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Introduction 
In this paper I examine the history of the extension of influx 
controls to African women. The first part traces through the 
legislative measures introduced over a period of more than twenty 
years to facilitate this process. It is argued that during the course 
of this· process, an attempt was made to separate on an increasingly 
permanent basis, those women in urban areas with the right to 
live and work there, and those women in rural areas, who, through 
administrative and legislative practice have become unable to move 
out of the bantustans. This has had the effect of causing 
widespread impoverishment in these bantustan areas. 

In the second part of the paper I look at some of the reasons for 
this geographical and legal division of the female african wor~ing 
class. Here I look at such issues as those of the reproductive 
role of women within capitalist societies, the political needs of 
the policy of apartheid, and the development of large scale 
structural unemployment in South Africa in the last thirty years. 

Finally I look in detail at the employment and unemployment of Soweto 
women.d have chosen to do this, rather than look at .female rural 
poverty for the following reason •. Thedevestating conditions faced by 
women in rural areas is so bad, that often urban poverty, equally 
serious· is forgotten. This plays into governmen't attempts', to present 
the urban working class as having a 'privileged' status. In actual 
fact, as this case study shows, these women are involved in a hard 
battle for daily survival. The combination of their sex, race and 

class has meant that their lives are a constant fight against debt, 
starvation and exhaustion. For whilst these women are indeed freed 
from many of the probiems relating directly to influx control, the 
sexual division of labour in society as whole, urban unemployment, 
and such factors as skyrocketing living costs have meant that their 
lives are 'a constant struggle. 

In these terms then, I would argue that it is a false distinction to 
counterpose an urban privileged group with the rural dispossessed. 
Rather, influx control acts as a means of political domination and 
control in that it does split the working class and prevent people fro~ 

moving to urban areas. This does not however negate the fact that the 
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South Afri~an working class as a ',Inole is subject to an int·~nse 

degree of exploitation and oppression, although this assumes 
different forms and levels of intensity. 

1. The Extension of Influx Control to African Women 
In 1952 African women were for the first time brought under the 
influx control system. This does not mean that in previous years 
there had been no ~ttempts to control the mobility and urbanisation 
of African women. Rather, these early attempts were often localised 
and ineffective. (1) However, through such measures as the 1930 
amendment to the Urban Areas Act (2), provisions were made to bring 
women more closely under influx control regulations. This amendment 
also tied the urban status of women closely to their ability to 
prove they had male relatives who were settled urban residents. (3) 

In 1937, legislation tied the urban status of African women to yet 
another requirement - that of having adequate accomodation. (4) 

These measures were not strictly implemented, and throughout the 
1930's and 1940's there was a huge increase in the numbers of 
African women coming into urban areas to live and work. (5) In the 
face of this mass influx of people and the resultant rapid population 
growth, an acute housing shortage developed, resulting in the formation 
of squatter movements such as that led by James Mpanza. 

So, by the time the National Party acceeded to power in 1948, the 
urban African population had increased vastly. In response to this 

. situation and to its commitment to its supporters to both retain 
white power and control the African population, the new government 
embarked on a programme of restructuring. Central to this programme 
was the notion that Africans should only be allowed in 'white' areas 
in order to serve the needs of whites. (7) Included in the legislation 
implemented to carry this out, was the attempt to create out of the 
reserves, self-governing areas, where Africans could exercise political 
rights. 

As Hindson, has pointed out however, the policy of apartheid is 
not simply to be understood as a means to control an African surplus 
population, but must also be seen in terms of the attempt to secure 
the conditions for the maintenance and reproduction of the urban 
labour force. (8) He argues that the analyses of apartheid by 

writers such as Wolpe and Legassick: 
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"entirely neglect(s) the phenomenon of the 
formation of an african proletariat and­
the significant differences beb/eenthe 
position of permanent and te~porary 
workers in the industrial division of 
labour, in the conditions of reproduction 
and in their relation to the social 

. reproductive apparatuses of the state." (9) 

I would agree with Hindson that any understanding of apartheid has 
to take into account that the policy is directed towards, .on the one 

. hand, the control of the surplus population (and its location in the 
bantustans), and on the. other the maintenance and reproduction of 
the urban labour force. The extension of passes to african vomen 
nationally, and their incorporation into the influx control system 
had the effect of dividing the female african population into one group 
with rights to live and work in urban areas, and into another confined 
to the bantus;tansand structurally· and iegal1y deprived of access· to 
work and residence in urban .are.as. 

As I shall show, from as early as 1964 thisdi vision was rigidly 
enforced in both law and administrative practice. The divis~onof 
the African working clas.s into a small' group with the privilege of 
living and working in. urban areas, and a large group of 'surphi"s' 
people confined to the bantustans, is at present a key element of 
the government's 'reform' strategy. It is being pursued more actively 
on a general level than in the past as proposed legislation such ,as 
the Orderly Movement and Settlement of Black Persons Bill shows. In· 
the light of this, a look at the process through which the numbers of 
women able to be in urban areas has been reduced over time is extremely 
useful. 

rohe Incorporation of \%men into the Influx Control System 
The Native Laws Amendment Act (10) and the Abolition of Passes (and 
Co-ordination of Documents) Act, were the two key pieces of legislation 
facilitating the incorporation of women into the influx control system: 

Their combined impact was firstly to make women subject to the Urban 
Areas Act in the same way as men. Secondly, the euphemistically 
named Abolition of Passes Act, in fact provided for all africans over 
the age of 16, including women to carry a reference book wit.'l them at 
all times. The Native Laws Amendment Act also changed the Urban Areas 
Act in such as way as to make it more difficult for africans comin g 
into urban areas from rural districts to'be there legally. This 
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amendment stated that "No black shall reoain for more than 72 
hours in a prescribed area unless he produces proof in the manner 
prescribed that" (12) he or she qualifies under section 10(1)(a)(b) 
or (c) of the act, or has been given a permit to remain in-the area 
for purposes of work. (13) 

As Hindson pOints out, with this inclusion of a 72-hour restriction 
into the act, the right of africans to remain permanently in urban 
areas was withdrawn. Instead some Africans had a qualified right to 
do so in terms of Section 10(1)(a)(b) or (c) of the Urban Areas 
Act, with those having these qualifications being exempt from the 
72 hour provision. 

Hindson explains very clearly the implications of and reasons for this, 
and it is worth quoting him at length: 

"The real basis of the amendments in the Urban 
Areas Act in 1952 lay in the war-time restruc­

-,turing of the industrial division of labour and 
in the growth of a surplus population of the 
reserve army of African industrial labour. Section 
10 was a means not only of politically emas­
culating the urban African proletariat but also 
of securing its conditions of reproduction. 
Cheap labour power was giving way to different­
iated labour power and the re-construction and 
extension of influx control barriers under the 
Urban Areas Act was a means of securing the 
reproduction of differentiated forms of labour 
power in the cities in the face of the incoming 
tide of surplus population from the rural areas. 
Along with the control measures which underpinned 
it, the amendment of section 10 transformed the 

means by which the state could structure and 
manage the .active and reserve armies of African 
industrial labour." (14) 

The division between those who could and those who could not be in 
urban areas coupled with the restriction on the length for which those 
without permission could be in urban areas thus became a crucial 
means of dividing different sections of the working class from each 
other. 

This planned incorporation of african women into the influx control 
system aroused massive resistance. The anti-pass campaign of the 
Federation of South African \iomen and the Congress Alliance, as well as 
spontaneous outbursts of resistance, were widely and militantly 

supported. Although this did not have the effect of halting implement-
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ation of the legislation, it did nevertr..eless delay it for sorlie yea:::s. 
But by 1959, the resistance was crushed and by i'iarch of that year, in 
Johannesburg, the last area to be brought under the regulations, 
11stribution of passes was almost complete. 

