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Introduction
What does radical economic transformation mean, and in particular, what does it mean for farm
dwellers in South Africa? The term has been used by the ruling party, the African National Congress
to regain popular support in the face of calls by an opposition party, the Economic Freedom Fighters
(EFF) to expropriate land without compensation and to transfer the wealth of the country from white
capital to black capital. In this paper we draw on data from a survey and anecdotes to explain that farm
dwellers are resisting the notion of private property and asserting their own meaning of home and
belonging to the land.
The conditions revealed by the data show that farm dwellers suffer employment precariousness
together with persistent tenure insecurity. This combination of conditions explains why some farm
dwellers leave farms for homes elsewhere or in search of better prospects. However, a significant
number of households remain on farms despite difficult and worsening living conditions, which
contradicts the processes of “rural hollowing” (Liu et al, 2010) that a simple analysis of push-pull
migratory trends suggest. We thus propose that farm dwellers are asserting a politics of home, of
belonging to the land. Unable to secure regular or ‘decent’ employment in the ‘new’ South Africa,
some farm dwellers hang on to ‘home’ as a silent expression of a ‘subaltern politics’ (Spivak, 1998).
This politics arises from national and global drivers of agrarian change, in so far as the structure of
commercial agriculture erodes local wage employment as a result of the squeeze on profitability at
farm level (in the context of the vertical integration taking place in global agrarian capital), but it also
stands in tension to them. Farms are spaces of white control, with the social power of the farmer
vested in his historically unlimited ownership of land and control over every aspect of the lives of the
people on his farm (‘his’ used intentionally). The politics of home challenges this control and the
property relations that underpin it. It thus suggests a possible emancipatory politics in its challenge of
hegemonic relations at farm level, but also contradicts the elitism that seems actually to be at the
centre of the populist calls being expressed by political leaders.
Our interest is holding dialogues and debates with farm dwellers on what their views are on land and
agrarian reform i.e. who should get the land, for what purposes and under what terms. The plan is to
develop a curriculum for political education that is aimed at assisting farm dwellers respond to these
three questions. This is work in progress and this particular article is not an academic paper.
Conference theme: authoritarian populism and emancipatory politics
We are struggling to use the concepts authoritarian populism to explain the politics of farm dwellers
and their forms of resistance. While we have a few examples of politicians’ rhetoric that we think is
authoritarian and populist, we are unable to link that to ways in which farm dwellers are dealing with
the problems they face on a regular basis. For example, in the beginning of 2017 the former president
of South Africa Jacob Zuma faced with strong opposition and divisions in the ruling party, started to
speak of ‘’radical economic transformation’’ while at the same time he maintained that the
government economic policies that were based on the free market model would remain intact. His
views have recently been reiterated by the newly elected president Cyril Ramaphosa. The opposition
party Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) under the leadership of Julius Malema has positioned itself as
pro-poor, pushing for land expropriation without compensation, but maintain that the current agrarian
structure remains. In other words, they are saying white farmers must be replaced with black farmers
and everything else should be business as usual. The EFF shares its view on land expropriation
without compensation with the ruling party, and their narrative is based on the assumption that such a
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move would enable job creation in agriculture. This is something the state president has repeated a
number of times. Most of the farm workers we work with do not understand what exactly is meant by
Ramaphosa on radical economic transformation, and the few who do, struggle to relate that to their
lives.
Farm dwellers are sceptical on the promise of more jobs in agriculture, and this is not surprising given
the changes in the agricultural sector in the past two decades that have resulted in consolidation of
farm holdings into fewer units, from about 140 000 in the 1940s down to 40 000 by 2007. There has
been a casualization of labour and massive job losses on farms with over 150 000 jobs lost between
1994 and 2015. Part of the changes were a result of the dismantling of state support i.e. removal of
subsidies, finance, labour regulation and marketing. This was coupled with the growth decline in the
sector and liberalization of trade.
While the resolution to expropriate land without compensation has been cheered by many black South
Africans as we have observed on social media and on radio, farm dwellers in uMgungundlovu district
where our study is located are not celebrating but, instead have raised the following questions “which
land is Ramaphosa talking about, who will it be given to and for what”? ‘’ Would this include the
private farms in which we live and work, and would we finally get ownership of our homes? What
about some of us that want to farm on a larger scale for the market, would we get portions of the farm
and what’s going to be the criteria? How is the government going to avoid conflict in the process? Are
they going to consult with all those living on the farms across the country? These are very important
questions and they resonate with the views of many black people living on privately owned farms in
other provinces. Farm dwellers want land reform that will enable equitable access to productive land
and necessary post settlement support that takes into consideration different scales and forms of
agriculture while ensuring security of tenure. Not a mere transfer of land to the politically connected
people. They are anxious about the narrative that is skewed towards one function of land, i.e.
agricultural production, and leaves out the components of home, belonging and social reproduction.
All of these questions and concerned were raised at the workshop we attended at the beginning of
March, where farm dwellers from uMgungundlovu district met to plan their joint activities for the
year.
Farm dwellers have carried the burden of global changes in agriculture, they have lost jobs and their
security of tenure remains insecure. Because they live on privately owned land, in most cases they are
unable to get state services such as water, electricity and houses. Land owners continuously threaten to
evict them from the farms or to squeeze them off the land by creating impossible living conditions.
Against all of this, in our survey we found that farm dwellers nevertheless do not see the land on
which they live as private land, but they see it as their home, and refuse to move. The resistance of
farm workers is however not a direct response to what the politicians say but is based on their lived
experiences on the farms and having to continuously find ways to survive.
While their survival mechanisms articulate a particular form of resistance, at this point we cannot say
whether such resistance is emancipatory. However, we see the rejection of private property as an
opportunity to start the conversation on what types of land rights should people have on redistributed
land and to canvas their opinion on the currently topical policy question of whether and when
compensation should be paid for redistributed land given the history of white land acquisition and
black land dispossession in South Africa. These questions should form part of the visioning process
and development of alternatives which some of the farm dwellers in Kwa-Zulu Natal province have
started to do but it is still early days.

