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INTRODUCTION
“Comrades!
My name is Nomandla and I work on a wine farm in the rural
areas of the Western Cape near the town of Robertson. Outside of
Robertson, like many rural towns in the Western Cape, there are
many farms, with many farmworkers who work on them. Many of
those farmworkers have begun to organise themselves into unions
or worker forums. But this was not always the case!
I remember the strikes that broke out in various towns like De
Doorns, Robertson and Montagu in 2012. I did not go on strike then.
I was sure that workers were going to lose their jobs! Then, in
2013, some workers on our farm began to talk about joining a union.
Again I said no, that was not for me. All I wanted was to do my job,
get my pay at the end of the week, and keep my house.
But those workers joined the union and began to organise. They
formed a shop stewards’ committee, and after they had signed up
many members, they held elections for shop stewards. One of my
friends who worked with me was fired because she did not clock out
properly - then the shop stewards defended her against the bosses
and she was reinstated!
It was only then that I really began to understand what the union
was about. Together it would be easier to win our demands from
the bosses!
I signed up for the union and started thinking about a number of
things. What role do women play in the union? How many women are
leaders in the union? How can we deal with our struggles as women
in the union and outside of it? I asked myself many questions.
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Eventually, I decided that the only way to get answers was to go
and find out for myself. I participated in meetings and spoke to my
comrades. Some people suggested that I read. One union organiser
gave me some books and articles, but these were difficult to
understand because many of the readings were written by and for
people at universities, and I did not go far in school.
For many years I attended workshops and shop steward training,
and I began to understand my situation as a women worker better.
I began to look for other women who were organising and leading
on their farms and in their unions. I felt that the experiences I
had and the information I was given needed to be shared and made
available to all workers, especially women who are some of the
most vulnerable. I felt that there needed to be more educational
material created for farmworker women. Most of our struggles
haven’t been written about!
This workbook is for us. Read it slowly and together with other
comrades. Discuss the issues talked about in each chapter, and add
your own stories and experiences as you go along.
Comrades, this is your book, use it!”

NOMANDLA
Introduction
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ABOUT THIS WORKBOOK
This workbook has been produced by ILRIG as part of its Building Women’s Power
Program.
The aim of this publication is to:
•

Develop a perspective on the impact of the changing nature of work and
worker organising on working women.

•

Contribute to building the capacity of working women to organise themselves, build women’s leadership, and build solidarity and consciousness in
order to fight capitalism, racism and patriarchy.

•

Help empower working women to raise their interests and demands, and
participate in building worker organisations, worker forums, community and
worker alliances and trade unions.

•

Contribute to building strong women’s leadership and politics within worker
organisations, unions and movements.

•

Contribute to the process of developing viable feminist alternatives to the
effects and challenges of capitalism.

This workbook is aimed at farmworker women but can be used by anyone or any
organisation that wants to understand and build feminist politics. It can be used in
workshops, political education courses, study groups, or for general education and
training purposes. You can use it by starting from the beginning and working through
to the end, or you can pick out chapters or sections that you want to use. We encourage collective reading and engagement with the activities and questions that can be
found throughout this workbook.

As you go through this workbook, you will see that some complicated
terms are used. Many of these terms will be explained in the chapters
and in the boxes throughout the workbook. There is also a short glossary
at the back of this workbook which has some definitions for important
words/concepts related to women’s organising.
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CHAPTER 1:

WHAT ARE THE PROBLEMS THAT
FARMWORKER WOMEN FACE?

Chapter 1: What are the Problems that Farmworker Women Face?
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As a woman farmworker, Anna
felt that she experienced many
challenges. When she joined the
union, she met other women
farmworkers, women who work
in factories, and women working
in the cellars who came from different areas. In workshops and
meetings they began to talk, and
Anna realised that even though
they live and work in different
places, many of the problems
they face are the same. As women workers in South Africa, they
not only suffer exploitation by
the bosses and the government,
they also face oppression from
their husbands at home, within
their communities, and in society
more broadly. Anna shared what she had learned about how widespread the
problems facing women workers are with the other women on the farm:

ANNA

Double burden of care

Anna explained that whether they were working on the farms, in the cellars
or in the factories, women return home from a long day of work, only to do
more work! When they are done working for the boss, they are working
for their family. This work is unpaid, and many women do not get help with this work
from their husbands because they are told that cooking, cleaning and looking after
the children is ‘women’s work’! This extra responsibility that is placed on women to
care for the home, family and community is called the ‘double burden of care’, and it
prevents the majority of working women from participating in activities outside of the
home, including in the union or in activist organisations.

Violence against women

Anna described that in the workshops she attended, all the women expressed
that they have either experienced abuse and violence themselves, or that they
knew women in their family, community or workplace that have experienced
6
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ACTIVITY – Discuss
1.

How do we as women challenge the double burden of care?

2.

What can the union do so that more women can participate in
union activities?

gender-based violence. Violence against women has reached alarming proportions
in South Africa and affects all women in this country. However, not all women are
vulnerable to violence in the same ways, or have the same access to justice. Most
women farmworkers live in rural areas. Women in rural, remote and severely underresourced areas remain one of the most vulnerable groups to violence in their
communities and their homes.

Sexual harassment

Anna said that most women do not always feel safe at work because
they are sexual harassed in the workplace. Women workers, especially
farmworkers, are often in non-permanent or seasonal work. They are
scared of speaking out because they fear that their harassers (often supervisors and
foremen) will discontinue their work, lower their income and make their working
conditions even more difficult. The vulnerability of farmworker women is made
worse by the fact that there is often limited knowledge of labour law, and few
workplaces implement policies which protect women from harassment and other
forms of violence.