The implementation of the legislat{on had the immediate effect of 
instituting an embargo on'the further, entry of african women from rural 
areas to towns for the purpose of finding work. This embargo was 
iIIiplemented on the date that the 1952 legislation was applied in a 
particular local authority area. (15) This date varied - the Western 
Cape was thefirst area to implement the regulations, and Johannesburg 
was last of all. After this date women had to qualify in terms of 
Section 10 of the Urban Areas act to be in an urban area. 

, In the same year, Government Notice ,59 of 1959 (16) made it compulsory 
for women to have their service contracts registered at the pass office. 
This requirement made. the position of women coming into towns from 
rural areas in order to find jobs difficult. They might be able to 
find a job for themselves, but if they did not have prior permission 
from officials, to be in the area. they would not be able to have 
their service contracts registered. 

The labour bureau system was yet another institution restricting women IS 

mobility and access to employment. The network of labour bureaux was 
first established on a voluntary basis in 1949. and then made compulsory 
from 1952.(17) ~/omen were exempt from having to register at the 
,regional and local labour bureaux, but had to do so if they wanted to 
work legally. (A consequence of this voluntary registration as a 
workseekr has been that:manyafrican women who are unemployed are not 
listed as ~sQch.·,:This has the effect of masking the extent of African 
female unemployment. Unemployed men from rural areas must register by . 
law as",'Workseekers. whilst those with urban qualifications generally do 
so in order to claim UIF bene fi ts. ) 

In practice, the legislation worked in the following way: a woman from 
an urban area wanting to obtain employment had to first qualify under 
Section 10(1)(a)(b) or (c) of the Urban Areas Act. Once she found work 
she would then have to have her service contract registered and have 
details of her employment, '(employers name and address, length of 
employment etc) written into her reference book. This would have to be 
signed regularly by her employer. 
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;,o~en from rural areas ~ant~.~c to ~o~~ in lJrb~n areas W9re in a 

more difficult posicion. Tn cl,' :2:- to ·":::r .. ,, lec",lly inlrban areas 

they woul::!. have cO re;istel' ~,; ·,.o:';·;"e,""ers at the labour bureau 
in their horne area an~ wait for a requisition for workers to come 
through to the labour bureau. ence work was available they could 
migrate to urban ar~as on a contract ',;orker basis and with a 

Section 10( 1) (d) qualification 'liri tt~n into their reference books. 
In terms of this section of the Urban ~reas Act, permission to do 
so was subject to availability of accomodation. (18) 

In practice however, the local rural labour bureaux did not recruit 
wo;r.en to work in urban areas. 'l'his was because the reserve of 
fer.Jale labour in urban areas was for the most part seen to be large 
enough to serve urban labour needs, without WOlT,en from rural areas 
having to migrate. 

So, rural women who did not find work through .the Bbour bureaux had 

to live and work illegally if they came to urban areas. The 
strictness with which this administrative embargo has been 
implemented has varied, and on occasions has been relaxed. For l 
example, when Sandton and Randburg were first declared municipalities 
during the 1970's there was not enough local labour to provide 
domestics to white families. So, at that time recruitment of women 
from bantustans to work in these magisterial districts was allowed. 
In 1979 however this recruitment was stopped. At present recruitment 
of women from rural areas to work as domestics in the Sandton/ 
Randburg area is once again being allowed. Only women who have 
worked in the area before are being recruited. In the face of a 
new labour shortage in the area, small numbers of rural women are 
being allowed to come to towns to work. However, it is certain I 

that as soon as the labour shortage is over, recruitment will .li, 

once again be stopped. (19) 

This became the most common way for rural', women to move to urban "I
i 

!t meant that urban qualifications for women were almost entirely , 
dependent on their relationship to a man. ('almost entirely' because 
dependents of section 10{1)(a), and to an extent, 10(1)(b) women 
could claim 10(1)(c) rights on this basis. This however is a tiny 
grouping within the urban population. In most cases it is the 
relationship to a illan that is most important. Single women with no 
relatives in urban areas cannot benefit at all from this 'loophole'. 

This was not allowed to remain so for long. In 1964 amendments were 
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made to the Urb~~ Areas Act and the Bantu Labour Act. These had 

signficant implications for the position of women. 

Under the Bantu Laws Amendment Act of that year, Section 10(1)(c) 
was altered to state that the Wife, unmarried daughter, or son under 
18 years could live with their qualified husbands or guardians, 
provided that he/she "after lawful entry into such prescribed area 

ordinarily resides with that Black in such area." (20) 

The administrative interpretation and implementation of the two 
phrases, 'after lawful entry', and 'ordinarily resides' have made the 

, }?o~i tion of African women wanting to come to urban areas to live 
with their families untenable for many years now. 

Officials have applied this by requiring that women prove by means 
of documents that they are 'ordinarily resident' in the urban areas. 

'The most comman form of proof required is that a woman produce a 
lodgers permit belonging to her husband on which her name has been 

'entered before she is given a 10(1)(c) stamp in her reference 
book. (21) 

However, posses,sion of a 10(1) (c) stamp is itself often a pre­
requisite for a lodger's permit. In many cases the addition of a 

'woman's name to a lodger'S permit is refused by ,officials, for it 
is in their power to use their discretion.to ascertain whether or 
not they should grant this. In practice officials are likely to . 
refuse lodger's permits to women unless they can prove that they 
have section 10(1)(b) rights in another area, or else, more recently, 
that t hey have access to a house bought under the, 99-year leasehold 
system. (22) 

Proof of !.lawful entry' into an urban area has also on ocasa10ns 
been demanded before women are given their 10(1)(c) stamp.-

The question of 'lawful entry' is a vexed one. In the Transvaal 
Supreme Court there has been at least one judgement which has ruled 
that there is no such thing as 'unlawful entry' into a pres:ribed 
area by a black South African. This is because the restriction in 
the legislation is on people remaining in an urban area for longer 
than 72 hours. (23) 
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The demand for proof that a woman is 'ordinarily resident' in an urban 

area is more commonly used as a means to block th8i.attai!'lment of 
10(1)(:::) rights than is the issue of 'lawful entry'. The net effect 
of both however, has been to stop almost all legal movement of women 

from rural areas into urban areas since 1964. 

This situation lasted until 1950, when the appellate division of the 

Supreme Court, in the case of Nr V Komani vs the Cape Peninsula 
Administration Board, the right was established of wives and children 
to live with their husbands and fathers without having to "endure the 
bureaucratic problems outlined above. (24) 

However, this right has not been uniformly applied or given since then. 
In many administration board areas officials have claimed that the 

judgement applies only to Hr Komani and his family, and cannot be 
used as a precedent to establish what should happen in the case of 

other individuals. (25) 

In the same year as the embargo was implemented (1964), the Bantu 
Labour Act was also amended to make it even harder for women from 
bantustan areas to work in an. urban area. It extended the qualifications' 

necessary before such permission was given. 

The need to able to prove to the labour officer that she had 
'satisfactory accomodation! was one such condition. A cursory reading 
of the section shows how stringent the conditions are. 

" •.• An unqualified woman who wishes to take up 
employment in an urban area ••• must have the 
prior consent of her guardian if she is under 
21 years of age, a certificate of approval from 
the commissioner of her home district, a 
permit from the urban labour office and a 
certificate from the municipality that 
hQusing is available for her. The permission to 
work must be endorsed in her reference book and 
her contract of service must be registered." (26) 

But it is so rare for women to be admitted to metropolitan areas, that 
in practice this is almost meaningless. In Johannesburg for example, 
no WOti.en are ever given permission to enter the prescribed area in 

order to find work. 

