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I N T R O D U C T I O N

When the #RhodesMustFall 
movement was ignited 
by Black students at 
the University of Cape 
Town (UCT), one of the 
listed demands on their 

manifesto evoked the memory of slavery in South 
Africa. They demanded that UCT:   

“Recognise that the history of those who 
built our university — enslaved and working 
class black people — has been erased through 
institutional culture. Pay more attention to 
historical sites of violence, such as the slave 
graves beneath the buildings in which we 
learn” (2015:8)

Less than three decades ago, when South Africa 
entered its democratic dispensation, several  
academics and artists reflected on the silences 
around South Africa’s slave past.  Feminist thinkers 
such as Gabeba Baderoon, Zoë Wicomb, Pumla 
Dineo Gqola and Yvette Abrahams all pointed to 
the fact that a “few remember” that slavery was the 
forbearer to the violent and systematic racialized 
and gendered oppression enabled by colonialism 
and apartheid in occupied settler colonies such as 
the Cape from 1658 to 1834 (Baderoon, 2014). 
However, slave memory in South Africa today is 
evoked in many aspects of  public discourse, as 
with the #RhodesMustFall activists.

In this essay I will look into the ways in which slavery 
is connected to our lived reality in post-apartheid 
South Africa and the ways in which its memory 
is evoked. In her book, What is Slavery to Me? 
Postcolonial/Slave Memory in Post-Apartheid South 
Africa, Gqola (2015:5) affirms that “slave memory 
is evident in various sites in post-apartheid South 
Africa”. Within these various sites of slave memory 
in South Africa, I am particularly interested in the 
South African wine industry which is grounded 
in the Western Cape province. I am interested in 
the ways in which the industry is influenced by its 
slave past; as well as the power dynamics within 
the relationship between farm owners, who are 
largely descendants of White colonial settlers, as 
well as the descendants of slaves who still work 
and live on the farms. I seek to unpack the role 
that wine had in relation to slaves in the Cape, and 
the role it currently occupies to its descendants 
in post-apartheid South Africa. My intention is 
to demonstrate that the 2012 and 2013 farm 

workers’ strikes in De Doorns in Western Cape 
was a revolt against the continued exploitative 
relationship of Black and Coloured workers by 
the wine industry, forms of engagement that 
date back to slavery. Lastly, I argue that the 2016 
boycott campaigns against wine companies such as 
Robertson Winery products, whose workers were 
on strike for two months over exploitative wages 
led by the Commercial, Stevedoring, Agricultural 
& Allied Workers Union as well as the Black 
feminist-run advocacy site Amandla.mobi, not only 
worked to disrupt the historically grounded worker 
exploitation influenced by slavery, but also the 
protests were a call for loving Blackness.  

T H E  S O U T H  A F R I C A N   
W I N E  I N D U S T R Y :  A  S I T E  
O F  S L A V E  M E M O R Y   

In 2016, a South African wine was voted “best 
chardonnay in the world” (Pitjeng, 2016). This is not 
the only form of recognition that the industry has 
received. Yearly, South African wines are honoured 
in wine ratings lists. They dominate lists such as 
“Winemaker of the Year” as well as “Winery of the 
Year”, as they did again in 2016 (Froud, 2016).  
However, with all these celebrations of the SA 
wine industry, the Black and Coloured hands 
that produce these wines, people who are mostly 
descendants of slaves in the Western Cape are 
not mentioned. As the Iziko Museum highlights, 
“slaves formed the backbone of the Cape economy, 
especially in Cape Town itself and on the grain 
and wine” (2016).