Pathways out of poverty survey
A survey of 838 farm dwellers households was undertaken by the Association for Rural Advancement
(AFRA), a land rights NGO which works with farm dwellers in KwaZulu-Natal in the
UMgungundlovu District, South Africa. Data on current living and livelihoods conditions was
2
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collected on 6 478 farm dweller men, women and children living on 81 farms across seven local
municipalities. The survey comprised 15,8% of the estimated 42 300 farm dweller population in the
area and collected data on individuals and households on demographic features, migration, use of land,
income and access to housing and services, and in some cases tracked changes to these over time. The
data demonstrates that farm dwellers are a “fragmented” (Bernstein, 2010:110) agricultural “precariat”
(Standing, 2011) subject to centrifugal (push) and centripetal (pull) drivers of mobility that leave them
with a precarious hold on rural farm dwellings.
Farm dwellers, we suggest, can be described as something of a rural agricultural precariat. Standing
(2014: 33) argues that the fragmentation of the labour market accompanying globalisation has created
a new social class of people who are ‘habituated’ to precariousness characterised as flexible, insecure
and intermittent employment as well as “uncertain access to housing and public resources”. While the
idea that the ‘precariat’ constitutes a specific social class has been thoroughly critiqued for
disregarding the (geographically varied) logic of class domination under capitalism (see Breman 2013,
Bernado 2016, Munk 2013), further theorisation has linked employment precariousness (or” wageless
existence” for Denning, 2010; ‘footloose labour’ for Breman,1996) to eroded conditions of social
reproduction (Hart 2014, Bernstein 2004: 205-6, Bernstein 2003: 210). Tania Li (2010: 67) in her
essay ‘Make Live or Let Die’ argues that the deepening condition of precariousness is the result of a
new round of enclosures leading to the dispossession of large numbers of rural people from land
combined with “the low absorption of their labour, which is “surplus” to the requirements of capital
accumulation”. It is in this sense that we find the term ‘precariat’ a useful conceptual lens to engage
with changing social relations on farms in the rural midlands of KwaZulu-Natal and elsewhere in the
country.
According to the 2011 Census, 3,7% of South Africa’s population lives on commercial farms that they
do not own, and yet little is known about the living conditions of farm dwellers. Farm dwellers are a
distinct category of rural dweller, and while there are overlaps with farm workers, to collapse them
into a single sociological category blurs important differences between them. Farm dwellers in this
study, following AFRA’s definition (2017), include four categories: waged farm workers who have
long histories of living on the farm together with their families; waged farm workers who have
recently come to live on the farm with their families and have no homes elsewhere; migrant farm
workers who have homes elsewhere (often in other countries) but visit them infrequently; and finally
families with nobody working on the farm but who have lived many generations on the farm and have
no homes elsewhere.
The AFRA survey found that the mean size of farm dweller households is 7,2 members, with 55,8%
with six or more members, a significantly higher number than the 3,5 members per household national
mean (Wittenberg et al, 2017: 1299). 35% of household members are younger than 18 years, 52,1%
are female and the remainder men, with slightly more men between the ages of 18 - 35 (50,9%) than
women of the same age.
Drawing from the data and supporting literature, the following sub-sections cover the precarity,
mobility and politics of holding on related to farm dwellers.

