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M GRANT LABOUR I N SOUTH AFRI CA

by Eli Weinberg

Witten for "New Qutl ook", Tanzania, March 1981

"M grant or Contract Labour is an all-pervading feature in

the life of Africans in South Africa. An index of this is-perhaps
the fact that it is one of the major thenes in the African’language
literature - in the novel, the play and in poetry. In "Arol a"Naheng
ya Maburu,"” the novelist A theku treats the subject with a degree
of wy hunour so aharacteristic of an earlier stage of rebellious
tol erance which fortunately has |ong since disappeared fromthe

m nds of mnost Africans; Young Arola |eaves his village in Lesotho
to seek his fortune in the land of the Boers. After nmany trials

and tribul ations, after many encounters with the hostile Boers,

during which the poor, illiterate Arola invariably scores some
subtle triunph at the expense of the Boers, Arola inevitably |ands
"in jail. After sone nore years in the white man’s cities, he re-

turns to Lesotho, back to his village, with "nothing to show for
his years.of hard | abour."
In one of J. J. Milwa's plays ("Jaa o siele notswalle") the
aut hor deals (rather naively) with the sad thene of |ove between a
m grant mne worker and his fiancee, whom he has left behind in
"the village and whom he is in danger of |osing.
K. L. Ntsane describes the experiences of the mine recruit in
a poem"Ha re eya Lejwe Leputswa" ("When we go to Johannesburg").
Here is a free translation of one of the verses: (the scene is at
the Labour Recruiting Ofice):
"The officers and the Magi strate hold bundles of letters;
What are these bundles in their hands?
We press our fingers on these bits of paper of the white nmen -
" W stanp and sign themin public -

And | wrote ny sentence w thout knowing it!
The contract of the white man is no joke -
They joked to the gullible Nchene
And they hooked him by his own nane."
M grant Labour in Qther Countries
The defenders of the mgrant |abour systemin South Africa
argue that there is nothing wong with it, that it is universally
used in many parts of the world, that everywhere workers contract
to work in foreign countries, sonetinmes seasonally, sonetinmes for
| engthy periods. In nost capitalist countries, it is true, the
system operates and m grant workers are subject to discrimnation
and suffer under nmany social disabilities arising out of insecurity,
| ack of trade union organisation, |ow wages and bad |iving and worki ng
conditions, |ack of adequate acconmpdati ons and so on. The argunent
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is that "what is good sauce for the gander, is good sauce for the
goose." This equation of the South African nodel of mgrant |abour
with other countries is, however, highly msleading, for in South
Africa the entire legislative and adm ni strative apparatus ai ns at
turning every black worker into a.m grant worker.

Nearly every "advahced" Capitalist country has its quota of

foreign contract workers. Here are sone figures show ng.the pro-
portion of mgrant workers in relation to the total |abour forde in
.eersain countries:

Federal Republic of Gernany.... 9%
Republic of France............. 6%
Belgium....................... 7%
Netherlands.................... 2%
ltaly. ... ..o 0.2%

Possi bly, the percentages nay be higher in sonme countries.8 For

Hi nstance, the United States has a very large perennial flow of m-
grant workers, such as Mexicans and Puerto Ri cans.

Countries |ike Zanbia, Zaire, Tanzania have during the col -

oni al stages al so drawn heavily on mgrant |abour, but since the
50’s and particularly since independence these countries have opted
for a stabilised | abour force for many reasons.

i The Hi ghest Progortion in the Wrld

South Africa, the richest country on the African continent and

one of the very rich countries in the world, also has the highest
proportion of mgrant workers in the world. No doubt, a massive ac-
cumul ati on of wealth and an extensive cheap | abour system go hand in
hand!

