
T
hirteen years of democracyand the workplace stillremains a site of race andgender-based contestation. Arecontinuing white privilege andracism the core problems and isremoving white women asemployment equity beneficiaries theanswer?In Beyond the ApartheidWorkplace,  Andries Bezuidenhoutdescribes how the apartheidworkplace regime was highlyracialised. The division of labour, thestructure of power and workplacefacilities were divided along racial

lines, the divided industrialgeography as well as a dependenceon migrant labour extended raciallabour politics into an alreadyracialised society. Under apartheid,the South African workplace washighly exclusive and access toopportunities and preferentialtreatment were reserved for whitepeople and white men in particular.During the 1990s, several piecesof legislation sought to make theworkplace more democratic andinclusive to all. In 1998, theEmployment Equity Act (EEA)emerged as the principle piece oflegislation designed to reconfigurethe workplace by outlawingdiscrimination and by providingopportunities to all categories ofpeople who had previouslyexperienced disadvantage. By takinginto account race, gender anddisability, the EEA was then appliedalmost universally with theexception of able white men.
WHITE WOMEN: SHOULD THEY

BENEFIT?The rationale for the inclusion ofwhite women as employmentequity beneficiaries was rooted inthe fact that disprivilege takes manyforms including political, social,cultural and economic. Whitewomen, under apartheid, hadlimited opportunities andexperienced prejudice anddiscrimination both within theworkplace and society at largebecause of their gender. In society, white women wereaccorded less status than whitemen. Family investment in whitewomen’s education was typicallyless, with white women often

groomed solely for socialreproduction including thedomestic management of thehousehold, raising children andsupporting ‘their men’ to ensuretheir success in economic andpolitical pursuits. Within the workplace, whitewomen’s position was alsosecondary to white men. Whitewomen’s access to work and itsbenefits, their mobility within theworkplace hierarchy, their capacityto make workplace decisions, andgender discrimination wasentrenched by the apartheidworkplace regime.However, not all forms ofinequality, discrimination orprejudice are equal in their severityand effect. Undoubtedly, whitewomen experienced much race-based privilege during apartheid asthey had access to, and benefitedfrom, political and social legitimacyas well as having greater access toeconomic capital than the nation’sblack majority. However, with thedrafting and passing of the EEA, itwas decided that national unity andreconciliation were additional coregoals and hence opportunity shouldbe provided for all categories ofpreviously disadvantaged withoutdistinction or differentiation. Recently the debate on thelegitimacy of white women asemployment equity beneficiaries hasonce again surfaced in the publicdomain. The Black ManagementForum (BMF), for example, hasadvocated a sunset clause whichwould either exclude or stagger theexiting of white women asemployment equity beneficiaries.On the other side, Solidarity argues
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that such a move is politicallymotivated rather than economicallyrational. In addition, opposition islevelled against any move thatprioritises race-based equity abovegender-based equity. In moving forward, how can wenegotiate these two ideologicallyopposed positions? For starters, the discussion needsto build on the key issuesembedded within each position sothat we talk to each other ratherthan passed each other. Thosesupporting a sunset clause on whitewomen argue that white womenhave benefited the most in the post-apartheid period. For example, usingdata from the Employment EquityCommission’s 2007 Annual Report,the uppermost levels of the labourmarket (including top management,senior management andprofessionally qualified people) aredominated by white men,  Africanmen and then white women. Theyrepresent 20.6%, whilst Africanwomen only represent 6%. In 2006 especially, white womenappear to have made the mostprogress out of all designatedgroups in the categories of top andsenior management. This raises someserious potential problems as notonly has there been some backwardslippage of African men and women

in this occupational category, butthere has also been an increase inboth white women and men.These statistics raise someimportant questions. Does thecontinued privileging of whitewomen come at the expense ofblack advancement, particularly atthe expense of coloured and Africanwomen who remain at the bottomof the labour market hierarchy? Ifso, is it morally defensible to keep asystem in place that reinforces thehistoric inequality of the majority ofSouth African women? Most wouldagree that such a system should bemodified to give more privilege toblack women. Questions are alsoposed regarding the skills deficitamongst black people and blackwomen in particular. 
STATISTICS, LABOUR MARKET

