
FOCUS: Labour and the Agrarian Question 

The following three papers submitted by trade unions and that by 
Jeremy Krikler were given at a workshop on the Agrarian Question 
held at the University of the Witwatersrand during May 1987. 

Unionising the Farms 
Sebastian Hempe 

Food and Allied Workers Union 

If we ta lk about organising farm workers in to a union, we do not 
envisage s t a r t i ng another talking shop. There have already been a 
number of farm workers organisat ions establ ished where discussion 
takes place and resolut ions are adopted but in p r a c t i c a l terms the 
organisat ions are powerless to effect ively change the s i tua t ion of 
farm workers. No doubt more such "unions" are to be e s t ab l i shed . 
The union we want i s a rea l union, which wi l l be ef fec t ive f i r s t 
of a l l in changing the s i t u a t i o n . 

We have no b luepr in t for successfully organising farm workers, 
which i s why we welcome debate on what i s involved. We a lso wel­
come debate so tha t there can be greater awareness of the enormous 
problems there wi l l be in s t a r t i ng a Farm Workers Union. 

I t i s of great importance tha t there should be the widest possible 
support for the establishement of an effect ive Farm Workers Union, 
bearing in mind tha t the organisa t ions , people and resources which 
a union might normally draw on for support are concentrated in 
c i t i e s and have l i t t l e to do with the rura l a reas . 

I t i s a l so necessary to say tha t much of what follows is based on 
l imited experience and observation, and needs t o be more careful ly 
evaluated. We would welcome c r i t i c i sm and comment. 
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- unionising the farms -

What i s i t l i ke for workers on farms? 

I t i s general ly known that the s i t ua t ion of farm workers i s bad. 
Comparing the s i t u a t i o n of farm workers with other sec t ions of the 
working c l a s s such as workers in industry (manufacturing), shops 
and off ices and mines, the posi t ion can be summed up as follows: 

Wages are low. Moreover wages are not simply reckoned in 
money, but a l so in kind. This r e fe r s t o "benef i ts" which 
workers commonly get such as food r a t i o n s , housing, "dop" 
(wine). In some cases workers may have the r igh t to grow crops 
for themselves, or to keep animals. I t i s often very d i f f i c u l t 
to put a money value on such benef i t s . 

There are no minimum basic condit ions of employment which 
apply t o farm workers. There are no se t hours of work, per day 
or per week. There i s no se t annual leave, s ick leave or 
public hol idays . At best there are ce r ta in standards which 
have been got by custom, such as tha t Sunday i s genera l ly not 
a work day, or tha t ce r t a in public holidays are observed. 
However these standards have been se t by the farmers on the i r 
own. 

There i s no control over health and safety hazards on farms. 
For example, i t i s l i k e l y tha t there i s widespread use of haz­
ardous pes t i c ides without proper safeguards for workers using 
them. 

There i s no r e s t r i c t i o n on the age a t which a person may work 
and child labour i s coranon. 

The only law protect ing workers a t the workplace which does 
apply to farm workers i s the Workmens Compensation Act. 
However, here too workers are largely dependent on the farmer 
to get the i r bene f i t s . 

Housing is a condition of employment, in tha t workers with a 
very few exceptions have to l ive on the farms where they work. 
If they are dismissed they have a t the same time to vacate 
the i r houses. 

I t i s obviously not enough to describe the difference between farm 
workers and other workers simply in terms of the i r wages and con­
d i t i o n s of work. Wages and condit ions of work are so bad tha t one 
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may wonder why farm workers put up with the i r s i t u a t i o n . The 
reason they do so more often than not i s tha t they have no choice. 
We need to understand why workers are in a s i t ua t ion of no choice, 
and see what can be done about i t . If workers had a choice, i t 
would be to leave the farms and find a l t e r n a t i v e employment. Or tc 
stay on the farms and become organised. Up u n t i l the present both 
choices are extremely l imi ted . 

Some of the factors which l imi t the freedom of movement of farm 
workers a r e : 

* There are a number of government cont ro ls which have made i t 
d i f f i c u l t for farm workers to leave the farms, and look for 
a l t e r n a t i v e employment. In the past the government r e l i ed 
mainly on the pass laws, nowadays i t r e l i e s mainly on other 
measures e . g . a v a i l a b i l i t y of housing. In many areas the only 
housing avai lable i s on farms. 