The memory of slavery on which this industry is 
built is erased within news articles and reviews 
celebrating the “excellence” of the South African 
wine industry. As emphasised by Mahr (2016), 
“the history of wine in South Africa is long and, 
for quite some time, dark”. This “dark” side that 
Mahr references is largely the history of slavery. 
The hands that cared for the land so it can bear 
fruits for wine, the ones who watered the land 
and later picked the grapes were the hands of 
slaves; some of the descendants of these slaves 
continue to work the land that produces this 
globally renowned wine. 
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Slavery was established in 1658 by the Dutch as 
well as the English at a later stage, the enslavers 
transported people from South East Asia, East 
African islands (Mauritius and Madagascar), East 
Africa and southern Africa (Gqola, 2010:6). Mahr 
(2016) makes us aware that “the first vines were 
planted in the gardens of the Dutch East India 
Company in the early 1650s, after Dutch colonizer 
Jan van Riebeeck landed in the Cape to set up a 
refreshment station for company ships traveling 
between the Netherlands and Asia. When the 
vines finally bore fruit, Van Riebeeck wrote in his 
diary: ‘today, praise be to God, wine was made for 
the first time from Cape grapes’”.

This complicated history of a celebrated product 
and its dehumanising history for a long time was 
erased along with the entire history of slavery 
in South Africa. Referring to this erasure, Gqola 
(2004:4) wrote that in 1996 a:  

“writer would feel the need to draw attention 
to the fact that most people never noticed the 
steel plate on a traffic island in Steel Street 
in Cape Town. The plate marks the spot 
where the slave tree once stood. The writer, 
Mark Nicol, notes that stranger still, ‘that’s it. 
No dates. No reason for remembering. No 
meaning. Just this strange need someone 
once had not to forget’. This plaque in front 
of the South African Cultural Museum, as it 
was then, used to be easy to miss. Perhaps 
it is less so now, and easier to be mindful of 
slavery’s imprint now that the building has 
been renamed in accordance with its first 
name, as the Slave Lodge”.

Memory is not only erased in physical spaces, 
it is also erased in the archives and records that 
are meant to “tell the official story of the past” 
(Baderoon, 2008:279). Archives on slavery in 
South Africa are limited, and they are defined by 
“authority and visibility, conferring validation on 
their contents and erasing what they exclude .… 
archive holdings are marked crucially by what is 
not there” (Baderoon, 2008:279). Archives and 
memory reinforce power dynamics and authority. 
As Worden notes: “the archive only records what 
‘people once thought worth recording and what 
other people once thought worth holding onto or 
suppressing, forgetting or passing on’” (2014:25). 
Therefore, the erasure within slave archives and 
records reflects the lack of interest in the humanity 
of slaves, as they were not viewed as significant 
enough beings to be recorded (Worden, 2014:27). 
Worden (2014:27) further notes that there was no 

significant investment in archiving slave histories 
by White colonial settlers and their institutions. 
He shares that “the only archive inventory to deal 
specifically with slaves is that of the Slave Office, 
set up by the British after the end of VOC rule 
to supervise the registration of slaves in 1816. 
Moreover, some pertinent documents have been 
lost. For example, the records of the fiscal’s office, 
responsible for the landing and sale of newly 
arrived slaves, were never transferred to the 
archives, nor were they sent to the Netherlands”.

Referencing Hesse (2002), Gqola (2010:10) noted 
that “when slavery is ‘forgotten’ or unremembered, 
the connections between slavery and current 
expressions of gendered and raced identities are 
effaced”. In our contemporary post-apartheid 
context, the act of forgetting slavery promotes 
the narrative that Black and Coloured people living 
in farm areas who are poor, who have had little 
to no access to education, who live with alcohol 
addiction are in their current structural conditions 
due to their own inadequacies or failures. They fail 
to locate the current structural conditions of this 
community to its slave past. Slave memories that 
are not as tangible as the slave castles of West 
Africa such as Island of Gorée in Senegal and Cape 
Coast Castle in Ghana, memories that speak to 
social and economic realities in South Africa are 
therefore not legitimised. The intangible memories 
in relation to slavery in the Cape Winelands reveal 
what Nzengwu (2000:20) notes as “modes that 
do not easily give up the story”.