Access to justice

Anna said that many of the women she met with, struggled to get
justice through the law. When they go to police they face more
violence and harassment, and the courts are far away and use
processes that are difficult to understand. Although there are laws which aim to
promote and protect the rights of women and workers, the reality is that farmworker
women are excluded from legal justice, and their lives have changed very little since
the end of apartheid.
Chapter 1: What are the Problems that Farmworker Women Face?
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Health and safety

Many of the women shared with Anna that even though they work
with very poisonous pesticides and chemicals on a daily basis, they
were only given masks to wear for the first time during the COVID-19
pandemic! Despite the rules that the government has made about health and safety,
many women are not given protective gear. When they get sick, they have to go to
the clinic and lose out on pay because they have to take time off work. Women are
also not given access to sexual reproductive health care and resources. For many
working-class and rural women, quality health care is not affordable or available.
The best health care is reserved for those who belong to medical aid schemes,
which excludes the majority of the population.

8
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Parental benefits

Anna said one of the women in a workshop had just come back from
maternity leave but she had been struggling because she was not
receiving any money during this time. Women are entitled to four months
of maternity leave, but this is unpaid. To receive some support during maternity
leave, farmworker women have to apply for this themselves from the Unemployment
Insurance Fund (UIF). Many farmers do not register their workers to the UIF even
though they are required to do so. This means that many farmworker women cannot
access this limited benefit.

Childcare

Many women could not come to the workshops Anna attended because
there was nobody to look after their children. Some of the women
brought their children to the meetings and workshops. For working
mothers, proper care for their children when they are at work or attending union
activities is very important. However, most women can’t afford childcare facilities
such as crèches or day-care centres. Many women cannot work because they do
not have access to childcare support.

Access to land

Anna said that all the women she knows and works with have never
owned land. Under apartheid, they were not allowed to own land. Now
they cannot afford to buy land. But women want access to land in order to
grow and produce their own food. The cost of food is very high, especially healthier
food. Women want access to land so that they can provide for themselves and not
have to be dependent on their partners or on a low income. Anna says that having
access to land will change women’s lives.

Decent housing of our own

Anna learned that for as long as women have lived and worked on
farms, they have only been seen in terms of their relationship to men.
Men are provided housing as a ‘benefit’ for working on the farm.
Women farmworkers on the other hand are usually only given housing through their
husband or father. Often when a man loses his job or passes away, the woman
automatically loses her right to housing. Women in the workshops said they want
their own decent homes with water, electricity, sanitation and space for privacy.
Chapter 1: What are the Problems that Farmworker Women Face?
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Evictions

The women in the workshops were asking about what they can do to
protect themselves from evictions. They said that women and their
families are being evicted when the husband or father dies. They said
that evictions can also happen when the farm is sold and the new owner decides to
build holiday homes on the farm. Many women were crying and saying that when
their children turn 18 they are expected to start paying rent and working on the farm
or are evicted.

Job insecurity and permanent employment

Anna said that many of the women she met are too scared to join
a union because the bosses threaten them. She told them that this
is exactly why they need to organise together with other workers!
Most women are not permanently employed, even if they work the same hours as
permanent workers. They are seasonal workers or are employed through labour
brokers and not directly by the farmer. These workers are usually the first to lose
their jobs. Many farmworker women receive work only if they are involved with a
man and their work is seen as cheap labour – an ‘extra benefit’ for the farmer when
he employs the man. Because women are often viewed as ‘extra’ to men in this
way, they do not have independent work contracts and receive lower wages for
work done. Women want to be employed permanently and want to have permanent
contracts so they can be independent from men, have more job security, and enjoy
the same benefits and rights as permanent workers.

Equal pay

Anna said that most of the women in the meetings and workshops she
attended said that they do the same work as men but are not paid the
same wages. This is true even if they are both permanent workers – the woman still
earns less. Women deserve equal pay for equal work!

A living wage
ZAR
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seasonal farmworkers, who are usually women, do not even get an hourly wage.
They do ‘piecework’, which means that their wage is determined by whether they
meet the target set by the boss in terms of the amount/weight of produce they
pick and sort. The reality is that whether farmworkers earn a minimum wage or do
piecework, they do not earn nearly enough to cover their living expenses or to live
a good life. In the workshops, Anna was inspired by the stories of the farmworkers
in the Western Cape and the Marikana mineworkers who went on strike in 2012 and
demanded a ‘living wage’. All workers deserve to make enough money to meet their
basic needs and more.

ACTIVITY
List all the problems you can think of that are shared by all the workers
at your workplace. Then list all the problems you can think of that are
experienced by mostly or only women workers at your workplace.
Answer the following questions:
1.

Of all these problems, which do you think are the biggest ones?
Why?

2.

Which problems are addressed by your union? Which ones are
left out and why?

3.

How are women at your workplace organising around the
problems that are particular to them?

4.

Suggest ways in which the problems faced by women can be
addressed by all workers.

5.

Suggest ways in which the problems faced by women can be
addressed by your union.

Chapter 1: What are the Problems that Farmworker Women Face?
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ACTIVITY – Why do women carry
such a heavy load?
Katrina gets up at 5 o’clock every
morning. She makes a packed lunch
for her husband and their three
children, irons all their clothing,
prepares breakfast for her family
and dresses her youngest child for
crèche. He has a cough but she cannot keep him at home as there is no
one to look after him. She hurries to
get to work before 7 o’clock. She is
a seasonal worker on the farm and
has to meet a quota otherwise she
will not get a full day’s wage.
She is on her feet the whole day in the hot sun picking fruit. When
she gets home in the late afternoon, she prepares the evening meal and
cleans the house. She makes sure that her two older children are doing
their school work and works out what money must be paid for groceries,
electricity and other expenses. Her husband Koosie is eating supper and
watching a soapie on the TV. She asks him if he will take care of the children on Friday after work as she will be attending a shop steward meeting.
Her husband says that she cannot go to the meeting. He says she
knows that on the weekend he meets up with his friends to have beer and
play cards.
Katrina says that he will have to meet his friends on Saturday as it is
important that she attends the meeting. They begin to argue. Koosie says
that ever since she joined the union she thinks she is better than him even
though he is a permanent worker on the farm, earns more money than she
does, and she is living in his house.

