reserves', and to relegate black women outside the 
reserves to typically western 'female' occupations. As black men 
increasingly migrated to the labour centres and became wage 
workers, women became increasingly dependent on their 
remittances for food and essential household supplies. At the same 
time, the shrinking land base in the rural areas made the position 
of women more insecure and dependent. Their traditional role in 
economic production was increasingly undermined and they 
became increasingly confined to dependent domestic roles.  

However, the impact of increasing industrialisation and 
capitalist penetration on the role of women also operated in a 
contradictory way. The same system provides women with some 
level of access to wage employment and greater independence. For 
most, domestic service provides this escape route. But it is an 
escape to an extremely dubious freedom.
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Chapter 9 

A Strategy of Survival 

I think I eat once in three or four days. 1 

Domestic service in South Africa is a social institution that has a 
special significance, firstly in the sense that it constitutes the 
largest single source of employment for black women after 
agriculture. Secondly, domestic service constituted an initial point 
of incorporation of black women into colonial society. It has been 
shown above that while domestic service until 1890 was a kaleido
scopic institution involving slaves, San, Khoikoi, 'coloureds', 
Indians, Europeans and blacks, men as well as women, it has 
gradually been transformed into a predominantly black female 
institution. As such, it reflects changing patterns of sexual and 
racial domination. Thirdly, domestic service is a microcosm of the 
existing pattern of inequality in South Africa, and contributes to 
these inequalities in important ways. Fourthly, domestic service is 
significant in that it is an important route of incorporation into 
urban-industrial society for many black women.  

As in nineteenth-century Britain, domestic service in South 
Africa is an occupational role that allows for movement into an 
urban setting. The movement of black women from the rural to 
the urban areas of South Africa has been steadily increasing. In 
attempting to account for this urbanisation, push and pull factors 
seem closely intertwined. Migration to urban areas is frequently a 
solution to situations of crisis, tension or dissatisfaction at home.  
Examples would be the disruption of normal marital relations, the 
desire to escape the shame and disgrace of pregnancy (especially 
severe among Red people) or simply to escape from rural poverty 
and the subordination and constrictions on a woman's role in
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traditional society.  
There is often considerable parental opposition to young girls 

coming to town. Mayer found that 'neither Red nor School 
peasant families normally expect their young daughters, as they 
expect their young sons, to go to town to earn money. The 
daughters' role is to stay at home and then get married.'2 Town 
was so distrusted that Mayer found that a Xhosa girl who was in 
town with parental permission was usually propelled by some 
emergency. In these cases the parent 'usually insists that first she 
should stay with some senior relative or other family 
acquaintance, and then get herself a job as a living-in domestic 
servant. It is fondly believed by the country mother that at both 
these stages there will be some control over the girl's move
ments.'3 

Sometimes there does not seem to have been any alternative 
other than movement to town. In one case Mayer was told: 'I was 
25 when my husband died and left me with two young children.  
There was nobody to support us except my own mother who 
works in Johannesburg. When my younger child Was weaned I left 
both children with my mother's sister and came here as a domestic 
servant.' Often in the past, before 1952, women came as 
dependants, simply following their husbands.  

Among the pull factors the most obvious are the opportunities 
for earning money in towns, and a desire for a degree of 
independence and prestige not available in the rural context. Little 
gives special emphasis to this last factor underlying the various 
other motives.5 Similarly Mayer found that many of the young 
Xhosa women spoke of their desire for freedom and emancipation 
and believed that these could be achieved in town. 'There,' one 
Xhosa woman stated, 'a woman is independent. You are free to do 
as you please.'6 They are inkazana, free women. In Mayer's study 
many rural Xhosa women seemed to use East London as a semi
permanent escape from subjection. Little also writes, 'Moving to 
town frees her from both the men and the senior women. Age and 
sex distinctions continue to be relevant in interpersonal relations, 
but they lie more lightly as a whole. At least, money may be 
earned, lodging hired and property acquired regardless of sex, 
seniority or marital status.'7 To a large extent the attractions of 
urban life are perceived through a glamorized image derived from 
newspapers and illustrated magazines. Mayer found that many 
young Xhosa girls, like their male counterparts, had a strong desire 
for adventure and excitement and complained that the country
side was too dull and old fashioned.8 

The pattern in much of Africa, and in the Third World 
generally, is for migration to towns to be a line of escape for
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'To see what other people have, and what she herself does not have, can be called the 

essential job experience of the domestic servant.'

Biddy Crewe
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'In advanced capitalist societies, while every woman is subjected to the system of sexual 
domination, her experience of it depends on her location within the class structure.'



A Strategy of Survival

women from the structure of constraints established by the system 
of sexual domination. In South Africa since 1952 this line of 
escape has been blocked because of the mass of regulations 
summarised in the phrase 'influx control', a policy aimed at 
securing the extreme exploitability of 'non-whites' in general and 
'non-white' workers in particular. There is a special edge, however, 
to the disabilities and constraints experienced by black women 
because of the convergence of the systems of racial and sexual 
domination.  

An illustration of the special edge created by the convergence of 
these two systems, is that throughout Africa one of the pull 
factors propelling young girls to towns is the desire to obtain a 
husband. This applies especially to the young educated girl who 
objects to having a husband chosen for her. The increasingly 
disproportionate sex ratios obtaining in the Bantustans give added 
weight to this factor. The 1970 census showed that inside the 
Venda homeland the proportion of women to men between the 
ages of 25 and 39 was no less than 4,9 : 1.9 Black women in South 
Africa thus experience a double disability from the migrant labour 
system which takes men away, and the pass system which ties 
them to the rural areas.  

Both the systems of racial and sexual domination have been 
related to the capitalist system of production and class structure.  
But the system of sexual domination is more than a product of a 
specific system of production - it is at the same time a projection 
of contradictions within this system. This may be seen most 
clearly in the contradiction between the subordinate status of 
women and their independent existence.  

This contradiction takes a peculiar form in the Bantustans.  
Wolpe describes the process of the dissolution of the African 
redistributive mode of production operating in the past by the 
development of a single capitalist mode of production in which 
increasing numbers of African workers are increasingly dependent 
on wage labour within this mode and separated from access to 
productive resources in the Homelands.10 Wolpe emphasises the 
unction of this pre-capitalist mode in supplying African migrant 

labour-power at a wage below its cost of reproduction.' 1 The 
initial function of the Reserves was to provide an economic base 
for the payment of migrants' wages at a rate set below the value of 
labour power.  

Wolpe also points to the fact that the extended family in the 
Reserves fulfils 'social security' functions necessary for the 
reproduction of the migrant work force. By caring for the very 
young and very old, the sick, the migrant labourer in periods 
between contracts and so on, the Reserve family relieves the
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capitalist sector of the need to expend resources on these neces
sary functions.12 This analysis implies that women in the Home
lands have an important function in the reproduction of labour 
power, the reproduction of the capacity for work. This operates 
on two levels - generational and contractual (referring to the 
periods of rest between migrant labour contracts). It includes the 
three areas of physical, psychological and ideological maintenance 
with two important additions: food production and social 
security.  

This system of women in the rural areas subsidising the wages 
paid to men in the urban areas is not specific to South Africa. It 

has been institutionalized by apartheid in South Africa and increasingly 
in Rhodesia, but it remains a dominant characteristic of the economies 
of the black-ruled states of Central and Southern Africa even today.1 3 

Women's role in the reproduction of cheap, migrant labour power 
in South Africa is changing, however. Under the joint pressures of 
population growth and land shortage, agricultural production in 
the Homelands has declined. This has transformed a situation in 
which women produce means of subsistence to supplement the 
wages earned by their menfolk under contract into a position of 
dependence upon these wages. The inadequacy of these wages is 
well known. The result is women trapped in a structure of 
dependence within what Bundy has described as 'teeming, rural 
slums'. 14 

There is a vast body of evidence on the extent of poverty in the 
Homelands or Bantustans. De Vos found that in the rural district 
of Middledrift in the Ciskei the per capita cash income was R2,53 
per month. In the neighbouring district of Victoria East, the per 
capita income was R2,7 3.1 5 According to a survey of the Transkei 
conducted in 1974 for Anglo-American, 67 percent of the rural 
households were headed by women; 50 percent of these people 
earned less than R25 a year and the inhabitants of 50 households 
had no cash income at all. De Vos found that over half of the 
households investigated were headed by women. Within this 
pattern the main contradiction regarding women is between their 
independent status as heads of households and their subordinate 
existence, as dependent on the remittances of migrant workers.  