At the end of 1978, the econonically active popul ati on of South
Africa was 12.403. 000, rmade up as foll ows:

Whites .. ... ... ... ... 1.874. 000
Coloureds .............. 842, 000
Indians ................ 247. 000
Africans ............... 9. 440. 000

There were at the end of 1978 3.999. 387 black m grant workers in
South Africa. This is roughly one-third of the total economically
active popul ation, but over 40% of the African working popul ation
Traditionally, the two industries chiefly enploying mgrant |abour
were mning and agriculture, but this is no |longer so. The mgjor
enpl oyers of mgrant |abour are now the capitalists in manufactur-
i ng, construction and even the service industries.
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" M GRANT WORKERS

Forei gg South African

Agriculture. 18.120 567.857

M ni ng 258.017 454.910

Manuf acturing 10.522 668: 759

Construction 8.152 516; 951

-. Commer Ce 4.427 350-789

CGovernment Service 7.754 472.191

Donestic Service 13.187 579. 648

O hers 7.092 301. 201

327.071 f3-672-5164

Included in the figure for South African migrants are 16.325 from
Bophut hat swana and 500.294 fromthe Transkei, supposedly "independ-
ent" states. O the total popul ation of about 600.000 in the Ban-
tustan of Vendal and, nearly two-thirds derive their livelihood as
m grant workers in the white portion of South Africa. This is the
speoific role assigned to the Bantustans, nanely to serve as reser-
voirs of cheap mgrant |abour, for the racist blueprint of the fu-
ture envi sages the so-called "honel ands" as some 50 to 60 fragmented
clusters of arid and overpoPul ated pieces of |and, surrounding one
huge, highly industrialised prosperous "white area" containing 87%
of the best |and.

Fromthe figures above it will be seen that about 10% of the

m grant | abour force is recruited fromabroad. That nunber is de-
clining. The newly independent African states surroundi ng South
Africa are opting for devel Oping their own resources and thereby
creating new job opportunities within their own econom es. More-
over, South African capitalists find it less attractive to recruit
workers frompolitically independent African states, becauSe they
bring with_them di sturbing revolutionary ideas and are no | onger the
docile forCe they used to be.

"Everx bl ack shall be a mgrant worker!"

The racists are determned that every African shall be a m -

grant worker. This dream has a | ong historical evolution. Ever
since the white man set foot on South African soil, he tried to
force the black man to cone and wOrk for him This nmet with resis-
tance fromthe blacks, who nmuch preferred their own i ndependent way
of life. For this reason the Dutch East |ndia Conpany inported

sl aves fromthe Ml ayas and el sewhere, the sugar planters of Nata
recruited indentured | abQurers fromliIndia, the mne nagnates at one
time even brought out Chinese to work on the gold m nes. But |arge-
scal e capitalist devel opnent could not be carried out with such

hal f - neasures. The di scovery of di anonds and gol d denanded nore
radi cal steps to force the blacks to abandon their traditional node
of subsistence and to beconme wage sl aves, Wiere this could not be
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achi eved by di spossessing the blacks of their land and by the im
position of heavy cash taxes, it was necessary to apply brute force
and the capitalists needed a powerful state and police nachine.

This was basically the notive force behind the Vereeniging

Peach Treaty and the creation of the Union of South Africa. It was
an agreement between the Boer Colonialists and British nonopoly cap-
italists to exploit jointly the material and, in particular, the ap-
parently limtless human resources of South Africa. Cheap | abour

for the "white man boss" was the foundation on which this state was
to be built.

Political Dangers

But the racist rulers have al ways been conscious of the pol -

itical dangers of a huge black working class in the "white cities”
and fromthis grew the two-edged ideol ogy that "there shall be no
equal ity between white and bl ack" and that the blacks should at al
times only be "tenporary Sojourners” in the "white" areas. These
ideas did not- originate only with the reactionary Boer farmers, but
British governors in the "liberal" Cape era already pronounced that
"every white man shall be a gentleman,” with which was associ ated the
traditional British concept of a man of "wealth and leisure.” It was
the British capitalists - the Chanber of Mnes - which crowned these
ideas with the force of law. In 1921 a Government Conmi ssion under
the Chairmanshi p of one Colonel Stallard, a rabid inperialist, pro-
posed t hat

"the native shQuld only be allowed to enter the

urban areas, which are essentially the white man’s

creation, when he is willing to enter and mnister

to the needs of the white man and shoul d depart

t heref rom when he ceases so to minister...."

So the present regime took over the handy system of forced
.segregation or "apartheid" (as they cane to call it) from genera-
tions of British rulers. They tightened it, perfected it and are
now taking it to the logical conclusion that the black man shoul d
have no rights at all in the so-called "white areas."