KATRINA
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After reading Katrina’s story, do a drawing of a clock, and fill in all the
things Katrina does on a working day (going to work, cleaning, looking
after children, etc). Then draw Koosie’s clock and fill in all the things he
does in a working day. Look at the two clocks and answer the following
questions:
1.

What is the difference between Katrina’s clock and Koosies clock?

2.

Why do you think their clocks are so different?

3.

Is Katrina’s story similar to your own experience?

4.

Do you think this should change? How would you want to change
this?

Chapter 1: What are the Problems that Farmworker Women Face?
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CHAPTER 2:
WHERE DO THESE PROBLEMS
COME FROM?
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When we talk about the challenges and problems that farmworker
women face in South Africa, it is important to understand where these
problems come from. This will help
us organise against them and fight
for a world without these problems.
Yaya sits on a plastic crate, used
to carry grapes, outside her house on
the farm Klippies Rivier, where she and
her husband worked for more than 35
years. Yaya was born on a farm in Dwars
River Valley, between Languedoc and
Franschhoek. She moved to Klippies
Rivier after marrying her husband. She
is 70 years old, and her face is deeply
wrinkled from years working under the
hot sun. Her hands are hard and her fingers are knobby like the vines from arthritis
that has developed from years of picking and pruning grapes for the wine. Yaya says
she has never known a time when she was not living on a farm – whether as a child
or as a working adult.
Yaya’s grandmother had told her that they were not always farmworkers, although for five generations they have worked and lived on farms. Every Sunday as
a child, she would take a long walk from the farm to the church in P’niel. She would
walk past the big bell in the town centre of P’niel and would always ask her grandmother what the bell was for. Her grandmother said that the pastor at the church
would tell them stories about their history, and how hundreds of years ago they were
living on the land collectively until the Dutch and the British came to the Cape and
took the land – the pastor called this colonialism. There was a lot of resistance to
the colonisers who wanted to force people who were living here to work on their
farms as slaves. Yaya’s grandmother said that some of their ancestors were Khoi
herders who fought many battles against the colonisers who tried to enslave them.
But the Dutch then brought enslaved people from other parts of Africa and the world
to this land to work on their farms and make money for the colonisers. Yaya would
think about the people who lived under and resisted colonial rule as she looked at
the bell, which was used to tell those that had been enslaved when to start working
and when they could stop.

YAYA

Chapter 2: Where do these Problems Come From?
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What do we mean by colonialism?
Colonialism is a process in which one country violently invades and takes
control of another territory/country and claims the land as its resources as
its own. Sometimes the colonial power sends people — “settlers” — to live
on that land in order to profit by exploiting people, first as slaves and then
as cheap labour, and the economic resources (minerals, diamonds, oil, etc)
of the countries they have colonised. Many countries that were colonised
are poor, and people say that they are ‘underdeveloped’ – in reality, these
countries were rich in resources but have been over-exploited by the colonial powers. Even though the process of colonialism happened in the past,
previously colonised countries are still living with the impact of colonialism.
This is especially true for farmworkers in the Western Cape who suffer from
high cases of foetal alcohol syndrome, alcohol addiction, and related gender-based violence. This is a legacy of the colonial dop system, in which
workers were given alcohol to make them more compliant and as a way to
avoid paying wages.
As Yaya reflects on her life as a woman farmworker, she recalls that she was always
told – in her church, in her home, by her husband, and by the farmer, that she must
know her place as a woman. She was always told that women must play a particular
role and she was always given orders by men in her life. She was told that she has
to cater to all her husband’s needs, and that her role as a woman is to cook, clean
and look after her children. On top of this, she also has to do whatever the farmer
demands. Yaya’s experiences are shared by many women, and are part of a system
of oppression called patriarchy.

What do we mean by patriarchy?
Patriarchy is a social system in which men hold power and dominate over
everyone else. Often the system of patriarchy is allowed to continue because we are taught from when we are born in our religious spaces, at
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school, in our homes and in our workplaces that it is ‘normal’ or ‘natural’
for men to have power over women. We can see it play out in our lives,
from being told that women’s role is to cook, clean and look after children,
that women can only have specific types of jobs like a secretary, or that
women must wear specific types of clothing. But patriarchy is not ‘natural’
or ‘normal’ and at different times in history societies have not separated
people into ‘men’ and ‘women’ and given some groups power over the
other. Patriarchy must be challenged along with other systems of power
that lead to violence and inequality.

Understanding power:
It is difficult to understand patriarchy without understanding power. When
we talk about power we mean the level of control a group of people or
a person has over other people and resources. Power can change – it
is exercised in the social, economic and political relations between individuals and groups. Power under systems like patriarchy, colonialism and
capitalism is also unequally distributed; some individuals and groups have
greater control over the sources of power, while others have little or none.
Unequal power is sustained and continued through social divisions like
gender, age, caste, class, ethnicity, race, and location, as well as through
institutions like the family, religion, education, media, the law, government.
Yaya has always lived and worked on a farm. She didn’t think there was any other
option. She was always told that she must know her place. She was told by the farmer that as a black person all she could be was a worker. She noticed from a young
age that people who looked like her were treated differently from the white farmer
and his family who owned the farm. When she went into town to buy groceries she
had to walk through a different entrance to the farmer. She had to sit on a different
bench to the white children and attend different schools and churches. She was
told that the reason that they were treated differently was because of the system
of apartheid. She was able to vote for the first time many years ago when she was
already old. Even though apartheid ended in 1994, Yaya says she still feels that she
experiences racism and is treated differently.

Chapter 2: Where do these Problems Come From?
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What do we mean by apartheid?
Many women reading this book can remember a time in which we were
segregated, oppressed and discriminated against on the basis of our
racial classification. The racist white Apartheid government passed
laws and policies that divided people into racial groups and determined
the kinds of education, work and land they had access to. It did this to
create cheap labour and cause divisions between the majority of the
population so that it was more difficult for them to resist. Even for those
who did not live under apartheid, not much has changed because there
was very little redistribution of land and wealth that came with democracy.