When people see the levels of alcohol abuse 
and Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASDs), 
particularly in the Cape Winelands in South Africa 
today, they assume that is a part of the ‘culture’ 
of those communities, without fully recognising 
the structural design by enslavers for the lives 
of slaves to be defined by these social realities. 
Van der Merwe (2010:175) notes that when Van 
Riebeeck arrived in the Cape with Angolan slaves, 
he wrote in his journal 17 April 1658 that: “‘to 
animate their lessons and to make them really 
hear the Christian prayers, each slave should be 
given a small glass of brandy and two inches of 
tobacco.’ This must be the earliest indication of 
the tot system or ‘dopstelsel’ coming into use at 
the Cape”. Moreover, van der Merwe (2010:177) 
highlights that slaves would “received a glass of 
brandy and a slice of bread before the morning 
shift (before breakfast)”. 
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As a form of compensation for their labour, “in 
1787 slaves on Groot Constantia were given 
up to 560 litres of wine monthly which comes 
to an average of 250ml a day and suggests the 
beginnings of a ‘dopstelsel’ or remuneration in 
wine” (van der Merwe, 2010:177). Not only did 
the spread of alcohol abuse in Black communities 
arise from the ‘dopstelsel’ system, during colonial 
and apartheid South Africa, Black townships were 
used as a “dumping ground” in order not to forgo 
the profits from surplus wines that white people 
did not think were adequate to consume or to 
export (Ewert & du Toit, 2005:318)

As reiterated previously, South Africa’s slave past 
was largely ignored in the wake of its democracy. 
However, through interventions attempting 
to counter the silences and erasure of slavery, 
slave memory has been a growing field of study 
and artistic adaptation in the country. Worden 
(2014:24) has pointed out that many academics 
in the country were motivated by a project to 
end these silences in order to share the country’s 
neglected slave past with the entire country. 
However, this is still a difficult and ongoing task, 
as “very few of the catalogues and inventories 
produced by Cape archivists mention slavery at 
all” (Worden, 2014:27).  

As Gqola (2010:2) argues, slavery, colonialism 
and apartheid need to be read as “simultaneously 
connected and oppositional”, in doing so, it provides 
us with the ability to see these historical periods 
“not in terms of rupture-even as we recognise what 
has changed – but also in terms of association. 
Put simply, we are both free and not entirely free 
of apartheid. These meanings rub up against each 
other and inflect our lives in material ways”. In the 
next section of this paper, I demonstrate the ways 
in which the memory of slavery continues to affect 
the lives of people in South Africa, particularly in 
the Cape Winelands. 

T H E  P A S T  I S  P R E S E N T : 
T H E  C O N T I N U E D 
D E H U M A N I S A T I O N  O F 
S L A V E  D E S C E N D A N T S   
The work of Nthabiseng Motsemme (2004:5) on the 
South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) assists us with the understanding that we 
need to break free from the belief and idea of 
viewing “‘memory as an object’ and also embrace 

the notion that it includes embodied practices 
found in the person next to us in everyday life”. In 
South African life today, as Gqola (2010:2) affirms, 
it is a country “marked by contradictions where 
the textures of this newness remain contested”. 
This newness of the country has not only been 
questioned by academics writing on slavery or 
the racialised and gendered inequality within the 
farming/wine industry. In a documentary titled 
The Dark Side Of South African Vineyards, Shawn 
Yanta, who works on the farms of De Doorns in 
the Western Cape and one of the organisers of 
the farm workers’ three-month strike in 2012, says 
this in relation to South Africa’s democracy: “I still 
believe we are not celebrating anything, only the 
rich and the elite are celebrating. The working class 
is still struggling to continue with living so there’s 
nothing to celebrate” (Auberi Edler, 2014). Yanta 
alludes to the racialised and class inequalities that 
continue to persist today.

The contribution of the wine industry to South 
Africa’s economy is significant. In 2009, it was 
reported that exports were “$500 million a 
year” (Erlichman and Lerner-Kinglake, 2009:2). 
The litres of wine that South Africa exported 
in 2009 were 300 million which ranked South 
Africa as “the world’s ninth largest wine-producing 
country” (Hilary, 2009:1). However, the people 
producing this wine hardly see its profits due to the 
exploitative employment conditions that persist in 
the wine industry. This industry not only relied on 
slave labour for its earlier development and growth, 
after slavery was abolished, the exploitation of 
Black workers continued through the structurally 
promoted abuse of cheap Black labour. As recently 
as  the 1980’s, Ewert & du Toit (2005:318) note, 
“labour arrangements on South African wine farms 
were characterised by a racially hierarchical and 
authoritarian paternalism inherited and adapted 
from early Cape slave society.” 