EQUITY AND SKILLSWhilst comprehensive data is notavailable, some statistics may help usto answer this question. TheCommunity Survey 2007 foundthat 97.6% of white people abovethe age of 20 have some secondaryeducation or more formal education,whilst only 61.9% of African peoplehave a comparable level ofeducation. The situation becomeseven more stark when we look athigher education, as 31% of white

people have formal education abovegrade 12 whilst only 5.6% of Africanpeople have the same. In the post-apartheid period, there has been anincrease in the number of peoplegaining formal education across allracial categories due to the increaseof higher education and the workdone by sector training authorities(SETAs). The difference between white andAfrican education levels should notblur the fact that since 1996 therehas been a 36% increase in Africanpeople with some or moresecondary education and anincrease of 56% in African peoplewith post grade 12 education. Whilstthere is still an immensely long wayto go, significant progress has beenmade and the labour market shouldbegin to feel the impact of this.Without a more comprehensiveskills audit of black people within,and outside of the labour market,caution is necessary in movingforward. A combination of aggressiveskills development for black people,and women in particular, with thestaggered exiting of white womenas employment equity beneficiariesmay well be one possibility.Another point of contention is theadequacy of statistics used tosupport the argument for the sunsetclause. Opponents to the sunset
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clause argue that the EmploymentEquity Commission’s data isunrepresentative and based on adwindling source of employerreports. These reports, they claim,exclude much of the public sectorwhere the proportion of blackworkers at the top of the labourmarket hierarchy is much greater.The inadequacy of currentstatistics based on voluntaryemployment equity reporting isclear. But this should not be used toinvalidate the claims that whitewomen are privileged. It is widelyacknowledged that transformationin the public sector is further aheadthan the private sector – even iftransformation within the highestlevels of the labour market is lackingeverywhere.In the previous SALB 31.4,Geoffrey Modisha quoted ThomasSowell who suggests thatrepresentativity of all racial groupsthroughout the labour market is notrealistic and feasible. Unlike Sowell, Iwould not accept a new form oflabour segmentation wherepreviously disadvantaged workersoccupy positions in the publicsector, and the previouslyadvantaged continue to dominatethe private sector. It may be anecessary first phase, but is not thedesirable end goal of employmentequity.A different way of looking at the

available statistics is to compareeach race and gender category onits own merits by evaluating theproportion of workers in highranking occupations with allworkers within that race and gendercategory. See Table 1 from theEmployment Equity Commission’s2007 Annual Report.This table shows that theproportion of African women inskilled occupations compared to allAfrican women workers is 20.7%,whilst the comparable proportionfor African men is 20.8%. This makesthe category of African workers theonly category in which thetraditional gendered differentiationbetween men and women workershas been overcome. Meanwhile, the racial categoriesthat show the greatest tendencytowards gendered differentiation arewhite and Indian workers. Thisindicates that in the labour market,racial categories with some previousadvantage have been the mostresistant to gender-based change.Table 1 shows that the effects ofrace are still significant. It showsthat African and coloured workers(of either gender) are locatedtowards the bottom of the labourmarket hierarchy, whilst white andIndian workers are located higherup in the hierarchy. Furthermore, the differencebetween white and African women

workers becomes most evident ifwe compare top or seniormanagement positions. Africanwomen in these positions constituteonly 0.7% of all African womenworkers, whilst white women insenior and top managementrepresent 5.9% of all white womenworkers. This means that a whitewoman worker is almost 12 timesmore likely to be in the top echelonof the labour market than an Africanwoman worker. Whether or not a sunset clause isadopted, it is abundantly clear thatthere is a need for comprehensivestatistics that will allow for informeddecisions. It is also clear that we aredesperately falling short of theanticipated levels of both race-basedand gender-based equity and a wayforward needs to take this intoaccount. It is also necessary that wetake the discussion on workplacedynamics further to seriouslyexamine the division of labouracross the labour market in generaland within specific sectors.Workplaces need to seriouslyaddress both race-based and gender-based prejudice, discrimination andinequality and seriously enforce aminimum standard of decent workfor all in South Africa.
Kezia Lewins is a lecturer in theDepartment of Sociology at theUniversity of the Witwatersrand.
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Table 1: Proportion of workers per occupational level per race and gender category

Occupational level Total Women Mennationallabourmarket African Coloured Indian White African Coloured Indian White 
Unskilled 24.8 37.9 23.6 5.4 1.2 32.9 21.5 5.3 1.7Semi-skilled 39.5 41.4 47.5 44.9 31.6 46.3 43.2 31.9 13.6Skilled technicians 25.4 16.7 23.9 35.2 45.4 17.9 28.3 40.9 47.9Professionally qualified 6.9 3.3 3.9 11.1 15.9 2.2 5.2 14.9 22.5Senior management 2.2 0.5 0.8 2.5 4.3 0.5 1.3 5 9.3Top management 1.0 0.2 0.3 0.9 1.6 0.2 0.4 2 5