What do we mean by race and racism?
Race is a way of dividing people into groups based on physical characteristics, like skin colour, hair texture and ethnicity. The apartheid
government argued that race was biological, and that it was natural
for people to be separated into racial groups. The truth is that race is a
social construct – this means that it is artificial, made up by people, and
not based on scientific evidence. There is no real reason for people to
be divided into these groups. Racism is when certain groups are seen
as superior and have the power to discriminate against and exploit the
other groups. Because land and wealth are still divided along racial
lines, with white people holding the most and black people holding
the least, racism continues to operate. The majority black population
in South Africa live in areas with poor service delivery that are far from
jobs, quality schools and healthcare. This creates a cycle of poverty
that is very difficult to escape from. We must also think about how racism and patriarchy operate together, so that even amongst racially oppressed groups (‘African’, ‘coloured’ and ‘Indian’), women suffer most.
They are not only oppressed because of their race and class, but also
because of their gender.

18
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Yaya began working on the farm from a very young age. She had to, otherwise the
farmer would have kicked her and her siblings off the farm. She continued working
as a farmworker after she moved to Klippies Rivier with her husband. Yaya wishes
she could have her own land so that she did not have to wake up at the crack of
dawn and work very hard everyday to earn a little money. She looks at the wages
she earns and looks at how her boss has been able to build a bigger farm house
and how all his family members have many cars. She heard that he also has many
other farms and properties. The farmer has made lots of money selling the wine
that Yaya and the other farmworkers have helped to make by picking the grapes
every year of the harvest. Her wages have not changed much in the last few years.
She remembers there was a small increase because of the demands made by other
farmworkers in the strike of 2012, but she still cannot afford to buy a house or a car
or any of the other things that the farmer can. She can only afford to make sure that
she has water, electricity, clothes and some food on the table. She has to work to
survive. Her children have become farmworkers because they also needed money
to survive – they did not have the opportunity to study or try other kinds of work.
When she spoke about some of these challenges in a meeting with union representatives, they told her that the fact that she struggles and has to work while her boss
gets rich is because of a system of capitalism.

What do we mean by capitalism?
Capitalism is an economic system where the wealth of society, such as the
money, farms, mines, factories, banks etc., is privately owned and controlled for the benefit of a small group of people (the rich/ ruling class).
Under this system, the majority of people (the poor and working class)
have no access to these resources. They own nothing except their ability
to work, and have to sell their labour in order to survive. For capitalists to
make money, they have to compete with other capitalists who are producing the same thing. This means that they have to keep their costs low so
they can sell their products for low prices. This is why capitalists pay low
wages – so they can make as much profit for themselves as possible. This
is why the poor get poorer and the rich get richer, Workers are exploited
for their labour in this way – they do not get to enjoy the wealth that they
help to create because wealth is privately owned under capitalism.

Chapter 2: Where do these Problems Come From?
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UNDER CAPITALISM AND PATRIARCHY,
WOMEN’S WORK IS NEVER DONE

Credit: Adapted from an illustration in Ekitchini, a publication by the South African Domestic Workers’
Union (SADWU).
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ACTIVITY – Understanding women’s
oppression
This exercise connects farmworker women’s struggles with the systems that
create them. The squares contain some of the problems faced by farmworker
women. The circles contain the systems of oppression discussed in this
chapter.
Read the statement in each square and think about which system caused the
problem described. Draw a line from that square to the circle that contains that
system of oppression. If you think the statement was caused by more than one
system, draw multiple lines. When you are done, share why you decided to
connect particular squares with particular circles.
Farmworker women do not own
land and have rely
on men to access
housing on farms

Women suffer
from domestic
abuse and sexual
violence

Patriarchy

There are high
levels of alcoholism
and foetal alcohol
syndrome in South
African farmworker
communities

Women are
harassed and
mistreated by the
bosses

Capitalism

Farmworker
women are
less likely to
be permanent
workers

Women are
expected to
look after
the children,
and do all the
cooking and
cleaning

There are very
few women leaders in the union

Colonialism

Women are
paid less
than men

Farmworker women
live very different
lives from the women
in the farm owner’s
family

Racism

Chapter 2: Where do these Problems Come From?
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CHAPTER 3:
FEMINISM AS A TOOL FOR FARMWORKER WOMEN’S LIBERATION
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Puleng was active in her union for
many years. She always wondered
why the union didn’t do something
about the sexual harassment that
was happening on the farm, or
make demands for maternity leave
or childcare support, even though
so many workers are women! One
day, her neighbour invited her to a
women’s study group to learn about
feminism. She was nervous at first –
she had heard that feminists were
just angry women who hated men.
But she attended the study group
and found out that feminism was
actually a movement to help women understand their situation and
fight for a world without patriarchy.
She learned that women throughout
history have always challenged patriarchy and organised against their oppression.
Feminism is a tool for women to empower themselves and their organisations to put
forward and win demands that are specific to women’s struggles.

PULENG

“

WOMEN THROUGHOUT HISTORY HAVE ALWAYS
CHALLENGED PATRIARCHY AND ORGANISED
AGAINST THEIR OPPRESSION.

Chapter 3: Feminism as a Tool for Farmworker Women’s Liberation
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ACTIVITY
Read each statement below and circle the answer that applies to you.
If you are doing this exercise in a group, share and explain your answers
to each other.
1.

2.

3.

4.

Feminism is about giving women the same power as men.
☐

Agree

☐

Disagree

☐

Undecided

A man can be a feminist.
☐

Agree

☐

Disagree

☐

Undecided

Feminism creates divisions in activist organisations and trade
unions.
☐

Agree

☐

Disagree

☐

Undecided

Our organisation is feminist if it is made up of mostly women.
☐

Agree

☐

Disagree

☐

Undecided

Come back to this activity at the end of this chapter and repeat it.
Have any of your answers changed? Why or why not?