From the above we can see that '..:o:r;en' S rights to be in an urban 

area, unless they qualify under section 10 (1) (a) or (b) of the 



) 

- 9 -

Urban. Areas Act, are generally severely restricted. (27) In saying, 

this it must be recognised that section iO(1)(c) is a limited 

qualification in that women and children can only acquire it provided 

they have a (male) relative who .has section 10 rights in a particular 

prescribed area. In some cases, over time, people may acquire 

qualifications in their own right, (ie.'graduate' to a section 

10(1)(b) stamp.) But should a man die, or leave an area, his section 

10(1)(c) dependents will also lose their rights to be in a specific 

prescribed area. (28):. 

Thus, the legal status and position of African women is defined in 

terms of, and d~pendent on their ~elationship to a man. This 
denies women the independent rfght to 'live where .and how they want. 

It also means that women who come in from rural areas cannot leave' 
or divorce their husbands •. For should they do so,they run the risk, 

not only of losing their accmmodation, but of losing their rig:'1ts 

to be in an urban area altogether. (29) I 
~he other important factor limiting the ability of woa:en to live I 
in an urban area is the issue of accomodation. Historically~state 
housing (apart from hostels), has only been available to families. OO)! 
:t'urthermorei t has not been available to women in the irown right· I 
unless they are divorced or deserted wives or widows vii th children. 
(31). 

In the early years of Nationalist rule many houses we.re' built in 
urban are~ to accomodate Africans who had settled 'on the urban 

. peripheries. But, this waS not an ongoing process. In 1968. with 

renewed attempts to lim! t and reverse the. urbanisation of the 

African population, further restrictions were placed on the ability 
of Africans to live in urban areas as fa~ilies. 

In 1968 state allocation of faniily housing was restricted to men Who' 

qualified under Section 10(1 )(a) and (b) of the Urban Areas Act 

and whose .wi'/es also qualifed to be in urban areas. The government 

also drastically cut spending on family housing. Local authorities 
could only build township housing if 1)they could persuade the 

~epartment of Bantu Adtlinistration and :Development it was essential, 

2)houses could not be provided in an adjacent bantustan. In 1963 

30 year leasehold for urban families was wi thdra'.'ln. (32) 
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The ban on the provision of family accomodation was enforced for 
ten years. During this time the urban housing crisis grew to 
unrr.anageable proportions. The impact of this was to both limit 

urbanisation, and exacerbate the overcrowding and discomfort the 
urban population was forced to endure. In 1978 this was changed. 
From this year African woman could buy houses in their own right, 
and can now rent them if they can prove they have dependents to 

support. 

But during this period the backlog of houses grew so large that 
people began to live in 'illegal' accomodation - backyard shacks, 
as lodgers, but without being listed on lodgers permits, and as 
squatters. In the long-term this means these people cannot get 
section 10(1)(b) rights through the 15 year legal residence section 
of the act. It also means their children are often unable to prove 
they have always lived in an urban area, and so may not get their 
urban qualifications when the time comes for them to be registered. 
(One of the requirements to prove that children be allowed in urban 
areas is that they be listed on their parents lodgers permits.) 

In addition, despite a relaxation on the conditions under which women 
can get houses, in practice the situation of most has not improved. 
The new state housing policy emphaSises buying houses, and self-help 
housing rather than the provision of state-owned rented accomodation. 
This militates against many women responsIble for their families, 
because they cannot afford this. 

As families have found it harder to find places to live, many have 
been pressurised into moving to the bantustans where they can build 
houses. This means that people lose their urban rights immediately 
they are residents of a bantustan. 

Lastly, despite the Komani judgement, accornodation is still being 
used to ~ake it more difficult to get 10(1)(c) ~ualifications. 

"Ii. wo;;:an can be denied a 10(1)(c) righc if 
her husband is not occupying family acc­
omo',::atio:1 . .:cor exaDple she cannot clai~, it 
if he is occupying a hostel because she 
cannot ordinariiy resicie with him there. 
Nor will it be given if he resiies on his 
employers pre;nises or in unauthoriseci 
accomojation in a shanty or in a KliptOlVll 
bac;';yari." (33) 
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Now, in the wake of the success of the Rhikoto appeal, even this has 
been tightened up. (The Rhikoto judgement granted contract worke rs 
the right to have section 10(1)(b) qualifications stamped in their 
passes if they had worked for one employer for ten years, or lived 
in approved accomodation for fifteen years.) 

One implication of this, \vas that once a con tract worker had his 
10(1)(b) qualification his family c.ould come to an urban area and. 
live with him. on the basis of their right to a 10(1)(c) qualification. 
In response to this a law was passed in parliament on the 26th 
August 1983 which only allows a person with a 10( 1 )(b) qualification 
to have his family living with him if he has a house of his own 
(ie.he must either be a registered tenant of a rented house, or 
the house must bebuil t by, or for him.) This means that a lodger's 
permit will no longer be adequate proof for a 10(1)(b) person to 
present in order to have his. family come to an urban area to live 

with him. (34) 

These limitations on the size of the' urban African population (and 
especially on women), both through a tightening up on influx control 
and housing regulations, as well as through the. physical removal of 
large groups of people from urban areas is continuing, and if 
legislations. such as the Orderly Movement Bill is enacted, will. 
speed up. 

In the case of African women, i.t is one that ,in the government's 
terms has been successful~ According to SimkinlO, 54% of the African 
population as a whole, and 57% of all African women now live in 
the bantustan areas of South Africa. (,5) This is in stark contrast 
to the 46,7% of African women in the bantustans in 1950, and the 
44% in 1960. By 1970 this proportion had risen to 52%. (36) Apartheid, 
then, has indeed succeeded'in limiting the size of the female 
African population resident in urban areas. 

Influx control regulations and the embargo on the entry of African 
women to urban areas has given rise to a contradictory situation. 
On the one hand, .there is a small group of African women in urban 
areas (23% of all African women) (37). These womert are at present 
being incorporated into wage labour at a rapid rate. Between 1973 
and 1981 alcne, the numbers of African women employed in wage labour 

almost doubled. In 1981 African women accounted for 58,4% of the 
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tOeal black fe:;;ale ',;orkforce. (38) T!1ere has been a huge increase 
in tie nUr:lbers of Afri:::an ',;o:nen employed in ehe corr"'llercial, service 
ani industrial sectors.(39) In addition, there is some evidence 
that they are beginning to work in sectors that are historically an 

African male preserve. (40) 

en t~e other hand, there are 57" 0:' jari.:;?~'1 wo:o,en \vho are trapped 
insiie t!le bantustans through t!1e ';Jorkings of the influx control 
system •• \ tone stage many of them r~ight :'1ave left hOiLe and gaae to 
work illegally in urban areas, however as urban unemployment has 
risen and cont~ols over illegal people have become stricter this 
option has become less viable. In particular the increase in the 
fine on employers who employ illegal workers to ~500 dissuaded 
many employers from giving these woxen work (41). So, increasingly 
they are forced to survive as best they can in the drought stricken 
bantustans. Farm labour, manual labour on government development 
and infrastructrual schemes, and for the few, employment in the 
bantustan industries are all they have to look forward to. For the 

majority, however, unemployment is the norm. 