Obviously, these women in the Homelands are crucial agents in 
the reproduction of capitalist relations of production. For this 
reason it has been suggested that they are 'perpetuating the system 
by their apparent preparedness to tolerate its iniquities." 6 This 
statement shows a lack of insight into the structure of constraints 
within which African women living in the Bantustans are trapped.
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The writer would have done well to heed the words of Awori, who 
wrote of the suffering of African women in the rural areas: 

Perhaps we do not take a close enough look at her face to see the 
anxiety behind her eyes and the rapid aging of her figure. 1 7 

Both this anxiety and premature aging are related to the extension 
of the volume of work that has resulted from the absence of a 
large proportion of men.1 8 The four million African women living 
in the Bantustans are trapped within a structure of constraints 
generated by both the system of racial domination and the system 
of sexual domination derived from both indigenous and colonial 
sources. In this indigenous African culture women occupy a 
subordinate position. Their role involves two dominant 
prescriptions: to bear children for their husbands' families and to 
work in their fields and produce a large part of the family's food.  
Their lives are rigidly circumscribed. Tightly bound to their 
kitchens and fields, they live largely in the company of other
women and children. The high degree of independence achieved 
by women in such roles as those of diviner, herbalist and 
chieftainess are very exceptional. Under African customary law 
women are perpetual minors, they cannot own property in their 
own right, inherit, or act as the guardian of their children. They 
cannot enter into contracts, sue or be sued without the aid of a 
male guardian. Regardless of their age and marital condition 
women are always subject to the authority of men. Yet it is within 
this system that increasing numbers of rural households are headed 
by women. This contradiction between their subordinate existence 
and independent status further sharpens the edge of their 
disabilities.  

In the Bantustans women suffer the land hunger that is 
endemic. By law, allotments of land may be made to any married 
person or kraalhead who has citizenship in that Bantustan. A 
widow or unmarried woman with family obligations can be 
defined as a kraalhead, but the allocation of land is an 
administrative act that cannot be challenged in a court of law.  
Only a widow with children has any real chance of being allocated 
land and usually she will receive much less than the allocation 
made to a man. A widow in occupation of her late husband's land 
forfeits her right to use the land if she remarries, or leaves the 
homestead, or refuses to live at another place stipulated by his 
family.  

The importance of land rights in the economy cannot be 
overemphasised, especially as wage employment within the 
Bantustans for women is extremely ill-paid, and limited largely to
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domestic and agricultural work.1 9 While the contradiction here 
might be described as that between their subordinate existence, 
dependent on the remittances of migrant workers, and their 
independent status as heads of households in the absence of their 
menfolk, in the urban areas this contradiction is often inverted.  
The conflict is between women's subordinate status and their 
independent existence.  

In the urban areas their independent existence derives from the 
fact that women are often wage-earners and the only supporters 
of the family. Fifty-eight percent of the sample of domestic 
workers interviewed in depth in the Eastern Cape were the sole 
supporters of their families. This is supported by evidence from 
other studies both in the Eastern Cape and other South African 
areas. For example, Roux and St. Leger found in their study of 
Grahamstown's Fingo Village that 40 percent of the households 
were female-headed. 'In this setting the woman comes to play a 
dual role: she is expected to care for young children, while at the 
same time being the main breadwinner. In this respect it is 
interesting to note that only 25 percent of the female-headed 
households received incomes from relatives working away from 
home.'2 0 The researchers found that 92 percent of the females in 
employment were in domestic service and their wages averaged 
only R8,44 per month. Similarly, Whisson and Weil found that 80 
percent of female domestic workers were the sole supporters of 
their dependants.2 1 Preston-Whyte found that a minority of the 
domestic workers she investigated 'were supplementing low wages 
earned by husbands, but the majority were providing the sole 
support for themselves and, in many cases, for children and other 
dependants. Eighty-six percent were either single, widowed, 
divorced or abandoned women who could look to no male for 
economic aid.'2 2 Nearly all those women in domestic service were 
working 'from urgent necessity alone'. A survey in Soweto showed 
that 1 260 out of 8 288 families had female heads.2 3 Clearly a 
new type of mother-centred family is emerging. While industrial
isation has typically disrupted the extended family and replaced it 
with a nuclear family (the product of a considerable shrinkage 
both in size and scope) the pattern of industrialisation in South 
Africa with its structures of racial domination such as migratory 
labour and influx control, has disrupted this to create an atomised 
family, usually headed by women.2 4 

For many of these black women in towns the choice of 
alternative employment to domestic work is extremely narrow.  
There is a limited amount of self-employment in 'informal sector' 
activities such as market gardening, poultry rearing, hawking, 
dressmaking, knitting, cottage crafts such as weaving of mats and
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baskets, prostitution and making and selling liquor, and these 
afford varying degrees of independence.2 5 There is also a-limited 
amount of w ge employment in industrial undertakings in various 
capacities, 2ut the crucial point is that the vast majority are 
employed in domestic work, and it is on their earnings as domestic 
workers that they must often support their dependants..

In the sample of Eastern Cape domestic workers interviewed in 
depth, it was found that each one has an average of 5,53 
dependants. They are propelled into domestic service in order to 
support themselves and their families. It is a strategy of survival.  
Because of the long hours that domestic service involves, this is 
survival at the price of their own family life. This is amplified in 
the case of women migrants.  

Economic necessity is propelling an increasing number of Xhosa 
women and girls into leaving their country homes to seek 
employment in town. In 1950 in the Keiskammahoek district (in 
the Ciskei), 39 percent of the women of working age were 
away.26 In 1977 in the village of Burnshill in the Keiskammahoek 
district, 46 percent of the women of working age were away.2 7 

For many of these women domestic service provides access to 
urban employment.  

In the Eastern Cape the most common route to survival for men 
involves migration to the mines; the most common route for 
women involves migration to domestic service. Grahamstown is 
both a point of entry and exit in this process of migration. Women 
come into Grahamstown unofficially and illegally to seek 
employment in domestic service. As illegal unregistered workers 
they are in an especially vulnerable position. At the same time, 
women also leave the area to seek employment in domestic service 
in other urban centres. In Grahamstown about a quarter of the 
2 800 work contracts currently registered for other cities are for 
women, mostly for domestic jobs in Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage.  
For these women especially, domestic service is a strategy of 
survival.  

Whatever the price of survival, they are the 'lucky ones'. Their 
luck is illustrated by the move under way at the time of writing, to 
resettle 1 800 black people from two Eastern Cape areas, 
Kenton-on-Sea and the farm Klipfontein in the Bushman's River 
Mouth area, at Glenmore on the border of the Ciskei. Ninety-five 
families have already been moved to Glenmore which consists of 
500 prefabricated houses with no shops, no clinic, no telephones, 
no electricity or any other services. There are no industries or 
factories, and no work opportunities other than building houses 
for the further 5 000 people it is ultimately planned to resettle 
there. It is reliably reported that many of these people have been
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moved against their will. 28 Some of them had been employed as 
domestic workers and were the sole support of their families. The 
following case history appeared in a weekend paper: 

30 year old Mrs Eunice Nuwele returned to her home at Klipfontein for 
a visit earlier this week and found it levelled and her family gone.  
According to her employer, Mr F.J. Prinsloo of nearby Bushman's 
River, Mrs Nuwele had left early on Wednesday to try to find her aged 
mother and two children at Glenmore. 'At midday yesterday she 
returned to us to say that she had found her family at Glenmore and 
would have to leave here at the end of the month to join them. She is 
the only breadwinner, is legally registered here at Bushman's and 
doesn't have a hope of finding a job there 100 kilometres away at 
Glenmore. It's inhuman,' he said.29 

These removals have been described as part of the 'grand design' of 
apartheid homeland consolidation. To date there had been 
2 000 000 blacks moved and it was planned to move 1 700 000 
more people in the coming years.'30 The Glenmore removals were 
seen as the start of a 'clean up' of Eastern Cape towns and farms.  
It is in these terms that those black women currently employed in 
domestic service are the lucky ones.  