24

The Fruits of Our Labour: A feminist workbook for farmworker women

WHAT IS FEMINISM?
There are many different types of feminism, and there have been many debates and
disagreements between feminist groups throughout history about how to define
and practice feminism. This is why it can be difficult to define feminism – there are
many definitions! However, feminism can be broadly understood as a political movement which challenges patriarchy.
For some, feminism is about women being equal to men, having greater representation of women in leadership, and helping women succeed within the capitalist system by changing laws and policies. This is called liberal feminism, and usually
only benefits privileged and wealthy women.
For others, feminism is about putting an end to patriarchal systems of inequality. It is not about having the same power as
men because they understand that within
the systems of capitalism and patriarchy, this
power comes from violence, oppression and
inequality. Feminism cannot just be about
putting women in positions of power or having more representation of women, because
women can also uphold and reinforce patriarchy. These feminists argue that we need to
disrupt patriarchal power and fight for a completely different world. This is the position of
radical feminism.
There are many more kinds of feminism, including within the categories of liberal and radical feminism. This workbook
embraces a radical definition of feminism
and draws lessons from radical feminist principles and practices.

“

WE NEED
TO DISRUPT
PATRIARCHAL
POWER AND FIGHT
FOR A COMPLETELY
DIFFERENT WORLD
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How can women uphold patriarchy?
Because we live in a patriarchal society, and patriarchy is reinforced all
around us (e.g. in schools, the media, cultural institutions etc) it is very
easy for anyone to uphold patriarchy.
For example, phrases like “boys don’t cry” or “man up!” are used widely,
including by women, even though they uphold the patriarchal idea that
boys/men should always act tough and are weak if they show emotion or
are vulnerable. Another popular phrase is “boys will be boys” which tells
boys/men that they can behave any way they want to, including violently,
and will not be held accountable for their actions. There are many other
examples of how gender roles are widely accepted and understood, including “act like a lady” or “men are natural leaders”.
This is why it is important to educate ourselves and each other about patriarchy and feminism, so that we can recognise and challenge patriarchal
attitudes wherever we see them, including in ourselves.
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Some misconceptions about feminism
“Feminists want a system of female domination”
Feminism is not about having the power to oppress men; it is about equality
and ending the harm and violence caused by patriarchy. Feminism is against
all forms of domination.
“Feminists hate men”
While feminists may criticise men who refuse to recognise their privilege,
who refuse to be held accountable for their actions, or are violent and abusive towards women, feminism is not about hating men. Most feminists organise alongside men as comrades, and have loving relationships with men.
Many men consider themselves feminists. In reality, feminism promotes love
in its struggle to end patriarchy. Feminists ask, “How do we get rid of a system that is based on unequal power, punishment, violence and war? How do
we build new systems based on love, power-sharing and collective care?”
“Only women can be feminists”
It is not true that feminism is only for women. Feminism is for people of all
genders, including men. As feminist author bell hooks states, “Without male
allies in struggle, the feminist movement will not progress.” She argues that
patriarchy also harms men: “Patriarchy as a system has denied males access
to full emotional well-being…To truly address male pain and male crisis we
must as a nation be willing to expose the harsh reality that patriarchy has
damaged men in the past and continues to damage them in the present”. For
this reason, and because men hold power within the system of patriarchy, it
is also their responsibility and in their interest to fight against it. We must all
learn about feminism so that we can all work together to end the violence of
patriarchy. Feminism is for everybody.
“Feminism is a Western invention”/ “Feminism is unAfrican”
Many people try to discourage women from learning about feminism by
arguing that patriarchy never existed in African cultures and societies,
or that the concept of feminism was imported from Europe and the USA.
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They argue that, for these reasons, feminism is unnecessary or unsuitable in the African context. While it is true that the word ‘feminism’
was coined in the West, there are many examples throughout history
of African women organising against patriarchy in ways that can be
considered feminist, long before the word itself was introduced to the
continent. African feminists have always existed, and have actually
challenged the ways that Western feminists have made their struggles
invisible and have failed to see that patriarchy works hand in hand with
racism, colonialism and capitalism. Saying that feminism belongs to
the West ignores the important contributions to the fight against patriarchy by women in Africa and all over the world.
“Women who bring up feminism are being divisive”
This statement is used particularly within activist organisations against
women who try to talk about their experiences of patriarchy. The argument is that feminism causes divisions within movements, prevents
unity of the working class, and is a distraction against a ‘common’
struggle (e.g. against racism or capitalism). When people use this argument, they are actually saying that women should keep quiet about
their struggles and endure violence, and that men should not be held
accountable for their actions. Patriarchy and sexism is what really causes divisions and breaks down movements! If we do not hold each other
accountable and end violence in our own movements now, how will we
create a society without these problems in the future? In the same way
that feminism will not be successful in the struggle to end patriarchy
without the involvement of men, any movement will not be successful in reaching its goals if it ignores, intimidates and excludes women.
If we want a society in which everyone is safe and equal, we need
to recognise that the struggle against patriarchy is indeed a common
struggle.
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WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM
FEMINISM?
In the long history of feminist resistance against patriarchy, important tools of analysis
and forms of organising have been developed. It can be useful to reflect on these
when we are trying to think about how to make our own organisations more effective
in the struggle for women’s liberation. Below are some key lessons from feminism:

The gender lens

The ‘gender lens’ is like putting on a pair of spectacles which focuses/
zooms in on gender inequality. It is about applying an analysis of gender
to different situations – to see how people are treated differently
based on their gender. The gender lens can help us see how men are dominant
or privileged in society, and how power operates in a gendered way. For example,
applying a gender lens to a workplace can help raise questions like ‘why are women
underrepresented?’ and ‘why are men paid more for the same work?’. The gender
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lens raises further questions like ‘what are the specific issues facing women in
the workplace?’ and ‘are women’s issues being taken up by the union?’. Using the
gender lens is also useful in highlighting the struggles and contributions of women,
which otherwise go unnoticed.

ACTIVITY
Try to look at your union, workplace, community and household through
a gender lens – what do you see?