In the current neoliberalised economic state of 
South Africa, the majority of farmworkers are now 
regarded as “seasonal labour” where they are paid 
only for the amount of grapes they harvest instead 
of the number of hours they work. Furthermore, 
the growth of seasonal employment in South 
African wine farms has been significantly high 
in this new democracy. Erlichman and Lerner-
Kinglake (2009:6) note that “in 1995 there was an 
equal number of seasonal and permanent workers 
engaged in vineyard farming. 
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By 2000 this balance had shifted dramatically: over 
65% of the workforce was employed on a seasonal 
basis, while only 35% had permanent contracts”. 
Additionally, there are not only racialised dynamics 
when it comes to seasonal employment; gendered 
dynamics influence this industry as well. It has 
been recorded that “traditionally, only men have 
received permanent contracts, which means that 
women make up the majority of seasonal workers. 
Women are paid less than men and are frequently 
subject to sexual harassment at work” (Erlichman 
and Lerner-Kinglake, 2009:6). Monwabisi Kondile, 
a farmworker who appears in a documentary called 
Bitter Grapes – Slavery in the Cape Winelands, 
says he works for 13 hours a day in a farm. He 
complains that this is “a very long time to work. 
The farmers are aggressive, very aggressive … 
whatever they want, they will obtain it by force. 
No matter if you get sick at work, they say: ‘just 
rest for a few minutes and come back to work!’” 
(Auberi Edler, 2014).

Kondile’s reflections highlight the intangible sites 
of slave memory that are within social relations 
between farm owners and their workers. As Ewert 
and du Toit (2005:318) highlight, “to be a white 
farmer has been, for at least three hundred years, 
to be a ‘master’, defined not only by the ownership 
of a farm but also by the relationships of deference 
and authority that exist between farm-owner 
and farm-servant”. The reason that Kondile’s 
employers feel entitled to mistreat their workers 
and engage with them in “very aggressive” ways 
highlights their superiority complex. Their views 
on the inferiority of Black lives demonstrate the 
continued relationship that their colonial ancestors 
had with their slaves. Slavery was invested in 
dehumanising Black people and affirming their 
lack of individuality. As Worden (2014:29) further 
emphasises, “the lack of interest in the individual 
slave is reflected in the way their names shifted. 
Names could also change when slaves were sold 
from one person to another, creating a new 
identity in the minds of their owners”. 

One of the intangible sites in which slavery 
continues to linger is in the paternalistic relationship 
between farm owners and workers.  Slavery went 
beyond using Black people for free labour. They 
owned and controlled their entire existence. Ewert 
and du Toit (2005:319) note that this relationship 
is based on the belief by enslavers that they are 
the “benevolent but firm protectors and disciplinar-
ians of a grateful and appreciative population of 
on-farm servants”. As Gqola (2010:32) affirms, “an 

enslaved person is rendered object only because 
s/he becomes owned, therefore property, a thing”. 
This paternalism not only continues due to  the 
need for slave descendants to make a living in 
order to survive, but the fact that they depend 
on farm owners for housing. Mark Solms (2011), a 
White South African man who inherited land from 
his family that practised slavery in the Western 
Cape, once gave a presentation on his surprise 
to learn of the relationship between land owners 
and workers on his family’s farm. 

Solms (2011) said:  
“I don’t know how many people know that 
in South Africa, and in particular in the Cape 
winelands, when you acquire a piece of land, 
it comes with people who live on it…. One 
way or the other they are beholden to you, 
as I dare actually say, as their owner.” 