* Workers have so l i t t l e cash that i t i s impossible to move. 
Many are in debt to the farmer, and are not able to leave un­
l e s s the farmer agrees to t ransfer h i s debt with them. 

Some of the factors which make organisat in d i f f i c u l t for farm 
workers to contemplate as an opt ion: 

* Fear of v ic t imisa t ion , where losing your job means losing your 
house. 

* The i so la t ion of being on pr iva te property in the ru ra l a r eas . 
There are few if any a l l i e s or resources tha t workers can draw 
on, and even to get to or contact someone in a nearby town can 
be a major problem. 

* The workforce on farms i s r e l a t i ve ly small and dispersed. The 
smaller any workforce i s , the more d i f f i c u l t i t w i l l be for 
workers to organise themselves. 

* There i s no legal recognition of the organisa t in of farm 
workers, and l i t t l e or no legal recourse if workers are un­
fa i r ly dismissed or vic t imised. 

* There i s no widely known example of the success of organisa­
t ion , such as a v ic tory workers have won through organisa t ion. 

Different kinds of farms 

In describing what i t i s l ike for farm workers on the farm, we 
have a lso to take into account tha t there are differences in the 
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s i tua t ion of farm workers on d i f fe ren t kinds of farms, and in dif­
ferent a r eas . These differences are a lso important. 

I t i s useful to d i s t ingu i sh , from a union point of view, the fo l ­
lowing kinds of farms, and farming opera t ions : 

Small, medium and large farms 

What would probably be regarded as a typ ica l South African farm i s 
of the "boer op sy p laas" type, where there i s the farmer and his 
"amily and a handful of male workers and the i r families l iv ing on 
_ne farm. In t h i s s i t ua t ion the wages and condit ions of work are 
l ikely to be the l e a s t favourable, and the employment r e l a t ionsh ip 
is most personal . The oppor tuni t ies to organise the workers are 
very l imi ted . 

In fact small farms of t h i s kind are no longer t y p i c a l , although 
in ce r t a in regions, for h i s t o r i c a l reasons, they may be more com­
mon than elsewhere. Increasingly farmers have got in to debt and 
been forced to s e l l - o u t to bigger farmers. In the process small 
farmers have been consolidated in medium and large farms. Ob­
viously the larger the farm the larger the t o t a l workforce 
required. There wi l l probably be one or more farm managers, and 
the employment r e l a t ionsh ip becomes more formal. Also, the larger 
the farm, the more favourable the wages and condit ions of work are 
l ike ly to be, and the be t te r the oppor tuni t ies for o rganisa t ion . 

tore or l e s s labour- intensive farming operat ions 

To give a c lear descr ip t ion of what we mean by farms such as 
small, medium and l a rge , i s not possible without considering a lso 
what type of farming operat ion i t i s . For example, some kinds of 
farming operat ions are more labour- in tens ive , and require a much 
larger workforce, than o the r s . F ru i t farms are general ly labour-
in tens ive , for example, while maize and wheat farming operat ions 
are more mechanised, and vast farms can operate with a very small 
workforce. 

I t follows tha t labour- intensive farming operat ions offer be t te r 
oppor tuni t ies for organisat ion than the more mechanised opera­
t ions . 
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Pr iva te ly owned and company owned farms 

As small farmers have been forced to s e l l - o u t , companies have in­
creas ingly been buying up farming land. There are a number of 
reasons why companies might do t h i s . For example, i t may be a tax 
dodge, or an investment. Or i t may be that the company intends *•<-» 
in tegra te the farming operation with i t s other bus iness . 

Other things being equal , the prospects of organising company 
owned farms are l i k e l y to be be t te r than p r iva te ly owned farms, 
both because a company i s l e s s l ike ly to be threatened by i t s 
workers being unionised and because there i s a chance of the 
company's workers in i t s other subs id ia r ies supporting the farm 
workers. This is p a r t i c u l a r l y so where the company's farming 
operation i s integrated into i t s t o t a l operat ion, which i s what i s 
usual ly termed agr ibus iness . 