However, this study has attempted to show how domestic 
servants are very largely trapped workers. They are trapped in a 
condition of subjugation, inferiority and' immobility. This 
condition of ultra-exploitation is broadly congruent with the 
class interests of the dominant property-owning classes: especially 
with their labour demands, material goals and desired way of life.  
Domestic work has been treated as a form of production in which 
the goods and services produced are for the exclusive use of the 
domestic unit, are produced within that unit, and are exchanged 
for wages. It might be thought that domestic workers, at least in 
the Eastern Cape, span two economic systems - first, a market 
economy involving cash wages, and second, a feudal economy 
involving payment in kind. Callinicos has suggested that the 
domestic worker has a 'quasi-feudal' relationship with her 
employer.3 1 This is difficult to incorporate into any specific 
formulation of the feudal mode of production.  

In the capitalist mode of production the worker is separated 
from the means of reproduction of his labour power. Hindess 
and Hirst point out that this separation exists on two levels: 

(i) from the means of production as property - the labourer does not 
own the means of reproduction of his labour-power, hence he must sell 
his labour-power in order to subsist;
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(ii) from the capacity to set the means of production in motion - the 
worker has a specific function in the process of production, which is 
organised as a process by the capitalist. The worker is separated from 
the means of production through the wage form, he relates to them 
only through the sale of his labour-power and by that sale he places his 
concrete labour, as the use value of that commodity and for the period 
of the wage contract, at the service and direction of another.3 2 

This separation does not operate in the same way in the feudal 
mode.3 3 At present it seems that given the primacy of the wage 
form and the specificity of the mechanism of exploitation in the 
capitalist mode of production, aspects of the domestic workers' 
situation (such as payment in kind) should be seen as feudal 
remnants in the process of dissolution.  
,-Within the South African social formation this study has 
attempted to show that domestic workers comprise a group of 
ultra-cheap and ultra-exploited labour. Their ultra-exploitation is 
evidenced by deprivation of their family life, of reasonable 
working hours, of time to pursue social and leisure interests of 
their own choosing, of a negotiated wage, of favourable working 
conditions, of the ability to rent or purchase accommodation in a 
chosen place, to sell their labour in the place of their choice, of 
respectful treatment, of the acknowledgement of the dignity and 
importance of their labour, of legal protection, of membership in 
an effective worker organisation, of effective bargaining power, of 
regular paid leave - all of which show a great deal of variability 
between different areas and employers, but exist in an extreme 
form in the Eastern Cape.  

In the sample of 225 households investigated in the Eastern 
Cape, wages ranged from R4 to R60 a month. According to the 
domestic servant informants, full-time workers earned an average 
(arithmetic mean) wage of R22,77 per month. Almost three
quarters of the sample earned below R30 a month. Payment in 
kind is generally of a haphazard nature and far lower than it is 
commonly believed to be. All the domestic workers in the de pth 
sample received some food daily, but the quantity and quality 
varied widely. Almost half of the sample received no meat at all.  
Clearly these workers are paid wages below the value of their 
labour power.  

No strong positive correlation was found between wages and 
working hours. Full-time servants worked an average of 61 hours 
per week. The hours ranged from 40 to 85 hours per week with 
77,7 percent working more than a 48-hour week. Domestic 
servants in the rural areas of the Eastern Cape are particularly 
exploited. This is evident in the fact that the average wage paid to
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full-time workers is R11,35 per month; 82 percent earned R13 or 
less per month. Their average working week is 73 hours 35 
minutes. Almost a third of the total sample of 175 servants work a 
seven-day week. Eighty-three percent have to work on public 
holidays and 23 percent are given no annual holiday. Only 40 
percent of those who are given an annual holiday are paid during 
this period.  

There is no government legislation stipulating their minimum 
wages, hours of work, or other conditions of service. Domestic 
workers thus exist in a legal vacuum. Most are driven into wage 
labour by the need to support their families. Lack of education 
opportunities and employment alternatives, coupled with influx 
control legislation restricting the movement of black workers, all 
combine to trap black women generally, and in the Eastern Cape 
most specifically, in domestic service. Domestic workers on farms 
are in an especially trapped situation as they may only move with 
their specific employer. Thus they constitute a totally tied labour 
force.  

Among the Xhosa of the Eastern Cape, domestic work is the 
prerogative of women. This study has focused upon the ultra
exploitation of female domestic workers because they are overall 
the majority. Neverthless male domestic servants are in a similar 
position and indeed could be said to experience a special edge to 
their deprivation which derives from the traditional definitions of 
the male gender role. For example, the emasculation involved in 
taking orders from a white madam and the hardship involved in 
saving for lobolo from an extremely low wage. There is a moving 
case reported by Walther of a young man earning R20 a month 
(not having had a rise from his Illovo employers in seven years) 
trying to save the lobolo of R220 being asked by the parents of 
the girl he wished to marry.34 However, it is argued that female 
domestic workers are, because of the system of sexual domination, 
more exploited than male domestic workers. For instance, their 
wages are generally lower and they usually do domestic work in 
their own homes as well.  

It has been suggested that the ultra-exploitability of black 
female domestic servants is secured by the systems of racial and 
sexual domination which are generated by the capitalist mode of 
production and class structure. This study has tried to show that 
they are trapped within a complex, tightly-woven structure of 
constraints generated by these class-based inequalities. Johnstone 
has shown Cow the system of racial domination is the specific 
form of the system of class domination erected by the white 
property owners. Similarly, while the system of sexual domination 
operates as a series of sex bars which form a structure of
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constraints effectively limiting women's rights and opportunities 
at critical levels, it has been shown both ow these sex bars 
operate to reproduce the capitalist order and how women's 
experience of these constraints depends on their location in the 
capitalist system of production and class structure.  

It has been argued that these sex bars are social facts in 
Durkheim's sense: they have an external, institutionalised 
existence, but are also internalised in men's (and women's) minds.  
It has been indicated how members of the dominant property
owning class are provided with 'outs' from this set of constraints 
through, for example, the employment of domestic labour. The 
system of racial domination, generated by the South African 
variant of capitalism, operates to provide white women, in 
particular, with this escape route. Thus, we are confronted with a 
complex pattern of inequality, br6ken and splintered by cross
cutting lines. The argument might be represented diagrammatically 
as follows:
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This diagram illustrates what has been argued throughout this 
study: that domestic workers as a group are trapped inside a 
triangle constituted by the three lines along which social 
inequality is generated - sex, race and class. This work has tried to 
trace these lines because,"totr thE-Tfiiis of exploitation in a 
society is to discover the key to the understanding of social 
relations of superordination and subordination which apply within 
that society.'3 5 

It has been shown that domestic servants play a major role in 
the reproduction of labour power. They do so in a double sense 
for they are responsible for the reproduction of both their own 
families and those of the dominant class. This includes not only 
physical maintenance (through the preparing of meals and 
aundering of clothes, for example) but also ideological 
maintenance. Domestic service is thus an important element in the 
indirect production of surplus value for capital. The employment 
of domestic workers releases white housewives for comparatively 
highly-paid service jobs in commerce and industry. The housewife 
so employed earns a salary many times the amount which she pays 
her servants. Callinicos points out that 'with the surplus, the 
wife can then accumulate petty capital and consume luxury 
goods.'3 6 Thus, in one sense the employed white woman is herself 
directly involved in the extraction of surplus value from her 
domestic worker.  

It has been suggested above that the key to understanding the 
domestic workers' situation lies in their powerlessness and 
dependence on their employers. The employers set wages and 
conditions of work according to their own preference. These are 
usually decidedly disadvantageous to the workers. The 
predominant response obtained from the domestic servants 
interviewed in the Eastern Cape is a sense of being trapped; of 
having no viable alternatives; of living out an infinite series of daily 
frustrations, indignities and denials.  