Between the two extremes of those women living and working legally in 

urban areas and those trapped in the bantustans, there are other 
groups of women in situations not so starkly defined. For example, 
women living in commuter townships, although bantustan citizens, 
can still commute daily to work in white areas. Women in squatter 
communities on the other hand, may often have the right to work in 
urban areas, but unemployment and lack of accomodation forces them 
into situations where their access to work becomes increasingly tenuous, 

The above description of the evolution of the policy of influx control 
with regard to African women has shown that the government has tried 
over the years to make sure that entry into urban areas for African 
women is almost impossible. In the process of so dOing, a 'group of 
female permanent urban residents has been created who constitute 
a reserve armY,of labour for industry. The rest of this paper 
concentrates largely on this grouping of women. But before their 
position can be conSidered, their broader context - in particular 
the significance of the physical location of African women in terms 
of apartheid policy, as well as their location in the capitalist 
sexual diVision of labour need to be briefly cosidered. 
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A":Jar.theid and African Women 
Apartheid, as policy.on the one hand embodying the political control 
and limitation of the size of the urban African proletariat, and on 
the other, fosterL~g the development of the bantustans, de~ands 
that the reproduction of labour power, as 'Ilell as the physical 
reproduction ·of the African working class take place as far as possible 
in the bantustans. 

In the early days of South African capitalism this was intended to 
maintain the basis of the cheap labour power provided by the migrant 
labour system. (ie. it was assumed that subsistence production in the 
reserves subsidised the migrant wages which were intended to cover 
the costs of reproduction of the single worker only). In this sense 
it was. important that the families of migrants did not m~e to urban 
areas - a factor which would have meant not only that the basis of 
cheap labour power was undercut, but also that the costs of reproduction. 
of the Afri.can working class, including the provision of social 
services would have to take .place in urban areas. 

Hence the discouragement of the movement of African women to urban 
are~s. However as the reserve economy disintegrated; the basi~ of 
cheap labour power fell away • As it became harder to survive in rural 
areas women flocked to towns - both to join their men and to make a 
living for themselves:,; As pointed out earlier, by the early 50's more 
than half the African female population was resident in urban areas. (42) 

In pushing these women back into the bantustans, the apartheid state 
was not necessarily seeking to re-establish the basis of cheap labour' 
power. It was however seeking to remove the political threat that a 
large urban proletariat posed for the continued stability of the 
state. It was also. seeking to reduce the costs .tothe state of 
providing social services and welfare facilities for this popuiation. 
In this, women were of key importance. If they.were based in rural 
areas, the physical ,growth of the urban african population and the 
consequent political threat would be reduced •. 

Secondly, the post-war period saw the growth of ma?sive and structural 
unemployment in South Africa. The structural location of African women 
in economic sectors that were on the one hand declining (43), and on 
the other subject to rapid mechanisation (44) meant that a surplus 
population of women was developing at a rapid rate. The infl~( control 
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system described above was intended to split this large reserve army 
into different sections with differential access to work and residence. 

So, the majority of African women were destined to remain in the rural 
areas with scant access to work (except agricultural employment), 
whilst the minority of African women allowed to be in urban areas 
would constitute a reserve army of labour for specific sectors of 
employment - especially the service, sales and domestic sectors. 
This returns one to the dichotomous situation already described - that 
of the mass of African women in the bantustans in a situation of 
near permanent unemployment (especially given the current drought and 
recession), whilst the rate of female labour force participation in 
urban areas rises steadily. 

This broad comparison of the structural position of ruL'al women 
versus that of ,their urban sisters can however mask some important 
complexities. In the case of women particularly, the realities of 
their place in the capitalist sexual division of labour, defines 
in important ways their structural situation. In these terms then. 
it can be argued that the position of urban African working class 
women is not that of a privileged elite, out rather should be 
understood in terms of their being the topmost section of the 

African female reserve army of labour. In these terms then. we cannot 
talk glibly about 'urban privilege' but have to understand the 
content of the lives of different groups of women in South Africa. 
In particular there is a need for clarity on the question of the 
sexual diVision of labour. 

African women and the sexua) division of labour 
The primary economic role of African women, like that of women else­
where in the capitalist world tends to be defined primarily in terms 
of a responsibility for various kinds of reproductive labour. This 
includes the work of caring for their homes and families, in both 
urban and rural areas (the reproduction of 1 abour power), as well as 
doing the same work for the families of the dominant classes (domestic 
service ). 

The initial involvement of African women in wage labour was in 
domestic work. This sector has always been the major sector of African 

female employment. (45). In recent years domestic service has begun to 
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decline as a sector of employment, but as pointed out, more and. more 

women are finding employment in areas where the work is essentially 
reproductive labour. The massive increase infernale African involvement 
in the sales and service sector is one such example. Nany of the 
\.,omen employed here are the cleaners, tea-makers and cooks. (46) 

, Their jobs are at the bottom of the occupational ladder, and tend 
to be lowest paid, often with the worst working conditions. (47) 

,.> 

The assumptions governing the emploYment of, women anywhere in the 
capitalist world are prevalent in these sectors. Employers often 
see womens' economic involvement as secondary to the reproductive 
labour they do at home. In these terms it becomes no, more than a 
stop-gap between having children. Consequently women's wages are 
lower than those of men:, on the assumption that they are secondary 
partners in a nuclear marriage and dependent on their husband's 
earnings for survivaL 

'. 
This means not only low wages, but also a readiness to fire women, 
wi th little notice, because high ~ female unemployment (48) 
means that there is a large reserve anxious for jobs. It also means 
women are not assured of their jobs back when they take maternity 
leave,. The burden of. working a double day - having to look after a 
family and keep a job leaves many women' in a state of ,perpetual stress., 

In this, the position of'urban African women is similar, although 
legally less protected than women elsewhere in the capitalist world. 
For al though these, urban women may be free of the problems that 
influx control embargoes pose for rural women, they are nevertheless, 
subject to the often crushing burdens that the sexual division of 
labour means. These urban women only have the potential to work -
yet, the conditions under which they labour, the nature of their 
work, the ease with which they are hired and fired, their low wages' 
and the dOUble day render the 'privileged' status of these women 
hollow. 

The rest of this paper will look at ,the nature of the employment of 
urban African women, and also at the question of unemployment. In 
so doing, it is hoped to demonstrate that the question of poverty 
is an issue faced by urban as well as rural women. That, although 
it is unquestionably true that .rural women are at the very bottom o,f 

the pile in terms of oppreSSion, exploitation and poverty, their 
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urban sisters are also engaged in a grinci!1g struggle for survival. 

Emplovment, Unemployment and Poverty - a Soweto Case Study 
The material used here is dr3',1n from a study conducted in working 
class areas in Soweto in earIy 1983. ( 49) The sample consisted 
of 45 women interviewed at home, in the evenings and over weekends. 

Out of the total "sample, only fourteen women were employed in 
wage labour. Predictably twelve of these fourteen women were between 
the ages of 25 and 49. On closer examination, it was seen that only 
two of the vorking women were over the age of 40, and one over the 
age of 50. 

Twenty four women, over half the sample were married. Only six of 
them were employed. Five out of eight single ,women were earning 
a wage,whilst only one out of eight widows, and two out of five 
divorced women were employed. The high proportion of single women 
working reflects both a tendency that has been noted by other 
writers for urban working women to prefer single status (50), as 
well as their relative economic independence because they are 
working. 

The largest sector of employment for these fourteen working women 
was the service sector. Five women were employed in this sector. 
Four were employed as salesladies, three were factory workers - two 
in the garment industry, and one making jewellery. The last two 
women were both clerical workers. 

'I 

, 

The wages of these women tended to be low. Seven of them earned 
between R76 and R150 a month. Three women earned between R151 and R200, 
and another four women earned over R200 a month. Of these four, 
three earned an avefage of about R200 to R22'5, and only one woman 
earned over R300 a month. 