Farm fac to r i e s 

I t i s probaby true to say that the larger and more mechanised the 
farm, the more c lose ly i t i s l i ke ly to resemble a factory in i t s 
methods and p r a c t i c e s . A stage i s then reached when production i s 
taking place on the farm in a manner no d i f fe ren t from production 
in a fac tory . A typ ica l example of t h i s would be a packing factory 
s i tua ted on a farm, which i s producing (and competing with) the 
same product as a factory in the indus t r i a l a rea . 

I t i s not always c lear a t what stage a farm becomes a factory. In 
law a farmig operat ion has been defined to include any operation 
which processes i t s own produce, e . g . Rainbow Chickens fac tor ies 
would be regarded as par t of farming operation because the chick­
ens slaughtered and processed are supplied only by the company's 
own farms. ( I t i s not clear whether t h i s de f in i t ion s t i l l holds 
in law.) 

From a union point of view fac tor ies such as those of Rainbow 
Chickens belong to the food industry. However i t i s not c lear what 
the s i t u a t i o n should be where fac tor ies are ac tual ly s i tua ted on 
the farms. The issue i s even more c r i t i c a l where fac tor ies on 
farms are competing with fac tor ies in indus t r i a l a r e a s . If workers 
in such fac tor ies or farms are unionised as par t of the food in­
dus t ry , i t may be eas ie r to bring their wages in l i n e . At the same 
time a farm worker 's union would be deprived of i t s best poten­
t i a l . 
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Agribusiness 

We have termed as agribusiness where a company's farming operation 
is part and parcel of its total business. Typical examples of this 
are broiler farms which supply poultry factories, or plantations 
which supply factories with sugar, tea, cotton, fruit, as the case 
may be. 

There are a l so farmers co-operatives engaged in production, such 
as SASKO (milling and baking), LKB (canning), Sentral lwes 
(mil l ing) , SAD (dried f r u i t ) , Stellenbosch Farmers Winery (wine), 
NCD (da i ry ) . This i s a l so agribusiness of a specia l kind. The 
farms are an in tegra l par t of the fac tor ies they supply, but the 
difference i s tha t the owners of the farms are the shareholders of 
the co-ops, and to tha t extent the co-ops are control led from the 
bottom up rather than from the top down. (We would very much l i ke 
someone to research to what extent t h i s i s rea l ly t rue . ) 

Farms in an agribusiness s e t up lend themselves to organisa t ion . 
However a s imilar issue a r i s e s as in the case of farm f a c t o r i e s . 
Should the farms be organised as par t of the food industry or as 
farms? 

St ra teg ies in organising farm workers 

Apart from the problems faced by the workers themselves, there are 
a number of problems re la t ing to how farm workers can be o r ­
ganised. Below are the problems, and the s t r a t e g i e s devised to 
cope with them. 

1. What kind[of^ union for farm workers? 

Farm workers could e i t h e r jo in an ex is t ing union in an industry 
closely connected to farming (food, paper and wood) or join a 
union se t up exclusively for farm workers. There are problems 
e i ther way. 

The a t t r a c t i o n for farm workers of joining an ex is t ing indus t r i a l 
union, e . g . the food union, i s to join an organisat ion which i s 
already s t rong. There are ce r t a in kinds of farms which could con­
veniently be included in a food union. However, the problem i s 
that a union organising indus t r i a l workers is not s e t up to deal 
with the spec i f ic problems of farm workers. 
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To se t up a union for farm workers i s a l so a problem. How can a 
new union, without resourcss or experience, begin to tackle the 
problems of organising farm workers? The question of legal recog­
n i t ion here i s a l so c r u c i a l . A union with resources and experience 
might be able to make progress with or without lega l recogni t ion. 
However a new union in a sector which has never been unionised has 
l i t t l e hope of doing so . 

FAWU, by e s t ab l i s i ng a Farm Vforkers Pro jec t , has l e f t open the 
question as to what kind of organisat ion farm workers w i l l even­
t u a l l y have. Rather t h i s i s a question t o be s e t t l e d by the 
workers themselves, once suf f ic ien t numbers have been organised. 
By organising workers under the umbrella of FAWU we hope to offer 
the benef i t s of an establ ished organisa t ion . At the same time by 
es tab l i sh ing a separate p ro jec t , which wi l l be separa te ly 
financed, we hope to deal with the pa r t i cu la r s i t ua t ion on the 
farms. 