The dependence of domestic servants on their employers is 
often taken to imply that they are deferential workers. Evidence 
from this research suggests that the deference attributed to 
domestic servants is more apparent than real. Many domestic 
servants adopt a mask of deference as a protective disguise. This 
enables them to conform to employer expectations and shield 
their real feelings. Domestic servants are not deferential workers 
but trapped workers. This is true of black workers in South 
Africa generally, who are among the most regimented labour 
forces in the world. Ultimately, then, the problems of domestic 
servants are generated by a system which does not operate in their 
interests.
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This study has drawn on a variety of insights from different 
disciplines and intellectual traditions. It attempts to integrate 
micro and macro levels of analysis by taking account of both the 
structural and the interactional aspects of the domestic worker's 
life. The emphasis, however, is on the significance of the system of 
production in any given society. Such an approach is not infallible 
but it is not an ideological analysis in either a 'communist' or 
feminist sense. Radical feminists, flushed with the rhetoric of 
'sisterhood', argue that women already constitute an oppressed 
class, and that this sexual oppression is the primary one and hence 
the priority for political action.3 7 Here it has been shown how the 
two women's campaigns in South African history - the Anti-Pass 
campaign of 1955 - 56 and the Suffrage campaign of 1902 - 30 
- were based on class interests which cut across any notion of 
sisterhood. Oakley has argued that 'sociology is a sexist discipline' 
in which 'a Feminist perspective appears to be polemical because it 
runs counter to the accepted male-oriented viewpoint - a view
point which is rarely explicitly articulated.'38 But whether a 
sociological analysis is ideological or 'scientific' does not depend 
on the uniqueness of its propositions, but on how they are arrived 
at and how they are substantiated. In other words, the sociological 
project involves substantive, methodological and epistemological 
criteria.  

This study offers an abbreviated description of the triangular 
structure of constraints which operate on black female domestic 
labour. It attempts to locate those constraints in both a theoretical 
and an historical sense. The attempt has been made tentatively but 
is supported by research into the situation of domestic workers in 
the Eastern Cape. That research has been done in the belief that 
social scientists in this society have a particular obligation to 
record the cruelty, injustice and exploitation that surrounds them 
and of which they are often a contributing part. Perhaps the 
Eastern Cape is South Africa's 'Deep South' but there is a sense in 
which the institution of domestic service itself constitutes 
apartheid's Deep South in that it is the crudest expression of 
inequality in this society.  

Inequality is not confined to South Africa, nor is it confined to 
capitalist societies. Speaking of the system of racial domination, 
Joh nstone writes, 'the road which passes through the South 
African gold mines also passes through the Siberian labour 
camps.'3 9 Analogously one could point to the discrimination 
currently experienced by women in the Soviet Union. But the 
sTpecific nature of the systems of both racial and sexual 
dmination depends upon the system of production and class 
structure of which they are a part. As a variant of capitalism, the
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South African system is not unique, but it is 'perhaps uniquely 
vicious in its degree of exploitation and repression.'4 0 This study 
has tried to document one particular aspect of that exploitation.
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almost all blacks in Grahamstown (98,7 percent) earn less than R110 
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wages paid to black female domestic servants must be located in 
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31. The average cash wage for a full-time domestic servant in Pretoria in 
1977 was R36 a month. (University of South Africa, Bureau of 
Market Research. Reported in the Eastern Province Herald, 
28.11.1978) A study conducted by Spektor in Cape Town during 
1975 found average wages ranged from R18 to R45 a month, with
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an average of just over 13,5 cents per hour. She comments, 'If we 
compare these figures to the wages paid to workers in other sectors 
of the economy, we find that even the lowest paid factory worker 
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in the homes of the Durban rich most domestic servants received 
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or R30 a month with a range of R12 to R62 (F. Street (ed.), Domestic 
Servants. A study of the service conditions of domestic servants em
ployed by Border members of the Black Sash and South African 
Institute of Race Relations. Beacon Bay, Black Sash, 1974.) Walther 
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of Johannesburg, that the average monthly wage was R18,60 with a 
range from R9 a month to R34. (Marianne Walther, 'Patterns of Life in 
Domestic Service.' Unpublished Honours thesis, University of the 
Witwatersrand, 1968.) 
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33. Statistics of House and Domestic Servants. Report 11-03-12. (Govern
ment Printer, Pretoria 1976).  

34. Sue Gordon, Domestic Workers - A Guide for Employers (SAIRR, 
Johannesburg, 1978). Quoted in the Eastern Province Herald, 
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that the average domestic servant worked 63 1/2 hours a week. None
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'In 1788 she... was dependent on her maid for the basic organisation 
of her life, the sweeping, washing, and fire-lighting; probably she 
fetched what food was needed too.' She was 'a necessary fixture who 
remained in the shadows and was never named in any letters. .. ' 
(Tomalin, 1977, p. 105). It would be interesting to know how many 
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APPENDIX I 

THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE (1) 
THE DOMESTIC WORKER 

1. Interview Number: 
2. Education. Have you ever been to school? (1) Yes (2) No 
3. If yes, what standard did you pass? (1) Sub A-Std I (2) Std II 

(3) Std III (4) StdIV (5) StdV (6) StdVI (7) StdVII 
(8)StdVIII (9)StdIX (10)StdX (11)Other 

4. Dependants. How many people are dependent on your earnings? 1 2 
3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 Other 

5. Wages. How much are you paid? 
6. Hours. How many days do you work each week for this employer? 

1234567 
7. What time do you start work in the mornings? (1) 6 - 7 a.m.  

(2) 7-8a.m. (3)8-9a.m. (4) 9- 10a.m.  
8. What time do you stop work for the day? (1) 1 - 2 p.m.  

(2) 2- 3p.m. (3)3-4p.m. (4) 4-5p.m. (5) 5-6 p.m.  
(6)6- 7p.m. (7) 7-8 p.m. (8)8-9p.m. (9)9- 10p.m.  

9. How mucb time do you have off during the day? 
10. Do you work on public holidays? (1) Yes (2) No 
11. How long a holiday do you get each year? (1) No holiday (2) Less 

than one week (3) one week (4) two weeks (5) three weeks 
(6) four weeks (7) five weeks (8) six weeks 

12. Are you paid during this time? (1) Yes (2) No 
13. How long have you worked for your present employer?
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APPENDIX II 

THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE (2) 
THE DOMESTIC WORKER 

1. Interview Number: 

A. BACKGROUND ITEMS 

1. Sex (1) Male (2) Female 
2. Age (1) 15-19 (2) 20-24 (3) 25-29 (4) 30-34 

(5) 35-39 (6) 40--44 (7) 45--49 (8) 50--54 (9) 55--59 
(10) 60-64 (11) 65-69 (12) 70-74 (13) 75 plus 

3. Group. (1) Xhosa (2) Fingo (3) Other 
4. Education. Have you ever been to school? (1) Yes (2) No 
5. If yes, what standard did you pass? (1) Sub A - Std I (2) Std II 

(3)StdI1 (4) StdIV (5) StdV (6) StdVI (7) StdVII 
(8) Std VIII (9) Std IX (10) Std X 

6. Have you any other training/education, or are you going to classes of 
any kind? (1) Yes (2) No 

7. If yes, please specify: 

Residence: 

8. Where were you born? 
9. How long have you lived in your present location? (1) Less than 6 

months (2) 6 months - 1 year (3) 1 year - 2 years (4) 3 years 
(5) 4 years (6) 5 years (7) 5 - 10 years (8) 10- 15 years (9) 15 
20 years (10) Since birth 

Family Origin 

10. What was your mother's occupation? 
11. Did your mother ever go to school? (1) Yes (2) No (3) Don't know 
12. If yes, what standard did she pass? (1) Sub A - Std I (2) Std II 

(3)Std 111 (4) StdIV (5)StdV (6) StdVI (7) StdVII 
(8) StdVIII (9) Std IX (10) Std X 

13. What was your father's occupation? 

Marital status: 

14. Have you ever been married? (1) Yes (2) No 
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15. Are you still married? (1) Yes (2) No 
16. What type of marriage did you/do you have? (1) Church marriage 