Most of these women had been in the same job for a fairly long period. 
Four had held the same job for more than seven years. Yet another 
four had worked in the same place for bet\~een four and seven years. 
Three informants had had the same job for between one and three 
years, and two had only worked for between six months and one year. 
Only one woman had been in employment for less than six months. 
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The a;:;ove brief profiles bear out much .of what was said earlier 
abou t the pos i tion of women in the capi 1;al is t sexual division of' 
labou::-. Their 10'N wage occupational categories reveal the 
vulnerability of these women to employers. In addition, all except 
t'No of these working women also had children to care for. 

Statistics aside, it is in the words of the women themselves. that 
the clearest pict"ure' 'of· the content of their lives is drawn: 

Thandi for ex'ample had found work again after a long period of 
unemployment: 

"I worked at a shop in the Carlton Centre and I'left 
because I had a tiff with my manager over not being 
present for 'Nork one day. The reason was my youngest 
son fell ill and I was forced to take him to the 

'clinic and could therefore not be able to get to 
work. I then got employed at Sandton where I earn 
R150 a month. My dissatisfaction is that I caqnot) 
do many things because of the meagre salary." ~51 . 

One day away from work was enough for Thandi to be fired. Her 

experience is n01: unusual .• Many of the women who were interviewed 
told of similar reasons for losing, their jobs. The ease with 
which women are fired is an indication of their vulnerabiiity 
as a,grouping within the reserve army of labour. Employers 'are 
well aware that at any time there are far more women looking for 

work than there is work available. 

Elizabeth, unlike Thandi feels she i8no position to risk her 
~. job for anything: 

"I now work at an old age home and have been 
working here as a general worker for eight 
years. I do like working here because I can 
manage to help my husband in house arrange­

.ments. I earn R90 after working for these 
pe9ple for eight years. 

I go to work by train. A fare is R2.20 a 
week. At times the transport is so full we 
happen not to get seats.It was to be a question 
of standing from where one gets on the train 
to the station where I alight. By the time 
when I reach work I feel tired and have a 
problem of my feet aching. The big boss doesn't 
care. If you happen to sit and rest for 20 
minutes and you happen to be noticed by any 
of the big bosses you will be fired. If the 
transport is late your mon~y will be deducted 
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even if it is not your fault. If la~e, rl3 plus 
R2 deduction is applied dependinG on your salary. 
The bad news about the job is tha~ I am badly 
paid and I have worked for a long period but 
there is no progress in as far as money is 
concerned. (52) 

From this descrtption, Elizabeth clearly works under highly 
repressive conditions. She cannot rest for a minute or she will 
be fired. Yet, she does not regard these as major problems, but only 
says that her low ~ages are a disadvantage. Clearly for women 
like Elizabeth, choice in terms of job possibilities and actually 
finding other work is highly limited. This both structures their 
perceptions of present jobs and defines in important ways the 
conditions women will accept without complaint. Elizabeth is also 
fairly old. She is 55. The only woman in the entire sample over 
the age of 45 who was still working. Her age then, is a great 
disadvantage - women her age can be easily fired and replaced by 
younger, stronger and more energetic women. 

The unwillingness to risk a job by complaining - especially about 
low wages was echoed by Nomsa who works at a Soweto supermarket 

'earning R35 a week. She has no holidays at all - her only time 
off is public holidays and Sundays when the shop is shut. She says: 

"Food prices are quite a problem because of the 
meagre salarJ I get. I find it quite a battle to 
survive fully on that money. I am supposed to 
send money to my parents every month for food and 

-unIforms for my children who are in Giyani. But 
I cannot risk my job by demanding any more pay.~ (53) 

This fear of losing a job was a common one amongst all the working 
women. In relation to this their experience of unions was interesting. 
The two garment workers were both members of the Garment Workers 
Union ( a closed shop Tucsa union). They knew about the union but 
did not attend any meetings, and apart from knowledge of the pension 
fund had only a vague idea of what a union's work was. Thandi, 
for example said: 

"I know of the union, because at ~he Carlton Centre 
I was in Lucy Mvubelo's union. 'we '"ere told to 
bring our complaints to the union, but they never 
really helped." (54 ) 

Another woman said she was scared of the union: 
lI~ie do have a union at work, but I am not a 
merr.ber because I fright for it. Whenever I 
have a problem I go to the rr.anager and he will 
attend to my case in a satisfactory way and 
everything will be solved accordingly." (55) 
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Only cne ','Io:;;an haci a~tually been involved in a union anLi sa'lI unions 
helping wori\ers to fight for their rights was one woman who had. 
been a rr.e;;]ber' of the Commercial Catering and Allied ;'iorkers Union 
(Cca'dusa) until she was retrenched. (56) 

Hany of the \>Iomen interviewed felt scared to corr:plain in case they 
lost their jobs. Others were in a structurally vulnerable position. 
Esther" who desct-ibed her previous job as "good, because'I used 
to work'under happy conditions", described her present job in 
the following terms: 

"Right now I haven't got an all right job.Icouldn't 
get a job same as what I used to have before. 
I am now working at Jeppestown at a catering 
company. I earn about R50 a week. I,got the job 
through somebody' scalI and then I was to be 
interviewed. I am not registered because it is a 
temporary job. As far as I am concerned I have 
no benefits here because I am temporarily 

, employed." (57 ) 

,Esther had already been, employed for more than six months. Clearly 
ber desigri.ation as a temporary employee. only meant too t her position 
was insecure. that she had no benefits and that her employers were 
employing her illegally. Two other women interviewed during the 
course of the survey ,had also had these 'tempora-~ jobs'. 30th 
of them were fire,d on the spot and both had experienced extreme 
difficulty in finding other jobs because they ,did not have 

'service cards' and proof of previous employment. 

Single women more than any others were trapped in their existing 
jobs because of the fear that unemployment could ,prove completely 
devestating in a situation where they are often the sole bread'h'inner. 
Nobesuthu is in this posi tUm. She complains about her job, but the 
thought of ~hanging it or doing anything that could result in 
her being fired is completely out of the question: 

"I work at a confectioners earning R150 a month. 
I got registered in 1973 and have been working 
there ever since. Ny transport is too costly 
because I am forced to take a taxi to the station 
and get a train to work. The work is strenuous 
and I spend 85% of the day standing. The salary is 
far too low for the work we do. But I don't 
think of leaving the job because this will be 
the end for me and my family." (58 ) 

Nobestuthu. is her family's s'ole breadwinner - obviously a massive 
responsibility is hers. 
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Une~nloved wo~~ell and wo~en involved in infor~al sector activities 

c: the 31 WODen not involved in wage labour, fifteen had an 
&.lternative source of income from their informal sector involvement, 
and seventeen had no independent source of inco~e at all. Ten of 
the unemployed worr:en were married, and eight of them were involved 
in informal sector activities; two unemployed women were divorced, 
one of whom was involved in the informal sector; three out of the 
total of eight widows were unemployed and four of them were involved 
in the informal sector. Two single women were involved in 
informal sector activities, but only one described herself as 
being unemployed. 

As in the case of the women in wage labour, educational qualifications 
seeced to have very little to do with employment. Four unemployed 
women had completed standards 7,8,9 and 10 respectively.- their 
relatively high educational qualififations not affecting their 
joblessness in any way. 

Four out of these 31 women were either pensioners, or described 
themselves as being too sick to work. Those women who had no 
independent sources of income at all, relied on extended family 
networks and/or their husbands' wages to support themselves and their 
households. Generally, any relative or co-resident who was working 

contributed in one way or another to the costs of running the 
household. 