Precarity
Rising unemployment and labour casualization on farms (identified above) combined with declining
work opportunities in rural and urban secondary and tertiary sectors, and declining access to land for
farming means farm dwellers struggle to secure the conditions for their social reproduction. From our
sample, 66,5% of farm dwellers over the age of 18 have no income at all. Of those who do have an
income, there is significant differences in mean amounts, with a minimum of R24, a maximum of
R20,000, the mean in the first quartile R2,600, in the second quartile R4,000 and in the third quartile
R6,600. The differences suggest the occurrence of low paid wage labour (possibly as a result of
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casualisation) and diversification of income sources in response to high rates of unemployment. These
processes are resulting in social differentiation among farm dwellers with associated fragmentation.
When considering the highest income, a person has from a single source, or their primary income, the
data shows that work on farms is the most important income source for farm dwellers. Of those who
work on farms, 79,5% are permanent workers (as opposed to the 51,1% reported in Visser and Ferrer
2015: ii), followed by temporary or contract workers (18,9%) with very few people stating seasonal
work (1,6%) as their primary income source. Seasonal and casual work on farms is thus less than the
national picture of 48,9% noted in Visser and Ferrer (2015:21) and Hall et al (2013: 53).
However, farm labour is only a part of the primary income picture of farm dwellers. All farm labour
(that is, permanent, temporary and seasonal combined) constitutes only 49,9% of the primary income
sources of farm dwellers in uMgungundlovu who have an income from any source. The figure drops
to 38,9% when only work on the farm on which the farm dweller is resident is taken into account, as
opposed to work on another farm in the area. In other words, despite the importance of permanent
work to those who work on farms, farm labour is nevertheless the primary income for less than half of
the adults on farms who do have some income from some source. Indeed, full-time permanent
employment on the farm on which they reside is the primary income source for a mere 10% of farm
dwellers over the age of 18 when those with no income are included. Child grants and government old
age pensions are the primary income sources for 15,9% and 13,4% respectively of those adults who
have at least one income source, while 13,8% of farm dwellers with an income secure their primary
income off farm through permanent, temporary or seasonal work.
The picture of farm dweller incomes is thus extremely complicated, and it is important to disaggregate
data on those working age adults who have an income (from any source) from those who have no
income at all, between sources of incomes and whether these are primary or secondary sources, and at
farm level whether the income is from working on farms or not and on farms on which farm dwellers
reside or not. Only through such disaggregation does the full picture of income and employment
precariousness emerge.
While primary income sources reveal an important component of farm dweller incomes, the
diversification and combination of incomes shows the increasing importance of multiple income
sources to farm dweller livelihood strategies (see also Cousins, 2013). More than half of farm dweller
households (60,6%) have more than one income source in a range of 0 to 12 while 38,1% of
households have a single income. The most frequently stated secondary income source is child grants
(15,3%). The most frequent combination of income sources include some form of farm work and
social grants, mainly permanent full-time farm work as the primary income supported by child grants
but with reversals also apparent, for example, government old age pensions the primary income source
supported by part-time work on the farm. Other secondary income sources include other social grants
(child foster grants, disability grants), own businesses, second part-time jobs in addition to a primary
job, and remittances.
Visser (2016: 19) says most researchers agree that casualisation is increasing particularly on labourintensive farms where mechanisation is difficult to implement. Our data indicates that unemployment
and the absence of any income source is currently a bigger problem on farms than the other processes
of labour re-organisation. Khoza (2000: 29) draws similar conclusion regarding farm dwellers on
forestry plantations: “Situations often get worse if retrenched workers lived in the forest areas and are
now expected to vacate the land and relocate elsewhere. Not only are their sources of livelihood
curtailed, but they are also thrown into an abyss of despair. Among retrenched workers, the majority
of losers are black workers who often battle to get employment elsewhere.” Denning (2010:80) states
that “capitalism begins not with the offer of work, but with the imperative to earn a living”. With
urban and rural unemployment at 26,7% (Stats SA, 2016), the eighth highest unemployment rate in the
world (ILO, 2016), this is now an urgent imperative. Ferguson (2015) suggests South Africa’s
distributive political economy evidenced in social grant allocations is an alternative to livelihoods
derived from capitalist production. Our data shows this is not an evenly distributed economy raising
the possibility that Tania Li’s (2010: 67) observation in Asia that that a “stealthy violence” of “a
4
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politics of let die” in that “large numbers of people [are consigned] to lead short and limited lives” (Li,
2010:67) also applies to people living on farms in South Africa
The total household income from primary sources also affects how farm dwellers view their
relationship with farmers. Few farm dwellers rank their relationship with the land owner as good
(25%). The survey data shows that where the distribution of the total primary income of households is
relatively equal, households are more likely to rank the relationship with the farmer as good. The
worst relationship ranking is where most households fall into the first income quartile, and thus a high
proportion of households have lower incomes than most other households with extreme inequalities in
wage amounts.
Farm dwellers are primarily a group of wageless, income-less adults, whose lives are precarious in that
high levels of unemployment co-exist with declining permanent farm work and extremely limited and
intermittent seasonal and contract work. Furthermore, farm dwellers are evidence of labour
fragmentation, in that those who do have incomes secure them from multiple sources in a variety of
combinations, with signs of emerging social differentiation indicated in uneven distributions of
income at both individual and household levels. Finally, a simmering politics of discontent
surrounding this precariousness and fragmentation is expressed in the large number of farm dwellers
who describe relationships with farmers as average or poor.