(2) Civil rights marriage/Magistrate's Office (3) Traditional/customary 
marriage (4) Other 

17. If yes, what is your husband's occupation? 
18. What wage is your husband paid? 

Dependants: 

19. How many children do you have under the age of 16 years? 0 1 2 3 
456789 

20. How many children do you have over the age of 16 years? 0 1 2 3 
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

21. How many of your children are still at school? 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
7 8 9 10 

22. How many people are dependent on your earnings? 1 2 3 4 5 6 
7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15plus 

23. Who lives in your house? (1) Husband (2) Children (3) Sister 
(4) Brother (5) Mother (6) Father (7) Father-in-law (8) Mother-in
law (9) Friends (10) Lodgers (11) Other (specify) 

24. What is the total number of persons living in your house? 1 2 3 4 
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15plus 

25. Is anyone else in your household/family employed? (1) Yes (2) No 
26. If yes, please state their occupations.  
27. If yes, please state their wage.  
28. Do you send money to anyone who lives somewhere else? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
29. If yes, is this money sent: (1) regularly; or (2) occasionally? 
30. If regularly, please state the amount.  
31. Is there anyone employed somewhere else who sends money to you? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
32. If yes, is this money sent: (1) regularly; or (2) occasionally? 
33. If regularly, please state the amount.  
34. Are any of your children presently employed? (1) Yes (2) No 
35. If yes, what are their occupations? 
36. If yes, what are their wages? 
37. Do they give you money? (1) Yes (2) No 
38. What work would you choose for your cleverest daughter to do? 
39. What work would you choose for your cleverest son to do? 
40. If there is a difference, please state your reason.  
41. Would you like any of your children to become domestic servants? 

(1)Yes (2) No 
42. If yes, please say why; if no, please say why not.
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Religion 

43. Do you belong to a Church? (1) Yes (2) No 
44. If yes, which Church? 
45. In general, how many times a month do you go to Church? 

(1) Never (2) Seldom (3) Once a month (4) 2 - 3 times (5) 4 or 
more times 

B. WORK HISTORY 

46. How long have you been a domestic worker? (1) Less than 6 months 
(2) 6 months - 1 year (3) 2 years (4) 3 years (5) 4 years 
(6) 5 years (7) 5 - 10 years (8) 10 - 15 years (9) 15 - 20 years 
(10) 20 - 25 years (11) 25 - 30 years (12) 30 - 35 years 
(13) 35 - 40 years (14) 40 - 45 years (15) 50 years plus 

47. Have you ever done any other kind of work? (1) Yes (2) No 
48. If yes, please specify: 
49. At what age did you start your first job? 
50. What was the first job you ever had? 
51. How many jobs have you had since you started working, including your 

present job? (1) 1-2 (2) 3-4 (3) 5-6 (4) 7-8 (5) 9-10 
(6) 11-12 (7) 13-14 (8) 15-16 (9) 17 plus 

52. Why did you choose domestic work? 
Do you feel you had any real choice? Would you have preferred 
another kind of work? 

53. Why did you choose this particular job? 

C. MODE OF RECRUITMENT 

54. How did you come to find out about your present job? 
55. How long have you worked for your present employer? 

(1) Less than 6 months (2) 6 months - 1 year (3) 1 year 
1 year 11 months (4) 2 years - 2 years 11 months (5) 3 years 
3 years 11 months (6) 4 years - 4 years 11 months (7) 5 - 10 years 
(8) 10 - 15 years (9) 15 - 20 years (10) 25 years plus 

56. Why did you leave your last job? 

D. EMPLOYMENT CONDITIONS 

57. Number of persons in employer's household: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
9 10 plus 

58. Number of children under 6 years of age in the household: 1 2 3 4 
5 6 

59. Type of house: (1) House (2) Flat 
60. Number of rooms (excluding bathroom and kitchen). (1) 1 - 2
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(2) 3-4 (3)5-6 (4) 7-8 (5)9- 10 (6) 11- 12 (7) 13-14 
(8) 15 - 16 (9) 17- 18 (10) 19- 20 (11) 20 plus 

61. Which of the following are available? (1) Hot water in kitchen 
(2) Laundry (3) Hot water in laundry or place for washing clothes 
(4) Washing machine (5) Dish washer (6) Polisher (7) Vacuum 
cleaner (8) Tumble dryer 

62. How many domestic workers are employed here and what jobs do they 
do? 

63. What work do you do? (1) Cooking (2) Cleaning (3) Washing 
(4) Ironing (5) Other 

64. Do you have a written contract? (1) Yes (2) No 
65. Do you (1) Live in (2) Live out? 

E. WAGES 

66. What is your cash wage paid weekly/monthly or daily? 
67. What wage did you receive when you started working for your present 

employer? 
68. Is this wage increased every year? (1) Yes (2) No 
69. If yes, by how much? 
70. Is it always increased the same amount? (1) Yes (2) No 
71. Do you know how much it will be increased next year? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
72. How was your starting wage arrived at? Was there any discussion? Did 

your employer just tell you what you would be paid? Or did you wait 
until the end of your first month/week to find out? 

73. Do you receive (1) the same food as your employer; or (2) Servant's 
rations? 

74. What food are you given to eat at work each day? (1) Meat (same as 
employers) (2) Meat (servant's rations) (3) Fruit (4) Vegetables 
(5) Tea (6) Coffee (7) Jam (8) Bread (9) Samp (10) Mealie meal 
(11) Mealie rice (12) Sugar (13) Milk (14) Sweets (15) Cold drinks 
(16) Butter or margarine 

75. Is the quantity of these foods you are allowed rationed? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

76. Are you allowed to take food home? (1) Yes (2) No 
77. Do you take food home? (1) Yes (2) No 
78. Do you think you get enough food? (1) Yes (2) No 
79. Do you like what you get? (1) Yes (2) No 
80. If no, say why: 
81. Are you allowed to make coffee or tea at any time? (1) Yes (2) No 
82. Is a uniform provided for you? (1) Yes (2) No 
83. Do you receive any other clothing for yourself or members of your 

family? (1) Yes (2) No 
84. If yes, please specify:
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85. Does your employer provide you with the following? (1) A room or 
place of your own in which you can relax, have your meals, etc.  
(2) Use of stove to cook for yourself or your family (3) Use of radio 
(4) Use of telephone (5) Use of facilities to wash your or your family's 
clothes (6) Medicines (7) Shopping at market or wholesalers 

86. Do you use any of these without your employer knowing? 
87. Do you get paid overtime for work outside of your normal hours? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
88. If yes, please say how much: 
89. Do you get paid extra if there are guests staying in the house? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
90. If yes, please say how much: 
91. Do your employers regularly help you with your childrens' schooling 

expenses? (1) Yes (2) No 
92. If yes, please specify: 
93. Do you get extra money at Christmas? (1) Yes (2) No 
94. If yes, please state how much you received last Christmas.  
95. Do you get Christmas presents for yourself or your children? 

(1)Yes (2) No 
96. If yes, please say what you received last Christmas.  
97. Do your employers pay into a Savings Account for you? 

(1) Yes (2) No (3) Don't know 
98. If yes, please say how much: 
99. Is this in addition to your wages? (1) Yes (2) No 
100. Will your employers provide a pension for you when you are too old to 

work? (1)Yes (2)No (3) Don'tknow 
101. If you are too ill to work, is the period you are unable to work de

ducted from your pay? (1) Yes (2) No 
102. If yes, how often has this happened? 
103. What wage do you think you should be getting? 
104. Why? 

F. HOURS OF WORK 

105. What time do you start work in the morning? (1) 6 - 7 a.m.  
(2) 7-8a.m. (3)8-9a.m. (4) 9-10a.m.  

106. What time do you stop work for the day? (1) 1 - 2 p.m.  
(2) 2-3 p.m. (3)3-4p.m. (4) 4-5 p.m. (5) 5-6p.m.  
(6) 6-7p.m. (7) 7-8p.m. (8) 8-9p.m. (9) 9-10p.m.  