The reasons given for leaving their last jobs were analysed; 
The majority of women, 42~ (13 people) gave ill-health, and/or 
old age as the reason for having left employment. These women had all 
left 'voluntarily', and as will be discussed, the pressures on 
women to leave work as soon as they develop any ailment are extreme. 
Four women, had left their previous jobs because they were 
dissatisfied with wages and working conditions. Five of them 
had left because they were fired, and another five had either been 
retrenched or had lost their jobs because the firms they worked for 
had closed dO'.<ITI, gone into liquidation or moved to another town. 
Two woxen ·tere unemployed because they had problems with their 
passes a~d so could not find legal employment. The last two women 
did not give any reaSO!1S as to why they left their jobs. 
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It was from the uneT!ployed, rather thCJ.n the employed \'loren, that the 

clearest d.escriptions of working conai tions in different jobs were 
obtained. One reaso:J. for tilis ,"ight well be that the uner.:tployed 
wor.:en are freer to say what they teel about previous jobs, than 
wo;:-.en · .. ho are still working. For, as VIas painted out, they are 

. ~ . 
scared to sayar do anything that would jeopardise their positions. 
In addition, they have to make the best of situations that are 
exhausting and ~.tressful, and tend often to stress the good rather 
than the bad aspects of their work. Unemployed women,. on the other 
hand are free of these constraints. I'/e will thus relate some of 
the · .... ork experiences of women who were unemployed at the time of 
the survey. 

Lizzy for example worked for -fifteen yearsasa cleaner at a . compa.'ly 

that manufactured contraceptives. When the . company was sold .to new 
management she was told she was redundant and retrenched. ~he lost 
the job in 1981 and was able to claim un benefits for six months. 

"Then from 1981-1 found work for 7 months at Linden 
at a flat. Unfortunately my son passed away and 
whilst I was arranging a funeral plan to bury 
my son, my.mada~ shouted and wanted to. know as 
to how long do blacks take to bury their dead. 
She further said I was continually ill. She 
paid me R33 a month. Every time I went to the 
clinic the madam would subtract 50c or R1 from 
my salary. She did not allocate money for 
transport. It was the real exploitation I 
suffered that made me not keen on begging for 
the job." (59) 

Lizzy'S experience of losing a job after a long period anc! only 
.beingable to find low-paid work in sectors like domestic service. 
is a common story. Like her many other women are forced to endure 
brutal treatment.at the hands of unsympathetic employers. 

An extremely high proportion of the unemployed women had left 
their last jobs because of ill-health. It is interesting to note 
that in many cases their sicknesses were directly related to the 
nature of· their jobs. Yet, in South Africa this is recognised by 
neither employers or government. In many. ·cases the people affected 
don't draw this relationship directly. 

The following story told by a night shift worker is typical of many: 
"I am unemployed. I was working at A.nglo American 

from 1976 up to 1980 as a cleaner. \'/e used to 
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clean o;:'i'ices a"t nIght, star"ting at 7pm to 2.30am. 
I used ~o wait until 3.30am for my transport 
because at 2.30am there is no transport available 
and at times it is da.'1gerous to foot from .war;': 
to the bus stop for taxis. I ''''auld. la.'1d up in 
the wrong hands of people I don't know. After 
war;': we would sit around in the building until 
travelling bac~ home. The whole day is only for 
resting with all the noise from people around 
and school children. At times I ended not 
sleeping at all. Even the hot weather is quite 
a disturbance. This business of not having 
enough sleep resulted in different kinds of 
illnesses, especially high blood pressure. 
Now I am not healthy and not working •. I had 
to leave that job through all the bad effects." (60) 

Ulti~a~ely however, it was this woman's choice to leave her job. The 
There was no recognition by the company of the effects the job had 
on her health and no compensation for it. This is a common experience 
for many women as the following example shows: 

"It is now close to five years that I have been 
out of work. I was declared redundant through 
illness, and though not seriously ill I had to 
leave work. In fact my boss suggested that I 
leave work because he had a younger more energetic 
person to replace me with." ( 61) 

At the time she lost her job this woman was 47 years old. Ha.'lagement 
decisions often make the working lives of African women relatively 

short. 

Other women also told stories of how work-related illnesses had '\ 
caused them to lose their jobs: 

and, 

"Because of illness I could not con tinue 'with 
my work. My feet normally swell after a long 
time of standing. I therefore could not cope 
up with all the wor~. 11a.IJY of the jobs demanded 
I stand all the time." (b2 ) 

"I am unemployed since the year 1979 until the 
present day. It was due to illness. I cannot 
tell exactly what is wrong with me because I 
feel the pains allover my body and my feet 
get swollen when I happen to stand for long 
hours working. I have ,been to so many 
doctors, even Baragwanath, but in vain. (63 ) 

This woman is now 42 years old. In other words, at the age of 38 
she became to all intents and purposes unemployable. Her account of 
the job she would like is indicative of where she sees herself 
lo~ated in the ranks of the unemployed. She says: 

I 
t 
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.. I am looking for work. I would I ike to \wrk 
under the ~iest Rand Board collecting rubbish 
in the streets ••• it is hard to get a job 
because there are so many people ' .... ho are 
unemployed and no work in factories." ( 64) 

Some of the interviewees had left their last jobs because.of 
dissatisfaction with wages. Two of these women had been earning 
so little that it was not worth their w!1ile to work at all. 
Hatshidiso is oile of these women: 

"I was working at a drycleaners for four years • 
. I happened to leave because of the salary. I 
used to earn R5 a week. I' was an ironer of the 
clothes which had been cleaned in the factory. 
Now I am unemployed." (65) 

Problems with passes and other documents were another reason given 
by women for their continued state of unemployment. The issue of 
'temporary' workers .. came up again in the case of Sara. Her story. 
reiterates the iris.ecure and tenuous nature of part tine and 
temporary work. For it offers no protection to employees both 
whilst they are working, and after they have left their jobs. This 
is especially so in terms of access to unemployment and other 
benefits. Part-time work is a characteristic form of women's work 
in capitalist societies. It masks. the extent of unemployment, 
makes i.t easy' for management to hire and fire workers at will, 
and s1-ves both the bosses andthe,~overnment having to provide .' 
s'ocial.security for their workers. In the .South African coo text, 
p~t-'ti~e and temporaryemployuient of African women can act as .. . . 
a disguised form of illegal employment. The difficulties this means 
for women who are employed in. this' way and then lose their jobs 
can be immense as Sara's story shows: 

"I am unemployed. I was working at a Southdale 
supermarket. I started here in 1981-82 being 
a casual cashier, starting at 3-7pm on Fridays 

- and Saturday 7am to 5pm and Sundays 9am to 1pm. 
I happened to lose this job when they were 
reducing the staff. I was really disappointed at 
this because I was not aiming for this to happen.' 
Now I am at home here \fhen I could be helping 
my husband in other things. The worst part of 
it is I could never get any benefits like the 
Unemployment Fund. This is because I was not 
registered: I used to earn R39 per week." (66 

As.a result of this 'temporary status Sara has found it almost 
impossible to find a job. 
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"I've been without a job since from October last 
year until the present day. Yes, I want a job. 
If it could be any'.;here. Even if it could be far 
from horne - as long as I get something like 
money to help my husband with all the needies. 
I always go looking for a job and only go for 
places where there are advertisments concerning 
jobs. It is hard because whenever you get to a 
place ~here jobs are advertised you would find 
by the time you corne in someone else has already 
taken it. At other places they want to see 
an unemployment card.I don't have it. All 
employers are looking for experienced people 
wi th unemployment cards." (67) 

In other words, employers want proof that prospective- employees have 
been working, and want to see if they were fired or left for ether 
reasons. Without providing this it is hard to find work. 