Mobility
The social dynamics underlying mobility can be analysed in terms of centrifugal or push factors
(moving from a central zone to another periphery, i.e. from the farm dwelling to town) and the
converse centripetal forces (attractive qualities operating at destination peripheries that attract
individuals to them (Colby, 1933 [103]) or pull factors back to the farms. The data indicates that farm
dweller mobility falls into three distinct types: eviction, constructive eviction and voluntary migration.
In the latter case, migration involves both movements off the farm as well as movements back to the
farm.
Regarding prospective evictions, 7,1% of individual farm dwellers1 have had permission to reside on
the farm withdrawn, with 76% of these taking place after 2005. This is the first step a farmer is
obliged to take to secure an explicit, or legal eviction. 2 The reasons given by land owners for
withdrawing permission vary (as Table 2 below shows), although in most cases farm dwellers said
farmers simply said farm dwellers should make their homes somewhere else.

Table 2: Reasons for farmer withdrawing permission vs Age category
Make a
home
elsewhere

Person
working
elsewhere

Misdemeanor
committed

No reason

Other

Total

Younger
than 18

30

0

2

3

6

41

18 – 35
years

59

4

4

26

8

101

1

The data on withdrawn permission was collected for all people over the age of 18 rather than at household level
because young adults have reported to AFRA that they are particularly vulnerable to eviction.
2
Explicit evictions involve legal processes in which landowners withdraws the farm dwellers’ right to occupy
the land, for reasons that include termination of labour, violations of farm rules by the farm dweller, or the
landowner’s intention to make productive use of the land occupied by the farm (ESTA, 1997).
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36 – 60
years

37

10

4

25

10

86

Older than
60

8

0

0

3

4

15

Total

134

14

10

57

28

243

Despite having their permission to be on the farm withdrawn, not all of the affected farm dwellers
have moved off the farm. As Table 3 below shows, of those whose permission to be on the farm has
been withdrawn over half (53%) stay home most nights. Perhaps more striking than the impending
potential evictions is that of the many individuals who said they have the farmer’s permission to be on
the farm, nearly a third (31%) do not stay at home most nights suggesting that more farm dwellers are
leaving farms, at least temporarily, for reasons other than an explicit eviction.