107. How much time do you have off during the day? (1) 1/2 - 1 hour 
(2) 1-2hours (3)2- 3 hours (4) 3-4hours 

108. How do you spend your time off during the working day? 
(1) Meals (2) Rest (3) Socialising (4) Other 

109. How much time do you spend travelling to AND from work? 
(1) About 1/2 hour (2) About 1 hour (3) About 2 hours (4) 3 hours
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(5) 4 hours 
110. What form of transport do you use most often? (1) Walk (2) Bus 

(3) Employer's car (4) Taxi (5) Other (state) 
111. If bus, how much does it cost you? 
112. How many days off do you get each week? (1) None (2) 1/2 day 

(work ends at ...... ) (3)1 day (4) 1 1/2 days (5)2 days 
(6) 2 1/2 days (7) 3 days 

113. Do you work on public holidays? (1) Yes (2) No 
114. How much leave do you get each year? (1) None (2) Less than 1 

week ( ...... days) (3) 1 week (4) 2 weeks (5) 3 weeks 
(6) 4 weeks (7) 5 weeks (8) 6 weeks' (9) Other 

115. Are you paid during your holiday? (1) Yes (2) No 
116. Do you spend (1) all (2) part (3) none of Christmas day with your 

family? 

G. WORK ATTITUDES 

117. Do you enjoy domestic work? (1) Yes (2) No 
118. What would you say is the worst thing about your job? 
119. What would you say is the best thing about your job? 
120. If there was one thing about your job you could change, what would 

that be? 
121. Do you find domestic work (1) boring or (2) interesting? 
122. Do you find you have too much to get through during the day? 

(1)Yes (2)No 
123. Do you ever feel lonely in your job? (1) Yes (2) No 
124. Do you feel that your employer supervises your work and bosses you 

too much? (1)Yes (2) No 
125. What does your employer do when you have done something wrong or 

badly in your job? 
126. Do you think you are learning useful skills on the job? 

H. WORK RELATIONSHIPS 

127. Do you get along well with your fellow workers if there are any? 
(1)Yes (2)No 

128. Do you get along well with your employer? (1) Yes (2) No 
129. Describe how you get along with your employer.  
130. Do you like her? (1)Yes (2)No 
131. Do you think she likes you? (1) Yes (2) No 
132. What are your feelings towards her? 
133 What do you think her feelings are towards you? 
134. What sort of person do you think your employer is? 
135. What do you like the most about your employer? 
136. What do you like the least about your employer?
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137. Does she ever discuss her problems with you? (1) Yes (2) No 
138. Do you ever discuss your personal or family problems with her? 

(1)Yes (2) No 
139. Does your employer ever praise you or thank you for the work you do? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
140. How do you feel about this? 
141. Do you get along well with other members of the family? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
142. If no, please tell more: 
143. Is there a great difference between the living standards of yourself and 

your family and your employer and her family, for example, in the 
kind of clothes you can afford to buy, the kind of house you live in, 
the kind of food you can afford to eat? (1) Yes (2) No 

144. If yes, do you feel that this difference is: (1) Just (2) Unjust (3) A 
matter of indifference to you (4) A question of luck (5) Other 

145. Do you have any idea of your employer's household income? 
(1) Yes (2) No 

146. How would you describe your employer's financial circumstances 
(amount of money)? (1) Very rich (2) Rich (3) Ordinary 
(4) Comfortable (5) Poor (6) Very poor (7) Other 

147. Are you proud of working for your present employer? (1) Yes 
(2)No 

148. Why do you feel this? 
149. Does your employer ever discuss political events or BAAB policy affairs 

with you? (1) Yes (2) No 
150. Do you know any secrets about the family or about family members? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
151. Does your employer have any knowledge of your own home language? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
152. What language do you communciate in? (1) English (2) Afrikaans 

(3)Xhosa (4) Other 

I. FAMILY AND SOCIAL LIFE 

153. If you are married at present, where is your husband living? 
154. How often do you see your husband? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a 

week (3) Once/twice a month (4) Yearly (5) Other 
155. Live-in workers. Is your husband allowed to sleep in your room? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
156. Does he ever sleep over with you? (1) Yes (2) No 
157. Where are your children living at present? 
158. How often do you see your children? (1) Daily (2) Once/Twice a 

week (3) Once/twice a month (5) Other 
159. Are your children allowed by your employer to visit you at work? 

(1) Yes (2) No
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160. Do they visit you at work? (1) Yes (2) No 
161. Who looks after your children or cooks for your husband while you are 

at work? 
162. Do you have to pay someone to look after your children? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
163. If yes, how much? 
164. How often do you see your friends and kinsfolk? (1) Daily 

(2) Weekly (3) Only at weekends (4) Once or twice a month 
165. Are you satisfied with the frequency with which you see your friends 

and kinsfolk or would you prefer to do so more often? (1) Satisfied 
(2) Dissatisfied 

166. Are you friendly with other servants in the neighbourhood? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

167. How often do you visit them or they visit you? (1) Daily (2) Once or 
twice a week (3) Once or twice a month (4) Seldom (5) Never 

168. How do you spend your time together? 
169. Are they allowed to visit you at work? (1) Yes (2) No 
170. Are you allowed to serve them tea or coffee and talk to them inside? 

(1) Yes (2) No 

J. ACCOMMODATION (live-in Servants) 

171. Do you likeyour room? (1) Yes (2) No 
172. Does your room contain the following? (1) Bed with mattress 

(2) Table (3) Upright chair (4) Carpet (5) Table (6) Comfortable 
chair (7) Dressing table (8) Mirror (9) Heater (10) Wardrobe 
(11) Pictures on walls 

173. Do you have access to a bathroom? (1) Yes (2) No 
174. Is hot water available for your personal use? (1) Yes (2) No 
175. If there was one thing you could add to your room what would it be? 

K. LEISURE PURSUITS 

176. How do you spend your evenings? 
177. How do you spend your weekends? 
178. Do you take holidays in another place? (1) Yes- (2) No 
179. Do you read a daily or weekly newspaper? (1) Yes (2) No 
180. If yes, state which newspaper.  
181. Do you listen to the radio? (1) Yes (2) No 
182. If yes, how often? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a week (3) Weekends 

(4) Other 
183. If yes, please state the programmes you enjoy the most.  
184. Do you read any magazines? (1) Yes (2) No 
185. If yes, please specify: 
186. Do you have any special hobbies or interests?
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187. Do you belong to any of the following voluntary associations/organis
ations which meet regularly? (1) Y.W.C.A. (2) Zenzele Women's 
Association (3) Church organisation (4) Ballroom Dancing Club 
(5) Sports Club (6) Choir (7) Other 

L. GENERAL SATISFACTION 

(a) as a domestic worker 

188. Are you generally (1) satisfied (2) dissatisfied with your present 
job? 

189. Are you generally (1) satisfied (2) dissatisfied with being a 
domestic worker? 

190. Ideally would you prefer to stay at home and not work? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

191. Is there another kind of work you would have preferred? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

192. If yes, please say what it is: 
193. Do you think domestic workers as a group are on the whole (1) Well 

treated (2) Badly treated (3) Other 
194. What could be done to improve the situation of domestic workers? 

(b) as a black person 

195. Do you believe that blacks are generally inferior to whites in their 
personal qualities? e.g. less intelligent, less capable, less responsible? 
(1)Yes (2) No 

196. If yes, please say how they are inferior: 
197. If no, are they equal or superior? How are they different? 
198. Do you think black people are treated fairly in this country? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
199. If no, please say how and why they are treated unfairly.  
200. Have you heard of the Black Consciousness Movement? 

(1)Yes (2)No 
201. If yes, what do you think of it? 

(c) as a woman 

202. Do you believe that women are generally inferior to men in their 
personal qualities? e.g. less intelligent, less capable? (1) Yes (2) No 

203. If yes, please say how they are inferior.  
204. If no, are they equal or superior? How are they different? 
205. Do you think women are treated fairly in this country? 