How the union wi l l be s t ructured 

The de ta i led s t ruc tu res of the union w i l l have to be worked out in 
time. However in order to take account of the fact tha t farm 
workers are dispersed over such a wide area , there would have to 
be a t l eas t 5 l eve l s of representa t ion: 

At the farm: Members would be represented a t the farm by stewards 
(farmstewards) elected by the members themselves. 

At local l e v e l : Representation a t the local l e v e l , covering the 
loca l farming area , would be by stewards from di f fe ren t farms in 
the area . In the case of large farms the area of the farm might be 
large enough to cover the local a rea . Meetings a t t h i s level 
should be within walking dis tance of a l l the farms in the area , so 
t ha t i t i s possible to organise meetings eas i ly and a t short 
n o t i c e . 

Branches: Branches would be centred in the towns which are based 
on the farming and other a c t i v i t i e s of tha t a rea . In most cases 
these town are f a i r l y easy to ident i fy: i t i s where the workers go 
to shop, where the farmers bank the i r money, and so on. Each local 
area would be represented a t t h i s l e v e l . 

Regions: Regions would cover the main geographic regions of the 
country e . g . W Cape, Natal , e t c . Each branch within the region 
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would be represented a t the regional l e v e l . 

Nationally: The regions would represent workers a t a na t iona l 
l eve l . 

In shor t , if the s t ruc tu re of the union i s t o adequately ca ter for 
the s i t ua t ion of farm workers, there wi l l have to be a g rea t many 
loca ls and branches es tab l i shed . At the outse t i t should be clear 
that these wi l l not be equivalent to the s t ruc tu res of other 
unions, where a branch implies an office and off ice f a c i l i t i e s , 
with ful l - t ime persons manning i t . Such s t ruc tu r e s wi l l a lso have 
to function with a minimum of d i rec t ion from a higher l e v e l . 

2. Where to s t a r t 

The problem in organising a Farm Workers Union i s where to s t a r t . 
If one i s successful from the s t a r t , there wi l l be quicker 
progress. 

I t i s our understanding that there i s no l ikelihood of an or ­
ganisat ion of farm workers ge t t ing off the ground in i so la t ion 
from the organisat ion of other workers. I t i s the food industry 
more than any other which i s c lose ly linked to farming, and i t i s 
therefore in areas where the food industry i s well organised and 
i t s l inks with farming are c lo ses t tha t we have the best chance of 
unionising farms. I t also follows tha t in areas where there has 
been l i t t l e unionisat ion, and espec ia l ly in areas where there are 
indus t r i a l workers which have not been organised, i t i s not 
r e a l i s t i c to expect unionisation of farms. This i s important for 
unions in South Africa for a va r ie ty of reasons tend t o be con­
centrated in the main cen t res , and are only recent ly becoming e s ­
tabl ished in outlying a reas . 

Looking a t d i f fe ren t kinds of farms, we have ident i f ied large 
farms, ccmpany owned farms of farm fac to r i e s , and espec ia l ly those 
forming par t of an agribusiness operation as s t a r t i n g p o i n t s . 

3. How to negot ia te 

Presently there are company-owned farms which are prepared to for­
mally recognise unions and to negotiate demands on wages and con­
d i t ions of work. In the case of the one company they are prepared 
to recognise the union and to negotiate in respect of farms na­
t i ona l ly . However, recognition to t h i s extent wi l l remain an ex-
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cept ion, unless the government allows the legal recognit ion of 
unions for farmworkers. Given the growth of the conservative partv 
p a r t i c u l a r l y in the farming areas of the Transvaal t h i s i s most 
un l ike ly . This means tha t i t would be unwise to base our nego­
t i a t i n g s t r a t egy on our ge t t ing formal recogni t ion . Instead we 
sha l l have to be prepared to negot ia te by other means. 

The following kinds of negot iat ions are p o s s i b i l i t i e s : 

* Negotiations with individual farms: This i s p r a c t i c a l in the 
case of farms which a re prepared to negotiate and in the case 
of larger farms. I t i s not l i ke ly in the case of small or 
medium farms. 