The personal is political

This is a feminist slogan which highlights the fact that the personal
experiences and suffering of women form part of a broader system
of oppression. Feminists use this slogan to help women realise that
their personal experiences of violence and abuse can be understood as part of a
systemic political problem, which must be challenged collectively. This has helped
many women see that they are not to blame for their suffering and abuse, and
that they are not alone. The idea that ‘the personal is political’ has inspired women
to form consciousness-raising groups, which are spaces for women to share their
experiences, learn from each other, connect their experiences to the broader
problem of patriarchy, and come up with strategies to defend themselves and
improve their conditions together.

ACTIVITY - Discuss
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1.

Do you meet with other farmworker women to talk about your
issues?

2.

How can you create safe meeting spaces in your workplace, union
and community to encourage women to share their experiences
and work towards solutions together?
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Reject gender roles

Patriarchy tells us that society is divided into men and women, and that
there are strict gender roles that must be followed, meaning that men
must behave in certain ways and hold certain power, and women must
behave in certain ways and should be submissive. Patriarchy also says
that if you behave in a way that is different from those expectations, you should be
punished or excluded – think about how women who choose not to have children are
talked about as if there is something wrong with them, or how men are shamed for
liking pink, makeup, dresses or anything that is considered ‘feminine’ under patriarchy.
These roles and expectations are reinforced everywhere, including in the workplace,
in unions, cultural institutions, and in the home. But feminism reminds us that gender
is a social construct – there is no biological or scientific reason for these different
roles and expectations. Feminists reject the false idea that our reproductive organs
should determine what we are allowed to do and what we are not allowed to do, and that
many people do not fit into the boxes of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as defined by patriarchy. Some
examples of how feminists challenge gender roles is through demanding that housework
and childcare is shared by men, or by training women activists to chair meetings so that
they feel more confident to take up leadership roles in their organisations.

ACTIVITY – Unpacking gender roles1.
Draw two boxes. Write ‘be a man’ on one box, and ‘act like a lady’ on the
other. Complete the following activity:
1. Inside each box, write down what you think it means, or what the expectations are, when someone is told to ‘be a man’ or to ‘act like a lady’.
2.

Outside/around each box, write down what happens to people who
behave differently from the expectations listed inside the box. How
are those people treated? What kinds of names are they called?

3.

Questions for reflection/discussion:
a. Do you fit into these boxes at all times?
b. Is it realistic to expect everyone to fit into these boxes?
c. How do these boxes contribute to violence against women?
d. What could we do to change these expectations?

1. Adapted from a ‘Gender Boxes’ exercise created by the Oakland Men’s Project.
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Recognise unpaid care work

An important contribution by feminists has been to recognise the
ZAR
expectation placed on women to do unpaid work in their homes
and communities, such as cooking, cleaning, raising children or
looking after the sick and elderly. This type of work is known as unpaid care work
or reproductive labour. This expectation is placed on working women as well as
women who are not formally employed. In the case of working women, they face a
‘double burden’ as explained in Chapter 1, because they have to do this unpaid care
work after they finish their paid work. Feminist organisations and movements have
tried to solve this problem in different ways, including through demanding wages
for housework, fighting for basic income grants, or insisting that men share the work
in the home and community.

Practice self and collective care

Because women play a central role in caring for their households and
communities, and because women are so often victims of violence,
feminism teaches us that self care and collective care should be an
important part of how we organise. Self care is about ensuring that we take time for
rest and enjoyment, and look after our bodies and mental health. Collective care is
about looking after one another, building networks of support, and creating projects
and institutions to meet the needs of the wider community. Practicing care is an
important organising strategy to build sustainable movements. Many activists leave
movements because they are exhausted and burnt out, and this is especially true
for women. When people are cared for and have the energy to care for each other,
they are better able to struggle together, come up with solutions, resolve conflict
and win demands. Some examples of how movements practice self and collective
care are:
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•

Holding informal gatherings outside of organisational meetings to check in
with each other.

•

Creating safe and healing spaces to talk about experiences of violence.

•

Offering therapeutic activities such as meditation, art sessions or exercise
classes.

•

Building and sustaining community gardens and running community feeding
schemes.
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ACTIVITY - Discuss
Does your organisation/movement/union practice self and collective
care? If so, how? If not, what kinds of self and collective care activities
would you like to see in your organisation/movement/union?

Reject hierarchy

Feminists are critical of the way that patriarchy is based on hierarchy
and domination. This relies on violence, constant competition and
division to get to the top. In thinking about leadership and how to
organise differently from patriarchy, feminism embraces collective
decision-making and encourages participation and sharing responsibility where
possible. This way of organising is important because many women do not have
the confidence to step into leadership roles or feel unqualified to do so because
patriarchy tells them that leadership is reserved for men. Creative forms of
organising, including art, theatre and dance, have been used by feminist groups
to encourage women to express themselves and participate. When decisions are
made democratically and roles and responsibilities are more equally shared (as
opposed to how decisions are made in a top-down leadership structure) women
feel more involved and empowered in their organisations.

Organise across community and workplace divisions

An important lesson from women’s organising is to think about how to
close the gap between community and worker struggles. Because so
many women workers are caregivers in their communities, or are left
out of formal union structures, they have made connections between community and
worker struggles in how they organise. This is why many women workers demand
childcare support in their union structures, or are part of women’s groups outside of
their union. Building partnerships between worker and community organisations is
necessary in order to build unity of the poor and working class!
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CHAPTER 4:

BUILDING FEMINIST ORGANISATIONS
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ACTIVITY - Debate
Break into two groups to debate the statement, “Women should organise
on their own, without men.” One group should support this argument, and
list all the reasons why women organising on their own can be a good
thing. The other group should be against this argument, and list all the
reasons why women organising on their own can be a bad thing.
After the groups have presented their arguments, come together to
discuss:
1.

What important points were made by both sides?

2.

What is your own position on this question?