The democratic state in South Africa has attempted 
to challenge this paternalistic relationship by 
creating laws that would create “new limits 
to farmers’ control over workers’ lives. These 
changes seriously challenge the legal and formal 
underpinnings of traditional farm paternalism” 
(Ewert and  du Toit, 2005: 324). However, as 
recently as 2015, investigative journalists on 
the television programme Check Point visited 
families in the Cape Winelands who had worked 
on farms for decades and were fired because 
they could no longer work due to their advanced 
age. The programme noted that “across the Cape 
Winelands thousands of farm labourers have been 
left destitute. Laws designed to give them some 
security of tenure don’t seem to be worth the 
paper they are written on” (Abrahams, 2015). As 
Ewert and du Toit (2005:319) reflected on the 
government’s actions, “challenging paternalism 
is not the same as replacing it”, it has survived 
because of the government’s maintenance and 
promotion of neoliberalism which has resulted 
in the adaptation of slavery with “capitalist 
modernisation”.

In his research report titled Farm Worker Uprising 
in the Western Cape: A Case Study of Protest, 
Organising, and Collective Action, Jesse Wilderman 
(2014:1) quotes a letter from a farm owner before 
farm workers began their planned strikes: 

“We have paid for the caskets of your families. 
We have paid for their funerals. We have 
carried their caskets in church with you, cried 
with you and mourned with you … We have 
bought your children’s school clothes
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… I have personally loaned my wedding dress 
to staff, and the only ball gown I own has been 
worn to many of your children’s matric dances 
… When you were hungry we have brought 
you food, when you forgot your lunch I have 
made you sandwiches. You have been part of 
our family and part of every celebration we 
have ever had. If you want to strike today, 
then don’t bother coming back.”  

This letter from the White employer is a significant 
demonstration that almost three decades after 
South Africa’s democracy; and centuries after the 
abolition of slavery, the paternalistic relationship 
that White farm owners have with their Black 
workers is one of the intangible sites of memory 
in the Cape Winelands.

In Creating Memory: A Conversation with Carole 
Harris, A Detroit-Based Artist, Nzengwu (2010:18) 
asks questions that allude to the fact that slave 
history, its legacy and trauma continue to remain 
in the present:  

“Yes, the colonial government had abolished 
slavery. But what did that proclamation mean? 
Did it change anything? Did it restore their 
roots, or assuage their anger? Did it remove 
the pain and stigma of being ‘an owned one’?” 

In Nzengwu’s reading of slave memory and history, 
she demonstrates the ongoing trauma that resides 
with descendants of slavery. Granted, Nzengwu 
was specifically drawing on experiences of the 
Black Diaspora living in the United States of 
America. Yet her reflections equally apply to varying 
forms of pain that linger with slave descendants 
within the African continent. The wine industry 
in South Africa is dominated by families whose 
colonial ancestors utilised the labour of slaves to 
produce their wine. Not only that, they continue 
to own land that was taken from Black people 
through violent dispossession. Slave memory in 
South Africa is evoked by land and workers’ rights 
activists; as well as the descendants of slaves today 
because “memory focuses on precisely its refusal 
to remain distantly in the past and insists instead 
that it has an ever-presence which is mutable” 
(Gqola, 2007:33). 

W O R K E R S  R E V O L T :  
D E  D O O R N S  F A R M 
W O R K E R S '  S T R I K E   

In 2012, in a farming community in the Western 
Cape called De Doorns, the country witnessed a 
three-month long strike by fruit farm workers in 
a moment that spurred an estimated 9 000 farm 
workers against continued economic exploitation 
and dehumanisation (Christie, 2012). These farm 
workers were demanding an increase to their 
minimum wage of R69 a day to R150, among other 
demands. They did not receive their full demand 
and settled on R105 per day, these strikes led to 
the killing of three farmers due to police violence 
(Davis, 2013). A year before the strikes, in 2011, 
the Human Rights Watch released a report, Ripe 
with Abuse Human  Rights  Conditions in  South 
Africa’s Fruit and Wine Industries. In this report, 
the organisation demonstrated that workers were 
not only among the least paid wage earners in 
South Africa, it further highlighted that they lived 
in dehumanising living conditions due to a lack of 
housing, they received no labour rights and safety 
equipment on farms was not prioritised which 
resulted in many safety casualties (Mahr, 2016). 
Nzengwu (2000:19) argues that “the actions of 
today [which] were born in the past will flow like 
a current to shape the future”. In South Africa, 
through the continuation of institutionalised 
oppressions of Black and Coloured people, we 
see the remaining imprints of slavery. 