(1)Yes (2) No 
206. If no, please say how and why they are treated unfairly.
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207. Have you heard of the Women's Liberation Movement? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

208. If yes, what do you think of it? 

(d) Class response 

209. What do you feel about the difference in living standards between your
self and your employer? 

210. What do you feel about the difference in living standards between 
blacks and whites generally in South Africa? 

211. Do you feel strongly about this difference? 
212. Do you expect this will change? How soon? In your lifetime? Or your 

children's lifetime? 
213. How do you think you would feel if you had to change places with 

your employer? 
214. Would you behave differently from your employer in any way? 

Interviewer's comment. Interesting characteristics regarding personal appear
ance, cheerfulness or hopelessness, how informative, appearance of house etc.  
Please write on the back of this page.  

APPENDIX III 

THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE (3) 
EMPLOYER OF WORKER 

Interview Number: 

A. BACKGROUND ITEMS 

1. Sex: (1) Male (2) Female 
2. Age: (1) 15 - 19 (2) 20- 24 (3) 25 - 29 (4) 30 - 34 

(5) 35--39 (6) 40-44 (7) 45-49 (8) 50--54 (9) 55--59 
(10) 60-64 (11) 65-69 (12) 70-74 (13) 75 plus 

3. Education: What is the highest standard you passed at school? 
(1) Standard III (2) Standard VI (3) Standard VIII (4) Standard X 

4. Have you any other training/education or are you attending classes of 
any kind? (1) Yes (2) No 

5. If yes, please specify:
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MARITAL STATUS 

6. Have you ever been married? (1) Yes (2) No 
7. Are you still married? (1) Yes (2) No 
8. If yes, what is your husband's occupation? 

DEPENDA NTS 

9. How many children do you have under the age of 16 years? 0 1 2 
345678 

10. How many children do you have over the age of 16 years? 0 1 2 3 
45678 

11. Are any of your children presently employed? (1) Yes (2) No 
12. If yes, what are their occupations? 
13. What occupation would you choose for your cleverest daughter? 
14. What occupation would you choose for your cleverest son? 

RELIGION 

15. Do you belong to a church? (1) Yes (2) No 
16. If yes, which church? (1) N.G. Kerk (2) Church of England 

(3) Baptist (4) Methodist (5) Presbyterian (6) Lutheran 
(7) Congregational (8) R. Catholic (9) Apostolic Faith Mission 
(10) Other 

17. In general, how many times a month do you go to church? 
(1)Never (2) Seldom (3) Once (4) 2 - 3 times (5)4 or more 
times 

B. HOUSEHOLD ORGANISATION 

18. How many persons are presently living in this household? 1 2 3 4 
5 6 7 8 9 10plus 

19. How many children under 6 years of age are there in the household? 
12 345678 

20. Type of house: (1) House (2) Flat 
21. Number of rooms (excluding bathroom and kitchen): (1) 1 - 2 

(2) 3-4 (3)5-6 (4) 7-8 (5)9-10 (6) 11- 12 
(7) 13 - 14 (8) 15- 16 (9) 17- 18 (10) 19-20 (11) 20 plus 

22. Brief description (by interviewer) of the house, garden and locality.  
23. How many domestic workers are employed here? 1 2 3 4 5 

6 plus 
24. In what capacities are they employed? (1) Cook (2) Cleaner 

(3) Washer-woman (4) Housemaid (5) Gen. domestic.  
25. How long have these people been in your employment? 
26. Why did your previous domestic servants leave your employ?
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27. How did you come to get your current domestic servants? 
28. What domestic work do you do yourself? 
29. Do you enjoy domestic work? (1) Yes (2) No 
30. Does your husband help with the domestic work? 

(1) Occasionally (2) Regularly (3) Never 
31. How does your husband compare with your father in this respect? 

Does he help (1) more or (2) less? 
32. How do you feel about men helping in the house? 
33. What is the single most important reason for you to employ a domestic 

worker? 

C. WORK HISTORY 

Would you mind answering a few questions about your own work 
experience? 

(a) Not presently employed 

34. Did you work before you were married? (1) Yes (2) No 
35. If yes, what was your occupation? 
36. Were you (1) satisfied (2) dissatisfied with your job?.  
37. Why did you stop working? 
38. What do you feel about women working full-time in general? 
39. Does your husband have the same views as you? (1) Yes (2) No 
40. If no, please specify.  
41. Do you find yourself bored at home? (1) Yes (2) No 
42. Do you think your children would (1) suffer (2) benefit if you 

worked? 
43. Ideally what would you like? 
44. Do most of your friends feel the same way? (1) Yes (2) No 
45. Comment: 

(b) Presently employed 

46. What is your occupation? 
47. If married, have you always worked since you got married? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
48. If yes, has it been difficult in any way? 
49. Why have you continued to work? 
50. Are you (1) satisfied (2) dissatisfied with your job? 
51. On the whole do you (1) approve (2) disapprove of mothers 

working? 
52. Why? 
53. Does your husband agree with you? (1) Yes (2) No 

54. If no, specify
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55. Do most of your friends feel the same way? (1) Yes (2) No 
56. Comment: 
57. Ideally, what would you like? 

D. LEISURE AND SOCIAL LIFE 

58. Do you belong to any voluntary associations? (1) Yes (2) No 
59. If yes, please specify: 
60. Do you have regular sporting or social activities? (1) Yes (2) No 
61. If yes, please specify.  
62. How do you spend your evenings? 
63. How do you spend your weekends? 
64.a. Do you take holidays in another place? (1) Yes (2) No 
64.b. Who does the domestic work when you are on holiday? 
65. Do you read a daily or weekly newspaper? (1) Yes (2) No 
66. If yes, which newspaper? 
67. Do you watch television? (1) Yes (2) No 
68. If yes, how often? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a week (3) Weekends 

only (4) Other 
69. Please state three of the programmes you enjoy the most.  
70. Do you listen to the radio? (1) Yes (2) No 
71. If yes, how often? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a week (3) Weekends 

only (4) Other 
72. If yes, please state some of the programmes you enjoy the most.  
73. Do you read any magazines? (1) Yes (2) No 
74. If yes, please specify.  
75. Do you have any special hobbies or interests? 
76. How much entertaining do you do? (1) Daily (2) 3 times a week 

(3) Once a week (4) Weekends only (5) Once a fortnight (6) Other 
77. What form do your entertainments usually take? (1) Coffee/tea 

(2) Cocktails (3) Informal drinks (4) Lunch (5) Dinner (6) Other 

E. HOURS OF WORK 

78. Does your domestic servant live (1) in (2) out? 
79. What time does your domestic servant start work in the morning? 

(1)6-7a.m. (2)7-8a.m. (3)8-9a.m. (4) 9- 10a.m.  
80. What time does she stop for the day? 
81. Does she have any time off during the day? (1) Yes (2) No 
82. If yes, how much time does she have off during the day? (1) 1/2 hour 

or less (2) 1/2 hour- 1hour (3) 1-2 hours (4) 2-3 hours 
(5) 3 - 4 hours 

83. How does she spend this time off during the working day? (1) Meals 
(2) Rest (3) Socialising (4) Other 

84. How much time does she spend travelling to and from work?
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(1) 1/2 hour (2) 1/2 - 1 hour (3) 1 - 2 hours (4) 2 - 3 hours 
(5) Don't know 

85. What form of transport does she use most often? (1) Walk 
(2) Bus (3) Employer's car (4) Taxi (5) Other 

86. How many days does she get off each week? (1) None 
(2) 1/2 day, work ending at... (3) 1 day (4) 1 1/2 days (5) 2 days 
(6) 2 1/2 days 

87. Does she work on public holidays? (1) Yes (2) No 
88. Does she get a holiday each year? (1) Yes (2) No 
89. Is she paid during this time? (1) Yes (2) No 
90. How long a holiday is she given? (1) Less than 1 week ( ...... days) 

(2) 1 week (3) 2 weeks (4) 3 weeks (5) 4 weeks (6) 5 weeks 
(7) 6 weeks 

91. Does she spend any of Christmas day with her family? (1) Yes (2) No 

F. KNOWLEDGE OF DOMESTIC SERVANT AND REGULATION OF 
HER LIFE 

92. Could you tell me your servant's full name? 
93. How old she is? 
94. Whether she is married or not? 
95. How many children she has? 
96. How old her children are? 
97. What level of schooling she has? 
98. Whether she has children attending school now? 
99. The cost of her children's schooling at present? 
100. Where she lives? 
101. How much rent she has to pay? 
102. What her home language is? 
103. What language do you communicate in? (1) English (2) Afrikaans 

(3)Xhosa (4) Other 
104. Do you have any knowledge of her home language? (1) Yes (2) No 
105. How satisfactory is your servant's knowledge of your home language? 

