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This presentation

• Present data from a survey of farm dwellers in 
the Umgungundlovu District on:
– Questions around work on commercial farms

– The gendered and generational dimensions

– Some thoughts on current land struggles

• Aim to unpick some of the connections 
between these by briefly looking at the 
historical antecedents that made these 
findings possible in South Africa today



Provisional conclusions

• Data presented describes the present. The 
roots are historical, but the conditions of 
growing desperation of women and men on 
farms is being reproduced now, in the present.

• “Working the land” is no longer a useful 
explanation for the dynamics that are driving 
current land struggles.

• Lives of women on farms are characterised by 
cycles of diminished horizons ... A multi-
generational social reproduction crisis.



Research area



Overview of farm dweller population 
researched as of 27 June, 2017

Total number 

interviewed

Average

Farms 25 13,6 households / farm

Households 341 9,4 members/household

Women over age 15 817

Men over age of 15 727

Children under age of 15 1652

Population 3196







Who works on farms?
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What does this mean?

• Freedom Charter assertion that the land 
should belong to those who work it no longer 
constitutes an explanation for the kinds of 
claims we see emerging in current land 
politics. 

• It applied 100 years ago, when Lenin, Trotsky, 
Luxemburg posed the agrarian question as 
one of capital – ie. What surplus could be 
extracted from agriculture to fund industrial 
development?



The Agrarian Question of Labour

• Henry Bernstein has argued that the massive 
reconfiguration of agricultural capital across the 
globe in terms of concentration, integration, and 
labour reorganisation means that the agrarian 
question of capital has been resolved in the 
developed world .... without it having been 
resolved in the developing world.

• The conditions for labour reproduction in 
developing countries are extremely precarious, 
defined by joblessness, uncertain work, casual 
bits and pieces ... that make everyday a struggle 
to survive.



Cycles of diminished horizons

• “… Nothing is moving in my life.” Thobile Sikhakhane
(Hilton College Estate).

• “Life on the farm is very hard, but to move is also hard. 
The city is a bad place.” Mondli Zondi (Trust Feeds).

• “Young people who go to urban areas come back to 
farms with an attitude. They are too proud, and they 
think they’re too clever.” Nonjabulo Sokhela
(Nottingham Road). 
– AFRA Youth workshop, 28 January 2017.



The claim to land today
• The data suggests that assertion in the Freedom Charter 

that the land should belong to those who work it no 
longer constitutes the only basis for claim to commercial 
farmland in South Africa. 

• Calls from the EFF, Fees must Fall, Black First Land First 
that land must be nationalised or returned to its “rightful 
owners” are growing, and are finding resonance in the 
desperate lives of farm dwellers in the countryside.

• This resonance is about land as the basis of identity and 
citizenship – a call to remember forgotten citizens

• It is a reaction to a property structure that continues to 
excluded Africans and blacks from owning land 

• And a labour regime that now even fails to reconstitute 
farm dwellers as labour units in productive enterprises.



The ANC response
• Underpinning the call to occupy land is the contested idea that 

the property clause in the Constitution protects the entrenched 
rights of whites to land ownership. 

• The ANC is divided:  in March, President Zuma told the National 
House of Traditional Leaders that government will change the 
Constitution to facilitate land restitution without compensation.

• ANC’s chief whip, Jackson Mthembu, said that land reform had 
failed because the ANC had not implemented it properly, not 
because the property clause was a limitation.

• Days later, KZN ANC Chairperson, Sihle Zikalala, said “... our 
proposition is expropriation of land with no compensation. If we 
don’t agree on expropriation, we will have to .... mobilize for a 
referendum.’’

• But it remains unclear who, for the ANC, should get the land –
traditional authorities? Wealthy black SA? Farm dwellers and 
land claimants? Small women farmers?  



Who will benefit?

• The Thandanani Trust in Umgungundlovu District is 
made up of farm dweller households who believed 
they were about to benefit from land reform. Instead, 
the state had taken ownership of the farm from the 
previous white owner, and it leased it to Protus
Sokhela, the twin brother of the owner of AmaZulu
Soccer Club. Both men have been implicated in alleged 
misappropriation of funds in other land schemes in 
KwaZulu-Natal. The farm dwellers are still farm workers 
and are yet to receive the R753 p/a owed  them as a 
result of the department’s lease to Sokhela. 

• Land reform’s “foundational logic is being inverted” ---
Hall and Kepe (2017)



What is to be done?
- voices from the field

• The only solution I can see is that we should share 
the land.” – Nonhle Mkhize, Richmond

• “We are asking for a share of the country’s 
economy, its wealth. The farmers own the land, 
they own the capital and they create the jobs. I 
think we should own the land, and then we can sit 
and talk with the farmers.” – Bhekazakhe Kunene, 
Richmond. 

• “The farmer is our government: he owns our 
houses, our jobs and our lives. We must change 
this.”



A gendered struggle
• AFRA’s research shows that women are on farms live 

lives of diminished horizons and struggle as farm 
workers, carers of children, providers of food and homes 
and organisers of grant receipts.

• A first step: secure the tenure of women farm dwellers 
where they are.

• A second step: extend their landholdings so that they 
can grow gardens, keep livestock and increase their 
livelihood range and resilience. 

• A third step: ensure that the property forms used to 
secure women’s rights to their homes and additional 
land result in their inclusion in municipal plans.

• A fourth step: bring services closer to women and 
children who live on the margins