Drawing from Wicomb, Gqola denotes the 
sentiments that Nzengwu speaks to, placing the 
masked or limited acknowledgement of slave 
memories within this population as cognisant 
(consciously or unconsciously) “with the ensuing 
regimes of terror which compounded the 
dehumanising experiences of slavery. The result 
is a collective psychic attempt to deal with these 
pasts, an attempt to forget shame” (2007:28). 
This shame is similar to the one expressed in 
Nzengwu’s conversation with Harris on the shame 
and humiliation that come with the realisation of 
a taunting history, “to know she was somebody’s 
property – a moving, thinking, feeling one at that” 
(2010:18). The farm workers’ strikes in twenty-five 
towns around the Western Cape surprised many 
because of the belief that the shame of slave 
descendants as well as the paternalistic culture 
that remains between farm owners and workers 
would prevent these workers from ever revolting 
against their oppression. Wilderman (2014:1) 
argues that “not only was the scale and intensity 
of this uprising historic, it displayed a form of 
resistance outside the ‘paternalistic’ discourse that 
had come to characterize relationships between 
farm workers and farm owners”. 



E S S A Y S

96

It is a memory site that has refused to be muted, 
because slave memory particularly facilitates 
the “refusal to remain distantly in the past and 
insists instead that it has an ever-presence which 
is mutable”, to reference Gqola again (2007:33). 
These strikes signify a point echoed by Baderoon 
(2014) who notes that in South Africa slavery 
was replaced by other forms of exclusion after 
emancipation and the strikes therefore also echoed 
the burning desire by workers to dismantle this 
system. The pain and exploitation experienced by 
slave descendants and farm workers in the Cape 
Winelands was silent or unheard for a long time 
in South Africa. Yet, the De Doorns farm workers’ 
strikes spoke to exploitative labour practices that 
are entrenched in South Africa’s slave past. They 
also spoke to their denied access to education 
and housing in their own land. Furthermore, they 
affirmed the historical value of their labour to the 
development and growth of the wine industry. As 
Gqola (2010:29) further argues, “given the manner 
in which oppressive ideologies travel, however, 
it is this ‘truth’ – of the lazy, useless, sometimes 
willing slave, who makes no real contribution to 
society- that survives”. Gqola (2010:192) reminds 
us that “part of the racist narrative of colonialism, 
slavery and apartheid links with this denial and 
erasure of Black participation in the construction 
of all the facets of privilege and ‘civilisation’ white 
South Africa prided itself on”. The workers in De 
Doors were challenging these historical racist 
constructions, while simultaneously affirming that 
it is their continued labour that is the foundation 
to South Africa’s celebrated wine industry. 
Additionally, they challenged the “tidy linearity of 
chronological time underpinning historiographical 
narration” which insisted that slavery in South 
Africa had been an aspect of our history that we 
had surprised (Gqola, 2000:21). Their reference to 
the intangible forms of memory of slavery, which 
are viewed as unreliable such as the continued 
economic, cultural, and social power relations, 
disrupted dominant historical perspectives of 
slavery. 

“ W E  A R E  C O M I N G  F O R 
E V E R Y T H I N G ” :  A  C A L L  F O R 
L O V I N G  B L A C K N E S S    
Gqola (2010:4) references Njabulo Ndebele 
(1990a) and states “in 1990 the tone that was being 
set was one predicated on a facile negotiation in 
the terrain of economics, where white business 
would make certain declarations which would then 
be seen to work as actualisation of equity, resulting 