Table 3: Permission to stay on the farm vs Stays home most nights
Permission to stay on Has permission to stay Total
the farm withdrawn
on the farm
Stays
home 178
most nights

3045

3223

Not home most 135
nights

1063

1198

Total

4108

4421

313

Evictions can also take a ‘constructive’ form. Legal, explicit eviction procedures, which require a
court order, alternative accommodation and reporting to the Department of Rural Development and
Land Reform and the local municipality, can be onerous and expensive for the landowner (AFRA,
2017). As a result, some farmers pressure farm dwellers to vacate on-farm residences. Constructive
evictions thus refer to processes whereby the landowner puts pressure on the farm dweller with the
intention of pushing him or her to decide to abandon the property. They can take many forms designed
to compel farm dwellers to ‘decide’ to leave the farm, including acts of omission (withdrawing access
to basic needs such as water or energy resources), or more explicit acts of commission (fencing in the
household and depriving children of access to roads needed to get to schools (Reilly, 2014 [104]) or
refusing occupiers permission to renovate their houses, even at their own cost and in an effort to create
habitable living environments for their families that secure human dignity3).
Omission of services is a common impetus for constructive evictions, and this is reflected in the
relationship between farmers and farm dwellers. The data shows that the higher the number of
households that have access to a bundle of goods (including access to electricity, water and toilet, the
presence of family graves on the farm and the right to have visitors), the higher the probability that
farm dwellers will rank their relationship with the farmer as good. Similarly, if a higher number of
farm dwellers do not have access to the bundle of goods, then the relationship is ranked as poor. We
In the Constitutional Court case (Daniels v Scribante and Another 2017 ZACC 13, five judges
ordered that the farm dweller, Daniels, be allowed to effect renovations to her home at her own cost.
They argued that “there can be no true security of tenure under conditions devoid of human dignity”,
and that to fail to grant permission to renovate could inadvertently facilitate an illegal eviction
because the living conditions are “intolerable”.
3
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assume that poor relationships with farmers are more likely to result in conditions giving rise to
constructive evictions, than where relationships are good. However, the relationship to farmer trends
suggested by access to a bundle of services, while present, is not strong.4
Table 4: Relationship to farmer V Access to bundle of goods
Relationship to
Farmer
Access to service:

Good

Average

Poor

Total HH

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

1. Electricity

134

59

167

121

109

179

410

359

2. Water

178

14

263

25

249

39

690

78

3. Toilet

126

66

191

96

121

167

438

329

4. Have graves

88

105

121

167

173

115

382

387

5. Allowed visitors

186

7

259

28

248

40

693

75

TOTAL

712

251

1001

437

900

540

2613

1228

As %

73,9

26,1

69,6

30,4

62,5

37,5

68

32

Evictions, constructive or explicit, are not the only reason farm dwellers leave farms, as centrifugal
forces are at play. Of the 31% of adult farm dwellers who have the landowner’s permission to live on
the farm but do not stay on the farm most nights, nearly half (41,6%) left because they have found
work elsewhere followed by a third (32,1%) who went to live with relatives living elsewhere,
sometimes in order to provide support to those relatives. It is also possible that while some
respondents stated that various household members had gone to live with other relatives, they had in
fact been told by the farmer that they should leave the farm. 5 As Table 5 below shows, there is a
gendered dimension to this centrifugal mobility, with more men (61,6%) than women (38,8%) leaving
for reasons of finding work elsewhere, while many more women left the farm for reasons of marriage
(86,3% compared to 13,7% of men) or to live with families elsewhere (57,4% of women compared
with 48,6% of men). Finding work elsewhere was the most frequently given reason given by men for
leaving the farm (61,6%) whereas going to live with relatives was the most frequent reason women
had for leaving the farm (32,1%).

Table 5: Gender of farm dwellers with permission to be on the farm who have left
Male/female breakdown

Breakdown of samples
by gender

Just over a quarter of households who rank their relationship to the farmer as good do not have
access to a bundle of services, while nearly two-thirds of farm dwellers who rank the relationship with
the farmer as poor do have access to a bundle of services. In some respects, this indicates a
methodological difficulty in researching the conditions that give rise to constructive evictions, as
pressures exerted by land owners on farm dwellers to leave the farm can take many forms and
different actions may be interpreted differently by farm dwellers and farmers.
4

This interpretation, which emerged in discussion with AFRA staff, was not canvassed in the survey,
however.
5
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Reasons for leaving the farm

Females

Male

Female sample Male sample

Found work elsewhere

38,3%

61,6%

173 (31%)

278 (52.8%)

Left to live with relatives elsewhere 57,4%

48,6%

179 (32.1%)