Cal I ous Disregard

This inperialist ideology is in total and callous disregard

of the interests of the black workers, of their welfare, their fam
ily .life, their social, cultural, noral aspirations. Cheap | abour
_was needed, but human needs did not enter into consideration

There are nonunents to this i nhunman cal |l ousness in every part of
South Africa, in the formof "locations," shanty-towns, filthy, un-
hygi eni ¢ "conpounds.” In the township 6f Pimville near Johannesburg
there probably still stand the "tenporary" shelters erected for

bl ack workers in 1911. (They were certainly still there in the
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early Seventies). These consisted of overturned corrugated iron
. Thal f-tankS" in which a man could hardly stand upright with a door
at one end and a wi ndow at the other. Mre than 50 years after
these "tenporary shelters" were erected, they were still occupied,
and :in use.
The Pinville "hal f-tanks" may have been superseded in places
by nmore sophisticated concrete sl eeping bunks in crowded conpounds,
Surrounded by barbed wire fences and strictly controlled by_ spec-
ially recruited police and bureaucrats. The |ast ten years have
seen the nushroom ng of huge bl ocks of dormitories, housing tens of
t housands of either nen or wonen, in crowded, reginmented, unhygienic
" conditions. They are single-sex concentration canps, but to add in-
sult to injury the inmates have to pay rent for this accommodati on
whi ch has been forced on them The cattle of the rich white farners
are housed under nore humane conditions.’
Ef fects of M ggant Labour sttem
It would take volunes (and vol umes have been witten) to des-e
cribe the horrifying effects of the migrant |abour systemin South
Africa. Top of the list is the deprivation of any kind of decent
famly life, for_mgrant workers are not permitted to have their
wi ves and children with themat the places to which they haVe been
recruited to work. They must stay behind in the wastel ands of the
Bant ust ans, where thousands of villages contain only wonen, children
and aged people who are no longer of any use to the exploiters. So-
ci al experts unani mously ascribe the preval ence of prostitution,
drunkenness, | aw essness and vi ol ence to the unnatural separation
of the sexes in the mgrant workers’ dormitories.. On the other hand,
the famlies at hone are increasingly the victins of malnutrition;
kwashi or kor and ot her di seases, because the high cost of living int
the "white nan’s areas" prevents the m grant workers from ever bring-
ing home nore than a tiny fraction of their very | ow wages. The
fable that the famlies of mgrants make a living off the | and has

| ong ago been exploded, for there is either no land at all or what
there is is overcrowmled, eroded and exhausted.
The Pass Laws
Foreigners often ask the question: "But why do the black m -
grants accept these conditions?" The answer lies in the intricate,
i nterlocking machi nery of thousands of |aws and regul ati ons, gener-
ically often grouped together as the Pass Laws, which shackle the
bl ack man and woman at every stage of their adult life. No adult
man or worman nay be in an urban area wthout being in possession of
a "pass," in effect a |l abour contract proving that he or she is in
| egitimate enpl oyment. The possibilities of infractions of these
l aws, which only apply to Africans, are literally Iimtless. In
the 20's of this-century the average annual nunber of blacks con-
victed under the Pass Laws was 48.000; in the seventies this nunber



Page 6

has risen to between 600.000 to 700. 000, an increase of over 1100%
Bet ween 1948 and 1973 eleven mllion men and wonen have served pri -
son sentences in South Africa under the pass |aws.y Taking the aver-
age bl ack popul ation during these 25 years as about 16 million, this
nmeans that at sone time or another in their lives every black man or
wOran over the age of sixteen must experience the humiliation of go-
ing to jail. Is there any other country in the world, where such
"statistics" would be tol erated?

Bl ack Man's Hel

The fact is that the racist regine is hell-bent on turning_ _
,every black worker into a migrant worker. In 1955 the then Mnister
of Bantu Affairs, Dr. Verwoerd, drew a picture of the white man’'s
par adi se and the black man’s hell

"I see the future econom c pattern of South Af-

rica... that there will always be thousands of

Bantu on the white farms, in the mnes, in in-

dustry and also as servants in the white hones.