in what he called ‘epistemological confusion’”. This 
‘epistemological confusion’ has been unravelled in 
South Africa, with many activists and academics 
pointing to its failure to dismantle racialised and 
gendered inequality. The Marikana Massacre in 
2012, where the police opened fire on protesting 
mineworkers, killing of 34 mineworkers and leaving 
78 workers seriously injured, demonstrated to 
the nation that White capital will continue to 
profit from cheap Black labour, and that when 
Black workers revolt there is a Black government 
willing to murder Black people for the protection 
of historically unethical and unearned wealth. 
Many social movements have risen to challenge 
systems that guarantee that “the life of a Black 
person is cheap”, as Joseph Mathunjwa, leader of 
the Association of Mineworkers and Construction 
Union (AMCU), stated after the 2012 massacre. 
In relation to the legacy of slavery in the Cape 
Winelands, a documentary titled Bitter Grapes – 
Slavery in the Cape Winelands by Tom Heinemann, 
a Danish filmmaker, was released in 2016. The 
documentary highlighted the exploitative labour 
and living conditions of farm workers in the wine 
industry and compared it to “slavery”. Activist 
Trevor Christians reflected in the documentary 
and said: “they[farm owners] don’t want you to 
see, the lie, you will see more than that lie, you will 
see people that look like slaves” (Sørensen, 2016). 
Henriette Abrahams, another activist with the Black 
women-led movement Sikhula Sonke, noted that 
“there are still some conservative farmers out there 
who thinks nothing of our workers, and who want 
to keep them in the enslavement of alcoholism, so 
that they can just have them there as their slaves” 
(Sørensen, 2016). After the documentary’s release, 
“Dagrofa, one of Denmark’s biggest supermarket 
chains, pulled some [South African] wines off its 
shelves – including products from Robertson 
Winery” (Alexander, 2016). Furthermore, Amandla.
mobi, a human rights advocacy platform run by 
Black feminists in South Africa, supported the 
two-month strike by Robertson Winery farm 
workers against exploitative wages by creating a 
boycott campaign against the wine producer. In 
their petition, they noted:  

“the gross wages of the workers on strike at 
Robertson range from R95.34 to R115 per 
day! Since negotiations started 4 months ago, 
workers have been disciplined and calm, yet 
bosses refuse to compromise or negotiate. 
The Robertson Winery has offered their 
workers a daily increase that begins at R8.80!  
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The upsetting aspect for many of the 
Robertson Winery workers is that they realise 
that Robertson Winery is making hundreds 
of millions of Rands in profits every year” 
(Amandla.mobi, 2016). 

These and other initiatives by Black activists and 
workers affirm the commitment emphasised by 
bell hooks of “loving Blackness” as a political 
project as well as a resistance project (1992:20). 
Their rage against the continued exploitation of 
Black people is a reminder of Soyinka’s lecture The 
Burden of Memory and the Muse of Forgiveness in 
which he reflects that: “the victims are alive and 
in need of rehabilitation while their violators – 
as a recognizable group-pursue their privileged 
existence, secure in their spoils of a sordid history” 
(1999:24). The challenges to the wine industry 
in South Africa then becomes a challenge to the 
“rainbow nation” and “unity” project because it 
affirms Black dignity and justice. This project helps 
and “transforms our ways of looking and being, and 
thus creates the conditions necessary for us to 
move against the forces of domination and death 
and reclaim black life” (hooks, 1992:20).  

C O N C L U S I O N    
This paper has looked at the South African Cape 
Winelands as sites of slave memory. It  argued 
that the continued Black exploitative working 
conditions, paternalistic actions, and views by 
White farm owners as well as violent structural 
abuse are the intangible “modes that do not 
easily give up the story” about slave history in 
South Africa (Nzengwu, 2000:20). Furthermore, 
it has acknowledged that although there were 
silences of slave histories in South Africa in the 
beginning of its democracy, more people are 
reflecting on the continuation of our slave pasts. 
These reflections do not only occur in the work 
of academics and researchers, but within student 
activist movements such as #RhodesMustFall, as 
well as descendants of slaves who continue to 
work and live on wine farms. I articulated that the 
De Doorns farm workers’ strike was a powerful 
language to demonstrate the commitment by 
workers to dismantle the legacy of slavery, their 
dehumanisation, and economic exploitation. The 
support of workers by activists and advocacy 
platforms run by Black women such as Amandla.
mobi not only showcases a resistance to continued 
slave practices but also reflects a language of 
“loving Blackness”.
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