169 (32.1%)

To continue education

46,6%

53,4%

48 (8.6%)

55 (10.4%)

To get married

86,3%

13,7%

157 (28.2%)

25 (4.7%)

Total (of 1084)

52%

48%

557 (100%)

527 (100%)

There is also a significant gender-generational nexus to those leaving farms for the purpose of working
elsewhere. More than half (58%) are young men below the age of 35. This is probably due to a
combination of factors, including that young adult men do not have social grants to reduce their
income vulnerability and that women are more likely than men to be expected to undertake family
duties where there is a need for support and care.
Centripetal forces also operate to draw farm dwellers back to the farm in migration patterns often
described as circulatory. A perhaps surprising feature of the data is the high preponderance of young
adults who are on the farm. As Table 6 below shows, 71% of young adults between the ages of 18 and
35 stay at home most nights. Although most of the people leaving farms for work elsewhere are young
men in this age group, the size of this age group on farms together with the high proportion who have
no income from any source suggests that this is the most vulnerable sub-group in the agricultural
precariat, and that residence on farms is the best of their a very limited range of options for living.
Graph 1: Age Category of Farm Dwellers Home Most Nights

Anecdotal evidence from AFRA (Sithole, 2017 [105]) suggests that this growing population of
younger adults, many of whom are better educated than their parents and who have a better
understanding of their legal rights, is a source of friction on farms. Whereas older generations tend to
adhere to the farm rules, younger adults are more willing to confront farmers around what they view as
unreasonable actions. In a particular case in the Umgungundlovu District, the farmer locked the gate
and prevented a farm dweller household from admitting visitors who had arrived by car to attend a
ceremonial family function. The younger adults eventually cut the lock, which resulted in a
confrontation with the farmer, who had a firearm, and his wife. The conflict was recorded on phone
video and sent to AFRA. Strikingly, the farmer asserted his right to lock the gate on the basis that
8
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“This farm is mine. I have a title deed”, to which the young farm dwellers in the dispute responded:
“This is our home. This is where we live.” We turn now to consider further these centripetal forces of
that pull farm dweller back to homes on farms, or the politics of holding on to the land.

The politics of holding on to land
Unjust land politics and skewed land ownership elicit deep emotional responses. Farms are
neighbourhoods that constitute the foundations of well-being and identity of those who grow up on
them (AFRA, DATE). Together with deep connections to graves and the recreation of these links
through ongoing burial practices, “[l]and ties people to their histories” (Greenberg, 2010: 975).
Greenberg (ibid) argues that these ties, the conflict skewed ownership is ‘bound’ to produce and the
potential of agrarian reform to create small scale farming as an alternative to wage employment
constitutes both a political and economic imperative for land reform. Li (2010: 67-8), covering a
similar set of conditions, poses a different dilemma:
“If the population rendered surplus to capital’s requirements is to live decently, it will be
because of the activation of a biopolitics that places the intrinsic value of life—rather than the
value of people as workers or consumers—at its core. But what are the social forces that would
activate such a politics?”
AFRA (2005) argues that farm dwellers have an attachment to the land they live on that extends
beyond their relationship to the farm as wage workers. Despite restricted financial resources, Mosoetsa
(2011), in a study of home in settlements on the periphery of cities in KwaZulu-Natal, shows that
familial solidarity is not compromised, and is expressed as “eating from one pot”. The reference to
food as an anchor for the farm dweller family is also supported by the data, which indicates that 69%
of households cultivate gardens on the farm and 44% own some livestock. Visser and Ferrer (2015),
however, have disputed the emphasis NGOs place on farm dwellers’ security of tenure arguing that
labour conditions and housing constitute the key concerns of farm workers. Our data shows that farm
dwellers assert ‘home’ as a place that belongs to them based on histories to specific land that are reenacted through ceremonies in the present, along with entitled remuneration for a life of labour. This
idea of land as lived home space occupied by farm dwellers co-exists with the farm as landed property
owned by the farmer. We see this as the expression of a subaltern politics that constitutes part of the
social forces that activate ‘land’ as a politics of place and home and not simply as a site of production.
Nearly 70% of households (69,6%) arrived on the farm where they live before 1994, with 59% of
those stating that the family had either always lived on the farm, or one or both of their father and
grandfather had been born on the farm. There is a key correspondence between when a household
came to live on a farm and who they believe will take over the home on the death of the household
head.