(1) Satisfactory (2) Unsatisfactory 
106. Do you have difficulty in communicating? (1) Yes (2) No 
107. Do you allow members of her family to visit her at work? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
108. Do you allow friends or other servants in the neighbourhood to visit her 

at work? (1) Yes (2) No 
109. Do you think she ever feels lonely during the day? (1) Yes (2) No 
110. If she has children, who looks after her children while she is at work? 
111. Does she have to pay anyone to look after her children? (1) Yes 

(2) No (3) Don't know 
112. If yes, how much?
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(b) Regulation of live-in servant 

113. Do you allow members of her family to visit her at work? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

114. Does her husband, if she has one, ever stay over with her? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

115. Does this bother you? (1) Yes (2) No 
116. Do you allow friends or other servants in the neighbourhood to visit her 

at work? (1)Yes (2) No 
117. Do you think she ever feels lonely after work? (1) Yes (2) No 
118. If she has children, who looks after her children while she is at work? 
119. Does she have to pay anyone to look after her children? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
120. If yes, how much? 
121. Who cooks for her husband, if she has one, while she is at work? 
122. How often does she see her husband? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a 

week (3) Weekends (4) Sundays (5) Once/twice a month 
(6) Yearly (7) Never 

123. Where is her husband living? 
124. Where are her children living? 
125. How often does she see her children? (1) Daily (2) Once/twice a 

week (3) Weekends (4) Sundays (5) Once/twice a month 
(6) Yearly (7) Never 

G. WORK RELATIONSHIPS 

126. Do you get along well with your servant? (1) Yes (2) No 
127. How would you describe your feelings towards her? 
128. What do you think her feelings are towards you? 
129. Do you like her? (1) Yes (2) No 
130. How trustworthy, reliable, dependable is your servant? 
131. What sort of person is she? 
132. What quality do you like the most about your employee? 
133. What quality do you like the least about your employee? 
134. Does she ever discuss her personal problems with you? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
135. Do you know any secrets about her or her family? (1) Yes (2) No 
136. Do you ever discuss your personal or family problems with her? 

(1) Yes (2) No 
137. Are you generally (1) satisfied (2) dissatisfied with your domestic 

worker? 
138. Do you think domestic workers as a group are on the whole 

(1) Well treated (2) Badly treated (3) Satisfactorily treated 
(4) Other 

139. What could be done to improve the situation of domestic workers?
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H. PAYMENT OF DOMESTIC WORKER 

140. What wage do you pay your domestic servant? 
141. Who decided to pay this amount? 
142. How was your starting wage arrived at? 
143. Is this the wage your servant started work at? (1) Yes (2) No 
144. If no, how much has this wage been increased and at what intervals? 
145. What meals do you provide? (1) Breakfast (2) Lunch (3) Morning 

tea (4) Afternoon tea (5) Supper 
146. Do you give the servant: (1) Food from your table (2) Servants' 

rations 
147. What food do you give daily? (1) Meat (same as employers) (2) Meat 

(servants' rations) (3) Vegetables (4) Fruit (5) Tea (6) Coffee 
(7) Bread (8) Jam (9) Samp (10)Mealie meal (11)Mealie rice 
(12) Sugar (13) Milk (14) Sweets (15) Cold drinks (16) Butter 
(17) Other 

148. Do you consider that you provide your servant with a balanced diet? 
(1) Yes (2) No 

149. Is the quantity of these foods rationed? (1) Yes (2) No 
150. Do you allow her to take food home? (1) Yes (2) No 
151. Is your servant satisfied with the food she receives? (1) Yes (2) No 
152. If no, why not? 
153. Is the quantity of food you provide sufficient to feed 

(1) the servant alone, or (2) the servant and her family? 
154. Do you think she sometimes takes food without asking? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
155. Do you provide a uniform? (1) Yes (2) No 
156. Do you provide any other clothing for your servant or members of her 

family? (1) Yes (2) No 
157. If yes, please specify 
158. What else do you provide? (1) Medicines (2) Use of telephone 

(3) Use of radio (4) Room (5) Use of stove to cook for servant or her 
family (6) Use of facilities for servant's own or her family's laundry 
(7) Shopping at market/wholesalers (8) Other 

159. Do you pay overtime for work your servant does outside of her normal 
hours? (1)Yes (2) No 

160. If yes, please say how much 
161. Do you pay extra if there are guests in the house? (1) Yes (2) N6 
162. If yes, please say how much 
163. Do you help on a regular basis with your servant's children's schooling 

expenses? (1) Yes (2) No 
164. If yes, please specify the amount paid this year.  
165. Do you give extra money at Christmas? (1) Yes (2) No 
166. If yes, please specify the extra amount (additional to wages) you gave 

last Christmas.
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167. Do you give Christmas presents to your servant or her family? (1) Yes 
(2) No 

168. If yes, please specify what you gave last Christmas.  
169. Do you pay into a savings account for your servant? (1) Yes (2) No 
170. If yes, please specify the amount 
171. Have you any kind of pension scheme, or made any provision for your 

servant's future? (1) Yes (2) No 
172. If yes, please specify 
173. If your servant is ill, is the period she is unable to work deducted from 

her pay? (1)Yes (2) No 
174. If yes, how often has this happened? 
175. Do you deduct breakages from her pay? (1) Yes (2) No 
176. If yes, how often has this happened? 
177. What do you do when your servant does something wrong or badly? 

I. CONTROL OF AND SATISFACTION WITH DOMESTIC 
ARRANGEMENTS 

178. Do you know what your husband's income is? (1) Yes (2) No 
179. How do you divide it? 
180. If employed, is the money you earn your own so far as your husband is 

concerned? Can you decide what to do with it? 
181. What do you usually spend it on? 
182. Who makes the financial decisions in your household? 
183. If you wanted a washing machine would you: (1) Buy it (2) Ask 

your husband to buy it (3) Save for it yourself (4) Other 
184. If you wanted to increase your servant's wages would you: 

(1) Ask your husband to do so (2) Do so, and inform your husband 
(3) Discuss it with your husband and come to a joint decision 
(4) Do so out of your housekeeping money and not tell your husband 
(5) Other 

185. Who decided to buy or rent this particular house? (1) Husband 
(2) Wife (3) Both (4) Circumstances 

186. If the house you live in is owned or mortgaged, do you and your 
husband own it together, or is it in your husband's name only? 
(1) Husband's name (2) Wife's name (3) Joint ownership 

187. Overall, do you feel you have enough say in things to do with the 
household and your family life? (1) Yes (2) No 

188. Comment: 

J. RACE, SEX AND CLASS ATTITUDES 

189. Do you believe that women are generally inferior to men in their 
personal qualities? e.g. less intelligent, less capable etc. (1) Yes 
(2) No
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190. If yes, please say how and why 
191. If no, are they equal or superior?. How are they different in social 

terms? 
192. Do you think women are treated fairly in this country? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
193. If no, please specify 
194. Have you heard of the Women's Liberation Movement? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
195. If yes, what do you think of it? 
196. Do you believe that blacks are generally inferior to whites in their 

personal qualities? (1) Yes (2) No 
197. If yes, please specify how and why 
198. If no, are they equal or superior? How are they different in social 

terms? 
199. Do you think blacks are treated fairly in this country? (1) Yes (2) No 
200. If no, please specify 
201. Have you heard of the Black Consciousness Movement? (1) Yes 

(2) No 
202. If yes, what do you think of it? 
203. What do you feel about the difference in living conditions between 

blacks and whites generally in South Africa? 
204. Do you feel strongly about the difference? 
205. Do you expect this will change? If so, how soon? In your or your 

children's lifetimes? 

COMMENT:
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