Puleng shared what she had learned in her women’s study group with Katrina,
Yaya, Nomandla and Anna. They decided to hold a meeting to discuss what
they could do to make their organisations stronger and more feminist. How
could they fight patriarchy in their union and in their communities? How could
they make sure that women’s issues were put on the agenda?
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RAISE FEMINIST CONSCIOUSNESS
“The first thing we need to do is educate ourselves
and other women! We need to speak to other women on the farm and go door to door in our communities. We should hold regular meetings for women to come together to share their struggles and
learn about the cause of these struggles. We must
read together and teach each other about patriarchy and feminism. We can organise events in our
communities and workplaces to talk about women’s
rights and worker rights. We also have to learn and
encourage each other to write our own history
and document our struggles as women.
All of this will help women realise
that we are in this struggle
together!”

NOMANDLA
36
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Education towards Women’s Liberation in the Zapatista
Movement
The Zapatistas is an indigenous peasant movement in Mexico that has
taken control of land in the state of Chiapas through armed struggle. It
governs its territories through decentralised and democratic community
assemblies. Women’s liberation is central to the movement’s politics.
This is clear through its Women’s Revolutionary Law, which outlines
important rights for women. This law was passed after dialogues were
held with every community assembly until agreement and understanding
was reached. The Zapatistas also provide political education and
reading materials on women’s struggles, and hold events for women to
come together to share and learn from each other. In 2018, a three-day
“International Artistic, Political, Sporting and Cultural Gathering of Women
who Struggle” was organised and attended by thousands of women from
around the world. The event used murals, poetry, theatrical skits, dances,
and musical performances to highlight women’s issues, raise women’s
demands and inspire women to express themselves.

Photo: Heather Gies
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STRENGTHEN OUR ORGANISATIONS
FROM WITHIN
“What should we do to make our unions more feminist? I have heard of women’s
forums being established within unions. This could be a space for women in the
union to meet to speak openly about our issues as women so we can strategise
about what kind of demands should be put forward. This forum would also help build
women’s confidence to be able to raise these demands with the union leadership,
and help women be more involved in activities of the union. It can be a space that
provides advice and training, and prepares us to take up leadership roles in the
union. We must insist that the union supports this forum
by providing resources and meeting spaces, and consults us
as a legitimate structure. This forum will empower us to
ensure that our issues and ideas as farmworker women
are not ignored! Having a structure like this could also
encourage more women to join the union.”

ANNA
“I agree that having a women’s structure could be important, but how can we
make sure that everyone in the union addresses their role in patriarchy? The men
must also do the hard work of removing patriarchy from the union! The women’s forum should
exist as a temporary structure for as long as we
need it to strengthen our ability to participate
in the union. But we must not isolate ourselves!
There should also be a broader gender committee
to discuss how patriarchy affects us all differently, and to collectively agree on how we can
organise in more feminist ways. Women’s issues
are worker issues!”

KATRINA
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Women and gender forums in South Africa
Women’s forums/committees have long been used by trade unions
around the world as a way to build the confidence and participation
of women workers, and to put pressure on unions to address women’s
issues. In South Africa in the 1980s, the Congress of South African
Trade Unions (COSATU) formed a Women’s Subcommittee under its
National Education Committee (NEDCOM), as well as local and regional
women structures under the slogan ‘separate to get strong’. There
were many debates about these women-only structures, as made clear
in this statement by Maggie Magubane, National Co-ordinator of the
NUMSA Women Worker’s Committee: “Some are saying that we are
dividing the union. Why don’t we discuss our issues together with male
comrades? But we are pushing hard, telling them that they know very
well that we have women who are too shy to speak up at meetings,
that they are more free amongst each other. And that there are women
that feel that if a man talks he is right, and that she cannot disagree
with him. We must educate those women.”
However, many of these structures were inactive or did not
function effectively. Women workers struggled to find time to attend
meetings because of their double burden of home responsibilities.
These structures also received little financial support and were
undermined by many of the men in the unions who refused to recognise
them. Many of the women’s forums eventually disbanded because of a
lack of support and the emergence of the ANC Women’s League which
many women chose to put their energies into instead. Despite this,
many worker women have continued to call for separate structures
supported by unions to strengthen the weak position of women in the
union movement.
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South African trade unions have also experimented with gender committees, which are structures for everyone in the union to address gender
inequality. COSATU, FEDUSA and NACTU all formed gender committees.
This was an important step in making worker organising more sensitive to
gender issues, and led to significant developments including demands for
parental care (instead of just maternity benefits) which have shifted the
view that childcare should only be performed by women. Where gender
committees have existed alongside women’s committees, this has also
resulted in more support for women-only structures and emerging women
leadership in the union.

Artwork: Judy Seidman/Medu Art Ensemble
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BUILD ALTERNATIVE FEMINIST SPACES
“I think it is also important for us to build structures outside of the union. Many of our struggles as
women are the same whether we work on farms, in
factories, or in the home. Many women workers are
also casual workers who are not unionised. How do
we organise in a way that includes all of us? Some
women start their own worker formations because
they view the traditional trade union structure as
too hierarchical, dominated by men, and unwilling to
take women’s issues seriously. There are also social
movement unions, where unions organise with community organisations and social movements. Many
women are already involved
in community kitchens and
street committees – we
need to bring feminist politics into all of these spaces! There are many options
for us to think about.”

YAYA
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A women’s union in Nicaragua
Following disagreements within the Central Sandinista de Trabajadore
(CST), Nicaragua’s biggest trade union federation, women members
broke away in 1994 and formed a new women’s union called the Working
and Unemployed Women’s Movement (MEC). They did this because they
were dissatisfied with how top-down the leadership and decision-making
was within the CST, and how women’s demands, such as those around
childcare and healthcare, were ignored or seen as unimportant. The MEC
aims to organise differently from the traditional trade union model, and
focuses on strengthening women’s capacities to fully participate in society
and defend themselves. It does so through providing education and
training as well as support services, including free legal advice, to working
and unemployed women. It prioritises working with casual workers who
are often unorganised and overlooked by traditional trade unions.