9
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Table x: What will happen to the house V When the family came to this farm

The majority of respondents who came to live on the farm before 1994 said family would take over the
house on the death of the head of house whereas most of the respondents who came to live on the farm
after 1994 stated that the farmer would take over the house. The reasons given by those who say a
family member will take over the house include that they have always lived in the house and that they
have no house elsewhere. A life of labour without adequate remuneration was also a justification. As
one respondent stated: “My husband worked on this farm all his life and when he died, there was no
pension. So I took this house to be his pension.”
The data indicates further that 82,2% of farm dwellers who live in single room houses believe the
farmer will take over the house whereas 78,7% of those who live in houses with five rooms or more
said family would take over the house with only 0,06% stating that the farmer would take over. This
corresponds with the presence of family on the farm as single-room quarters invariably (77%) have
two or fewer occupants in the them whereas 87% of houses with more than five rooms are occupied by
households with six or more family members. Households that have lived on the farm since before
1994 thus tend to be bigger and have more rooms, suggesting that these are homes for families.
While length of residence and presence of family is important to a notion of home, belonging is forged
through keeping the link between identity and place alive in the present. This can be seen in the data
on graves. Just over half of farm dweller households (422) have graves on the farm where they live.
Hornby (2015) shows that on farms in KwaZulu-Natal ceremonial practices around the deceased are
drawn-out, extended affairs located in specific homestead spaces and involve animal slaughter,
communication with ancestors, and participation of extended family and community. The
entanglement of graves, land, family and community possibly explains why burials hold such potential
for conflict between farmers and farm dwellers, and that 60% of households that assessed their
relationship with the farmer as being ‘poor’ have graves on the farm. Further, of the 99 households
that are no longer allowed to bury on the farm, 46,6% judged their relationship with the farmer as
‘poor’ and only 6% said they had a ‘good’ relationship.
Tying this together with unemployment figures and the on-farm household demographics shown
above, the conclusion is that a large number of residences on farms are not housing for farm workers
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but homes for families who have lived on the farm for 24 years and longer, expect that their homes
will remain theirs into the future, and who continue to construct ‘home’ through ceremonial activities
such as burials. However, this conclusion is contrary both to farm tenure legislation as well as the
conclusions drawn by Visser and Ferrer (2015). As noted above, the ESTA (Extension of Security of
Tenure Act, 1997) closely links farm wage work with on-farm residence, placing the tenure of the
farm dweller at risk if their employment is terminated (see AFRA, 2017). Visser and Ferrer (2015: 85)
argue further that the state focus on litigation to prevent evictions is “misplaced” because movement
off farms is the “inevitable” result of agricultural “modernisation” and tenure security without a
livelihood is “not sufficient”. While we do not dispute Visser and Ferrer’s conclusion that that
“[e]xtending on-farm tenure security and protection from eviction is no longer the single, biggest need
of farm workers” (ibid: v1, italics added) and that farm workers are an increasingly diverse group with
a range of livelihood and tenure needs, our argument is that the farm is nevertheless “home” for a
significant proportion of rural dwellers, many of whom do not secure their primary income from farm
work. The land politics this gives rise to is neglected in Visser and Ferrer’s otherwise comprehensive
account of farm workers.

Conclusion
We have shown the living conditions on the farms, the politics that has informed these conditions and
ways in which farm dwellers navigate their daily lives. Our plan going forward is to work with others
that can help shape the next research agenda that builds on this survey, and will be centred on assisting
farm dwellers develop more concrete alternative proposals that begin with the notion of ‘land as
home’ as an alternative to the idea of private property rights and then going on to consider land
redistribution as a question of production with an equitable and just distribution of land-based
livelihoods. With the current political climate in South Africa where land, and particularly land
expropriation without compensation, is a topical issue, we are hoping to influence in ways that put the
views of people living in rural areas into consideration. We see this as both an opportunity and a
challenge. The challenge is the limited capacity of people working with rural citizens on land and
agrarian questions, to support them to craft and develop well researched and informed alternatives.
The opportunity we see is in the political atmosphere which is conducive for the debates to take place
and the availability of researchers and academics that are interested in working closely with NGOs and
rural activists. The conference in The Hague is one of the spaces we are hoping our ideas will be
strengthened and there will be an opportunity to explore possible collaborations.
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