The difference, however, will be that natiVesiiH

will be there, not as a right, but at the bid-

ding and by the grace of the whites. At best

they will be visitors in the white area...."

| f anybody thought that these crazy nmen woul d have conme to

their senses in the intervening 25 years, then a |l ook at the horrible
i mplications of the nost recent [egal and adm nistrative measures
arising out of the continued Bantustanisati on and the W ehahn and

Ri ekert Conmi ssions shoul d severely disillusion them Under the

cloak of "liberal" phrases, the regime is turning the control of _
bl ack | abour into a fully conputerised apparatus from which no Af-
rican will be-able to escape. Chief Sebe, self-appointed "king" of

the Ciskei, one of the Bantustans shortly to be declared "i ndepend-
ent" against the wi shes of its popul ation, gave the gane away. He
described in detail the kind of computer index which he is setting
_up in collaboration with the racists in preparation for "independ-
ence." This conmputer network, which will no doubt operate in al

the Bantustans, will be perfected by the input of all kinds of per-
sonal details, such as:

| educational and aptitude tests

records of previous enployers

records of previous offenses (the police can

put in a nmessage that this person is required

for questioning)

ethnic origins of urban born black workers

status under influx control |aws

| abour | aws qualifications

i nformati on about famly _

political or trade union activities

and many ot her perSonal details. 0O

nm

HI NHI Hi H

It is becoming blatantly clear that the recomendati ons of

the Tiekert Comm ssion, nbst of which are already being inpl enented,
are to consummat e the Bantustans, with their apparatus of bl ack

st hoges and admi nistrators, as the perfect political structure of
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super-exploitati en of the blacks. ,Even the spokesnen of the "l oya
opposition," Ms. Helen Suzman, said South Africa mght be entering
an era of bureaucratic control, which will nake the page system seem
like child s play.

During the strikes in 1980, nmany workers had a fofetaste of

things to cone. Many thousands of strikers were forcibly bundled into
into trucks, lorries, railway carriages and nmlitary vehicles and
carried off - illegally and quite contrary even to the very | abour
contracts inmposed on them- to be dunped in the Bantustans hundreds
of miles away. i

The Voi ces Agai nst

There are nmany voices in South Africa against the evils of

the system Church organisations and many white |iberals deplore

the effects on the social fibre of the people, the i mmense adm nis-
trative costs, the breakdown of parental authority, etc. Even sone
m ni ng magnates are beginning to question the useful ness of the sys-
tem and whet her there are not perhaps better ways of exploitation
But in all these cases the question is posed fromthe point of view
of those at present holding political power - does it help to main-
tain the status quo or does the migrant |abour systemultimtely en-
danger "white survival," neaning the right of the white colonialist
mnority to continue to live on the sweat and bl ood of the African
workers. All kinds of aneliorative nmeasures are suggested by various
econoni sts and sone wel | -meani ng soci ol ogists. It is proposed that

i ndustrial gromh be decentralised, that rapid transport on a nas-
sive Scale be provided to and fromthe "honel ands,” that the "hone-

| ands" be econom cally devel oped. The regine itself has been playing
about with these alternatives because they offer the attraction -

wi thout basically affecting the structure - of facilitating the op-
eration of the whole system of econonmic exploitation and politica
domi nati on.

The Deci sive |ssue

For the Africans, and for the African workers particularly,

the decisive issue has becone the question of political power.

For them - after decades of palliatives and aneliorative neaeures -
the answer is becoming ever clearer. It lies in the conplete Iiqui-
dation of the racist state of white dom nation and the seizure of
power through which alone it will be possible to restructure the
economc, political, cultural and noral life of the entire nation

of South Africa.

The African workers do not expect to sit back and wait with

arms folded till political power will fall into their lap. They
realise that the road to freedomlies through struggle and sacrifice.
The African National Congress and the South African Congress of Trade
Uni ons believe that the black working class constitute the forenopst
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revol utionary force in South Africa and that its organisation and
nobi | i sation on behalf of its own denmands, its own charter of rights,
is a precondition for national |iberation
In April, 1978, a Southern African Labour Comittee was form
ed at a conference in Lusaka organi sed by the Econom ¢ Conmi ssi on

of Africa and the International Labour Organisation. The South Af-
ri can Congress of Trade Unions is a constituent menmber of this Com
mttee.t Anongst the participants at the original conference were
the governnments of Angol a, Botswana, Lesotho, Mdzanbi que, Tanzani a,
Swazi |l and and Zanbia. Qthers present were representatives of the
African National Congress, SWAPO, the Patriotic Front of Zi nbtbwe.
The Conference dealt with the probl em which mgrant |abour-dependence
on South Africa created for the independent African states. The nmain
resol uti on of the Conference besides establishing the Southern Africa
Labour Committee reads: ’
"The Conference unani nously agrees to strive
for the abolition of the migratory | abour sys-
tempractised in South Africa and, pending its
elimnation, agreed to a Charter of Rights for
m grant workers in Southern Africa."”
The CHARTER OF RI GHTS FOR M GRANT WORKERS is an historic doc-
ument and nerits its publication in full