The women in this survey are all urban women - the majority of them 
have lived all their lives in urban areas and have urban qual~fication, 
in their passes. Yet their lives constitute a massive battle to find 
work, stay well, try to manage on meagre salaries. For them. getting 
Sick, having a child, taking a day off work, getting old, not being 
regi13 tered are all devastating in their implications. In addition, 
the unskilled nature of the work these women do, and the large 
numbers of unemployed looking for work, mean that for most there is 

little job security. 

The long hard search for work is also a debilitating experience for 

many women. The women interviewed used a number of methods to find 
work: One was to go door to door - from factory to factory and shop 
to shop. Many women claimed this was an expensive and unsatisfactory 
way to find work 

"I usually look for a job through asking at doors. It 
is hard to get a job, because when you get to a 
place looking for a job you can never ~now whether 
that place is a right one. You, the one in need, 
you just go in and at times the boss just says, 'I 
don't need people~ One has to move out di3appointed 
because you were with the hope of being employed." (68 

The !ilost common method of finding work was to asl1: friends and relatives 
to look out for vacancies at their places of employment. Two of the 
working women had got the ir jobs in this way. On the other hand, 
there ;.;ere WOr.1en who resented this bitterly because they felt it 
disadvantaged them if they did not have personal contacts in a 

,\ 
J 
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specific place. Others found the experience of going to factory 
gat<;?s an·::: being turned down extremely discouraging. and depressi:'lg. 

"It is hard to find a job because one 'Nould find 
that there are many people coming at the lines for 
jobs, so it will be difficult to be picked up 
from that lot." (69 ) 

In one case a negative experience had discouraged one woman from 
ever looking for work again: 

"I once.' wemt to Baragwanath looking for a job as 
a cleaner, and was told by the superintendent that 
I was too old. 'Since then I have not looked for 
work." (70) 

This woman was only 42 when this happened to her. 

The last mentioned method. of finding work was to go to the Polly' 
street labour bureau: 

'''1 sometimes used to go to Polly, line up and. 
wai t for the clerks to come and .call you one by . 
one. It means to be the first one you hali to 
wake up early, and if not, you didn't ever get 
anything." ( 71) . '. 

Other women had similarly unfruitful experiences at the labour bureau: 

"I._live through marketing and I. also look for a 
job by going to Polly. We always report in those 
offices at 7a.m and stand in a queue. The clerks. 
will call us one by one to the offices if there is 
a job they can offer. When you are called inside 
you might get it, but usually not and you are then 
unfortunate •. At times we' are given cards with 

numbers on them on rotation as they call. it. 
It is hard because it is not easy to find' a 
job you want through t~t system.It would be 
a question of luck." ( 72) 

All of the unemployed women saw finding a. job as a task that was 
almost impossible. Many of them spoke of the difficulties of finding 
a job in a situation of such high unemployment. 

and, 

nIt is hard to get a job because there are 
many people who are unemployed and work in 
the factories." (73) . 

"It is hard to get a job because most of 
the factories are. closing down and there are 
a lot .of."people who are looking for jobs." (74) 

Nany of these women felt guilt about their inability to find work _ 
and so help their families: 



- 26 -

"I am unemployed. I have been wi thout a job 
since last year. It is now a year ever since 
I have been without a job. I am actively 
looking for a job. Since a lot of people are 
unemployed I don't mind to do any kind of 
job. As long as I can work and get something 
to help my husband in rnantaining the children." (75 ) 

Other women experienced depression as a result of their unemployed 

state. 
" 

"Unemployment has brought me loneliness and 
frustration. Because what happens is that the 
whole day when all my family members are away 
at work I stay alone and there isn't enough 
money. So sometimes I ~ay without money for the 
whole month until my daughter comes in to 
gi ve me some thing." ( 76 ) 

The most succint statement of the issue was that of a women who said: 

"Unemployment brings three difficulties: Sickness 
starvation and staying without clothes." (77) 

Nany of the unemployed women had drifted into informal sector 

activities, initially as a stop-gap whilst they were still looking 
for jobs. Then, as the search became harder, this tended to become 
a more or less permanent form of economic activity. 

The fifteen women .. involved in informal sector activities mostly saw 
themselves as still being unemployed and looking for work. In this 
sense then, this.form of activity was seen as a way of making money 
whilst people were in-between jobs. In practice •• the length of time 

for which women had been unemployed, show that this kind of 'tempo~ary' 
work, tended to become more permanent as time went on. 

All except one of the women in informal sector activities was 
involved in selling. The exception was a woman who was a child­
minder. Eight out of the fifteen, sold food and vegetables. Another 
four wemen made their living by selling clothes and other articles 
they had made. One woman made her living by running a shebeen, and 
one other sold detergents on a door-to-door basis and on commission. 

The incomes of the majority of these women tended to be far lower 
than those of women in wage labour. Seven of the women earned up to 
R75 a month. Another three, had an income of between R76 and ~150 
a month. Four earned between R151 and R200, and only the woman 
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who sold detergents earned more than R201 a month. The level of 
these incomes make it clear that for working class women witn little 
capitai or resources to back up their activities, the informal sector 
offers small rewards. The' following extract shows vividly hO'/I great 
the effort is that goes into the marketing that women do, and at. the 
same time, how small the profit. In addition, the illegal nature of 
many informal sector activities mean that harassment by police is 
a constant worry 'for many women. 

"I make money by selling beers. A dozen costs 
RS.10 and'Inormally buy four dozen. I use 
a refrigerator to cool them and I buy a litre 
of paraffin at 63c. My customers buy them 
and take them away, and those who don't spend 
the day up to Spm. At times we get allrested 
and our stock gets confiscated. A fine is R10 

. and there is no place where you can claim for 
the confiscation. It is better when you work 
because this business is not always profitable. 
At times there are no customers and you might 
land up not having sold a thing through the week. 
The profit is R50 or R54 a week, depending on 
how I sell. This includes the brandy and the 
spirits." (7S)' . 

Other women had similar stories to tell: 

,iI spend my time by selling vegetables, especially 
spinach. I manage to get this through ;a. 
friend's transport. He usually collects us -
we are about five - from our different places 
to the farms. For a return trip it is about 
R5 depending on the distance. Then for the 
stock R14, and a bundle when selling' is' about 
20c which could make a total o.f R22 profit 
depending how it sells. One should be 
stationed at a spot where there are many 
people passing so that they can see and buy. 
But on rainy and very SUilllY days there is not 
business • At times vie are harassed by police 
when conditions are not favourable because 
they claim the private sector is not hygienic. 
liJy problem is money because I don't afford 
this expensive life. It's rent food etc. I 
don't even afford to bank due to money 
problems. I make about R25 a week by selling." (79 ) 

The costs involved in informal sector activity are ·calculated in 
minute detail by the won:en liho sell. This is because their profits 
are so lO\,I~hey have to able to account for every cent they spend: 

"I have been without a job since 1975 to the 
present day. So now I live by selling. I usually 
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buy a big bag of cake flour at R42, fish oil at 
H8.50, yeast at R1.05, sugar at R14.80 a bigbag, 
snoekfish - depending at times I get a big piece 
at R2.10 and achaar a big tin is 1\15. Hy total 
score co~es roughly up to E120 every month. I have 
been doing this from 1980 to the present day. It 
is worse than a proper job because when I was 
working I used to earn nore than that per month." (80) 

other wo:n"n made it clear their informal sector earnings were only 
regarded as a supplement to money they got from other sources: 

"I make noney by selling pillow cases and sheets. 
Norma~ly I buy for R20 and a profit would be 
R5 every week per stock. This has been for a 
period of three years, It is worse because 

.the R5 gain cannot come up to all my demands. 
But for the meantime it is not too bad, because 
it is just an addition to what my boyfriend offers." (81) 

Lastly, there were a number of women whose main source of income 
was their pension payments every two months. All these-pensioners 
complained bitterly that the amount of money they received was 
not nearly enough for their needs. Although they were pensioners 
they all described themselves as being unemployed. At least two 
of the pensioners were also involved in informal sector activity in 
an attempt to supplement their income. 