Photo: Found at www.ipnicaragua.com
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USE FEMINIST TOOLS
“Whatever structure we decide on, we must make
sure we have feminist principles and practices!
It’s not just about calling ourselves feminists and
having women-led organisations. We must always
ask ourselves questions like, “are we challenging
patriarchy, even within ourselves?”, “are we
encouraging participation, power-sharing and
collective decision-making?”, “are we caring for
ourselves and our community?”. There are many
lessons from feminism and we must keep learning as
much as we can. It will be an ongoing commitment
and we must find ways of holding
each other accountable to our
feminist principles – as feminist
Audre Lorde says, “revolution is
not a one-time event”.

PULENG
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A women-led factory takeover in Indonesia
In 2007, the owner of a clothing factory in Indonesia closed the factory
suddenly, declaring bankruptcy and refusing to pay severance packages
to the hundreds of dismissed workers, who were mostly women. The
workers decided to take the owner to labour court for severance pay,
and to occupy the factory. During the occupation, they set up a worker
cooperative and continued production of clothing to support themselves
during their legal action. They democratically elected an Occupied
Factory Committee to run the cooperative, and introduced job rotation
so that the work was shared equally and so that the workers could
learn new skills and avoid boredom. The women workers reimagined
the factory space by setting up a public kitchen to feed the occupiers,
by providing childcare, and by holding mass meetings with community
organisations and social movements. In this way, the workers challenged
the capitalist separation of work and community, and attempted to
alleviate the double burden of care faced by women workers. This is an
important example of feminist organisation in practice.

Photo: Jorge Martin
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BUILD FEMINIST SOLIDARITY
“Comrades, we must remember that even if we make our
organisations more feminist, one union or community alone
will not end patriarchy - it needs to be part of a strong
movement! We need to form strong relationships with different
organisations that have common goals and feminist principles.
We must build feminist movements and coalitions. We must
join protests of those we are in solidarity with, and invite
them to our own actions. We must also build connections with
organisations that can offer support services, like counselling,
training or political education, to women on the farms and in
our communities. Solidarity means more resources, support,
and unity in the struggle against patriarchy and capitalism.
Solidarity shows us that our struggles are all
connected!”

NOMANDLA
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A feminist revolution in Chile
At the end of 2019, high school students in Chile protested increasing
public transport fees. This sparked nationwide demonstrations across
the country against growing inequality, corruption and privatisation.
Grassroots feminist organisations have been at the forefront of this
struggle, mobilising hundreds of thousands of people into mass actions.
An example of this is through the cacerolazos, a form of protest in which
women bang pots and pans in the street to symbolise their oppression
in the home and in domestic work. Women have also used guerrilla
theatre, such as street performances of the protest song ‘A Rapist in Your
Path’, created by feminist art collective Las Tesis. Through lyrics like “The
patriarchy is a judge, who judges us for being born, and our punishment
is the violence that you do not see”, the song allows women to share
their experiences of sexual violence and educates the public about how
patriarchy operates. It has become an international phenomenon, with
women performing it in protests all around the world. Through these and
other actions, including organising through neighbourhood assemblies,
the feminist movement in Chile has been able to build strong networks of
solidarity within the country and far beyond its borders.

Photo: Marcelo Hernandez/Getty Images
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CONCLUSION:
HARVESTING THE FRUITS OF OUR LABOUR
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All over the world, women workers have found ways of organising to address
the particular problems they face in their communities, workplaces, and
trade unions. They have found many different ways to organise themselves,
but they all started with one important step: women workers got together to
discuss their problems and plan what to do about them.
As we have gone through the workbook with Nomandla, Anna, Katrina, Yaya
and Puleng, we have discussed and shared the challenges that farmworker women
face. We have started to understand where these challenges and problems come
from, and have learned about various ways that women can organise to build power
and challenge systems that oppress women. It is our hope that while reading this
workbook – in meetings, workshops, or shop-steward training – you as women can
struggle together around the challenges you are facing.
There is no easy answer or recipe to follow – the ongoing challenge of patriarchy and all forms of oppression that women experience requires us to be patient, to
build consistently, to be united and be committed to organising ourselves. Nobody
will do it, if women do not do it for themselves!
Through political education, building strong organisations, and creating networks of solidarity, farmworker women will be empowered to put their demands
forward, take actions together, and win victories so that they can finally enjoy the
fruits of their labour.
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GLOSSARY
Feminism – A political movement which challenges patriarchy.
Gender – Gender is a social construct based on different understandings of mascu-

linity and femininity. It can relate to different roles and expectations that are placed
on people. Patriarchy says that there are only two genders - man and woman. But
because gender is actually socially constructed, its meaning constantly changes
depending on how an individual or society defines it. Before colonialism, capitalism
and patriarchy, many societies did not use gender as a way to differentiate between
people and concepts like men and women didn’t exist, while other societies had
lots of different gender identities.

Gender roles – The roles and expectations placed on people based on the categories of ‘man’ and ‘woman’. Gender roles are learned and accepted in a given society
or community to the extent that certain behaviours, activities, tasks and responsibilities are arbitrarily perceived to be for men or for women. Often those who do not
live up to these gender roles and expectations experience violence.

Gender-based violence – Gender-based violence refers to acts of violence directed
at a person/group of people because of their gender.

Hierarchy – A system that organises people into different groups and ranks those

groups from lowest to highest. Usually, those who are lowest in the hierarchy have
the least power and importance, and those at the highest level are the most powerful and important.

Oppression – When power is exercised over people (for example through laws or

violence) in an unjust and unfair way.

Patriarchy – A society based on the superiority of men and the domination of men
over others through hierarchy and violence.

Sexism – The belief that men are superior. Sexist attitudes are used to justify the
domination and oppression of women in a patriarchal society.

Sexual harassment – Behaviour characterised by the making of unwelcome and inappropriate sexual remarks or physical advances in a workplace or other social
situation.

Social construct – An idea that has been created by people in a society and is accepted through beliefs, attitudes and institutions.
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