ChaEter 1
Rl GHTS OF ASSCCI ATI ONIL MOVEMENT AND RESI DENCE
tX

Al workers shall have the right to

(a) Formand join trade unions of their own choi cegew

(b) Participate in collective bargaining on equal ternms with

all other workers regardl ess of race, sex, political af-

-filiation or religion;

.(c) withhold their |abour by strike action in support of

their denands,

Al workers shall have the right to freedom of novenent and shal

not be required to carry a pass or simlar docunent.

Article Q

Al workers shall have the right to be accomopdat ed near their place
of work with their famlies in suitable houses under home ownership
schenes or to reside elsewhere if they choose so to do.
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w

All workers shall have the right of occupation free from col our
bar, job reservation and all other forms of discrimnation
Articlei:

Every worker regardl ess of race or sex, shall have the right _to
wor k, choose his occupation, and change from one enpl oyer to.another
wi t hout | oss of accrued benefits and clainms to pronotion.

ArtiCle 6

Al workers, wi thout exception, shall have the right to equal pay
for equal work.

13320311

Al workers shall have equal right to vocational training and adult
education for the purpose of acquiring skills and increasing their
awar eness.

CHAPTER 2

Rl GHT TO A DECENT STANDARD OF LI VI NG

Article 8

Etery worker is entitled to a nmininmumbasic wage sufficient for the
mai nt enance of the health and well being of his famly.

ArtiCle 2

Al workers shall have the right to adequate protection agai nst _
occupational accidents and di seases by neans of approved saf eguards
and cl ose supervision by an independent industrial and farming in-
spectorate operating in conjunction with workers’ representatives.
Article 10

Al workers and their famlies shall have an equal and absol ute
right to adequate, immedi ate and effective conpensation for death
"or disability arising out of occupational diBeases and acci dents.
Article 11

All workers shall have a right to:

gag Free nedical services for thenselves and their famlies;

Sick | eave and, _where applicable, maternity | eave with

full pay;

(0) Annual paid holidays.

, b
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Article 12

Al workers shall be entitled to retire on full pension or with a
gratuity proportionate to their period of service.

Article 1

Al workers shall have a right to determine their ternms and con-
ditions of enploynent through collective bargaining.

Article 14

Al'l workers.shall have a right to hhenpl oynent benefits.

Article 12

Al wonmen workers shall have the right to participate in all sectors
of the econony without discrimnation in respect of their wages,
training, job allocation or pension benefits.

0

SACTU STATES POLI CY ON M GRANT WORKERS

In a paper to the conference on nmigratory |abour, SACTU point-

ed out that mgrant workers form a super-exploited section of the
wor ki ng class, forced to take the nost nenial and | oweet-paid jobs.
They are denied citizenship rights where they work; are always the
first to be fired; and suffer the full force of the economc crisis.
SACTU s paper stated: "Ever since its formation, SACTU has

opposed the system of mgrant |abour on which the apartheid econony
is based. But in fighting for the rights of South African workers,
SACTU fights at the sane time for the rights of all workers. In

the sane way as SACTU rejects the concept of "foreign workers" when
applied to black South Africans, so too does it reject that concept
when applied to other workers, regardl ess of their country of origin
"SACTU stands firmy by the Freedom Charter which says that

South Africa belongs to all who liVmin it, and that the wealth of
South Africa shall be restored to the people. To live is to work -
every worker knows this. Accordingly, we say that those who have
contributed to the wealth of South Africa, regardless of their country
of origin, will be free to live and work in South Africa if they so
choose. They and their famlies will enjoy the sanme citizenship
rights enjoyed by their South African brothers and sisters, sharing
in the wealth they have collectively created.

-"SACTU fights for the rights of all workers, including those who

at the end of their centracts are made to return to their country of
origin, |leaving behind the wealth they have produced. They too have
put their lives into building South Africa s industrial mght, and
they have a just claimto the fruits of their |abour."