"I spend my time by getting the pension money. 
After every two months I get a sum of R100 and 
some cents. This money is not stable. It . 
fluctuates. So when I receive it I should pay 
rent, buy food and coal etc. By the end of 
the next two months I am broke and have nothing 
to live on. I have a lot of problems because 
that money comes after a long duration and again I 
should use all. So what am I left with for survival. 
It would be better if we were earning every month. 
It has been a period of ten years I have been 
earning this little money. I starve at times, 
but what can I do if it is arranged in that fashion." (82) 

The above interviews show graphically the lives of hardship that these 
women lead. It is in this context that the issue of their status in 
terms of the influx control system should be raised. 

Urban Af:::-ican 'i/omen and Influx Control 
The majority of the women interviewed had permanent urban rights 

based on the fact of their being born in an urban area and having 
lived there all there lives. This group accounted for thirty out of 
forty-five women - two thirds of the total sample. The other fifteen 
women were in a variety of different legal positions. 
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None of the women had se~tion 10( 1 )(b) qualifications. There were 
t-.... o women with section 10(1)(c) qualifications. Both of them had 
come from rural areas to join their husbands living in urban areas 
during the late 1960's. Both of them had been put on their husbands' 
lodgers permits at that time, and on this basis had got their 
qualifications. Currently, as was explained earlier in this paper 
it is almost impossible to get these qualifications. 

There were two women with section 10(1)(d) qualifications. One comes 
from Swaziland and is a migrant worker. The. other is a woman who 
was born in Soweto, but who grew up near: Nafeking, and so, unwittingly 
forfeited her 10(1)(a) rights. She now has a Bophutatswana identity 
document. 

. '. . 
Two other women also had 1 O( 1}( d) stamps. They had both been working 
illegally (ie .• without being registered), until the crackdown on 
the employment of unregistered workers in 1979. Their employers· 
registered them in the ensuing moratorium~ . The .' .. present contract 
worker status of these women means that if they. lose their jobs they 
will be sent back to their 'area of origin' to await re-recruitment. 
In practise, as was explained, this does not happen - women are not 
recrui ted for work. in urban areas. Paradoxically one of these women 
was actually born in Johannesburg. However, she lost her pass, and 
because the officials wouldn't accept the proof she offered of her 

. urban status, she never got another one. Sheworke d illegally for some 
years, and during the moratorium jumped at the chance to sort out 
her pass problems. Unfortunately, she never realised the implications, 
or that she would be in a position fundamentally detrimental to her 
continued ability to work in an urban area. 

The other woman registerd during the moratorium, worked illegally 
from 1979 for a Soweto supermarket. She was horrified when she realised 
the implications of her section 10(1)(d) stamp. She informed the 
interviewer she was in the process of changing .·to a 10( 1 )(a) stamp. 
\yhen asked how this was possible, she merely said: "Ny husband is 
a policeman."(83) 

The women in the worst position of all were those defined as '111egals', 
Three of these women, were in fact 'illegal' only because of 
bureaucratic problems with documents~ Two had in fact been born in 
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the prescribed area of Johannesburg, and the other wo~an in the 
prescribed area of Vereeniging. 'iwo of these l'OI[.en had lost their 
passes and the new ones did not give .them rights to live or work in 
the Johannesburg area. Neither of these women had anywhere else to go. 
The .third vloman had been orphalled at an early age and couldn't prove 
to the satisfaction of the authorities that she was born in an urban 
area. 

The last two 'illegals' had both come to Johannesburg from the 
bantustans in order to look for work, because of 'starvation.' 

The attitudes of these women to passes was very interesting. The 
majority, those with trouble-free section 10(1)(a) qualifications, 
did not see passes as an issue of any importance, (unless they had 

ever been wrongfully arrested for a pass offence.) Otherwise they 
tended to see passes as a convenient form of ide~tity: 

"Pass laws are good because you can be easily 
identified if you happen to pass away or be 
in trouble." (84) 

Ano1;her woman~said: 
"Pass laws are· just llart of one's life."(85) 

Other·women, with experience of suffering because of pass problems 
felt differently: 

and, 

"1'ass laws - ·,.,hat can we do, if a law applys there 
is nothing we can do. It is a problem when one 
happens to be from the homelands and happens to 
come this side for work. He or she cannot get a 
job or a house. No matter how interested you 
can be you have to suffer like this." (86) 

"1 have not worked due to pass problems. I have been 
wi thou t a job for two years now, ever since I 
left school. I am actively looking for work anywhere 
but I have not found as I have no pass. I have 
been living in Johannesburg since 1962 when I 
was born." (87) 

Ironically, this woman's attitudes to passes was, that, 

"Pass laws are a help, because right now, if 
I had a pass I would be working." (88) 

Ur::ran qualifications it seems, for many women, are only of significance 

~hen they do not have them and are faced with the full weight of the 

proolems this causes. In this sense, women with urban qualifications 
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are a privileged group in relation to those without section 10 
st·amps. Yet, as has been demonstrated their lives are by no means 
easy. 

Some conclusions 
On the one hand .this paper has looked at the influx control system 
both as a means of political domination and control,ani as a 
means. to divide the· reserve army of labour. On the other, it has 
looked specifically at the nature of the oppre~sion experienced 

L by urban african women, both in terms of this overall system of 
political control as well as in relation to their place in the 
capitalist sexual. division of labour. 

There are a number of tentative conclusi.ons that can be drawn from 
this: Firstly, it is clear that the influx control system.bears 
down upon rural women far more heavily·than it does upon their 
urban sisters •. Nevertheless, tl,).ese urban women are also subject 
to a system of political domination and control which affects their 
lives in fundamentally important ways •.. Their living and working 
conditions, their daily hardships, their poverty and the endless 
struggle to make ends meet are in important ways a consequence of 
this system. 

Secondly, these women are locked into a sexual division of labour 
which creates enormous difficulties for them. On the one hand they 
experience the .burden of the double shift, on the ather, the 
extreme exploitation that is a consequence of the vulnerable pasitian 
of· the female reserve army of labour under capitalism. 

Taking these pOints. jointly, it then becomes clear that in na way 
can urban african women be seen as any kind of privileged grouping •. 
They constitute .one layer of the female reserve army .of labaur. 
To be sure, the layer, that relative to .others has the greatest 
potential to find employment. Nevertheless, it is also a grauping 
that is subject to extreme exploitatian and oppression. 

In this paper, I have sketched the elements that go to make up the 
lives .of urban african liomen. In so daing, I have suggested th3.t 
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~he relationship between their stru~tural and e~onomi~ situaLion, 

ani their position in an overall system of political dominatirn is 

of ~riti~al importan~e. 

More thcrough-going analyses of the complexities of-this relatimship 

need to be undertaken if the meaning and content of the poverty 

these wo~en face is to be thoroughly understood. 
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Footnot2s 

* This paper is drawn directly froiD my t·!A Thesis, "The Relation 
between African Female EmploYll!ent and Influx Control in South 

Africa 1950-1983". Accordingly, many of the argu!rlents and issues 
dealt with here, "are summaries of the thesis. 
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