* Negotiations a t a loca l area leve l or branch l e v e l . In fact 
wages and condit ions of work are being determined to an extent 
a t these l eve l s by farmers. Farmers are in contact with one 
another both d i r e c t l y and through organisa t ions such as co­
opera t ives and a g r i c u l t u r a l unions. I t i s possible t ha t nego­
t i a t i o n s could take place with farmers co l l ec t i ve ly or through 
such bodies . 

* Negotiations a t a higher leve l would concern demands r e l a t ing 
to farm workers as a whole, such as for the introduction of 
l e g i s l a t i o n t o provide minimum basic condi t ions . I t i s dif­
f i c u l t to see bodies l i ke the South African Agr icu l tura l Union 
negot ia t ing with a farmworkers union a t such a leve l in the 
foreseeable fu ture , and what i s more l ike ly to take place i s 
campaigns, drawing a t t en t ion to the workers' basic demands. 

4 . Our weapons 

Clear ly no union i s going to make headway with i t s demands unless 
i t has weapons t o back i t up, and defend the organisat ion against 
a t t ack . 

In the ea r ly s tages while the f i r s t farms are being organised, the 
workers' biggest fears i s v ic t imisa t ion . The example of 19 workers 
in Delmas who were dismissed merely for f i l l i n g in forms, evicted 
from the i r houses, and the next day arres ted for t respass for 
t rying to go home, shows us that t h i s fear i s well-founded. The 
only safeguard there i s a t present i s where the farm i s linked to 
a factory or company which i s unionised, where the bosses face 
repercussions from organised workers. 

S t r ike act ion a t individual farms i s only a p o s s i b i l i t y on large 
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farms, company-owned farms, farm-factories or farms linked t o 
agr i -bus iness . Even there i t i s a r isky business u n t i l the union 
j S established.-Once the union i s es tab l i shed , the p o s s i b i l i t y of 
the withdrawal of labour on an area bas i s i s a potent t h r e a t . Ac­
tion of t h i s kind i s l ike ly to minimise the th rea t of v ic t imisa­
t ion. I t i s probably only when such act ions take place or are 
threatened tha t farmers wi l l discover the benef i t s of negot ia t ion . 

5. p r iva te property 

The fact t ha t farms are pr iva te property i s an obstacle to o r ­
ganisat ion which farmers wi l l use without h e s i t a t i o n . One of the 
demands which w i l l have to be made in whatever forum i t i s pos­
s ib le to do so i s for access to farms, by stewards and o f f i c i a l s . 
At the same time t h i s emphasises the importance of s t r uc tu r e s a t 
the farm and local area l eve l , which depend on the farmworkers 
themselves. I t should be possible for these s t ruc tu res to operate 
without exposing the union to t respass charges. 

Organising Farm Workers 
Phillip Masia 

Orange Vaal General Workers Union 

Orange-Vaal General Workers Union (OVGWU) wi l l t r y to share some 
of our experiences of organising farmworkers. I wi l l speak f i r s t l y 
on how we found ourselves organising farmworkers in the union. 
Then I w i l l t ry to t e l l you how we responded to tha t chal lenge, 
and what types of farms we are organis ing. Then I wi l l t a lk about 
the expectat ions of farmworkers and the problem we face in trying 
to meet these . In our union we have been holding workshops to t r y 
to get farmworkers to t e l l us exact ly the problems they are facing 
and how they would l i ke a way forward to be mapped from t h e r e . 

In 1982 the union co inc identa l ly met with farmworkers whils t o r ­
ganising c i v i l engineering workers in the Vaal a rea . This came 
about through the influence of organised workers on unorganised 
workers i r r e spec t ive of which sector they come from. I t was be­
cause of t h i s influence by c i v i l engineering workers tha t we were 
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introduced through them to the farmworkers. After we met, af ter a 
few meetings we responded by saying tha t there was nothing much 
which we could do for them - but as par t of the c l a s s , tha t i s the 
working c l a s s in the country they can carry the i r s t ruggle forward 
to recogni t ion . From our s ide , tha t i s from the side of the office 
we said tha t what we could do i s to t ry t o inform them of weapons 
which they could use, and to t ry to come up with the s t ruc tu re of 
the trade union. Needless to say t h i s was too much of a challenge, 
and we wanted to keep our backsides up that we have accepted the 
chal lenge. Why do I say i t was too much of a chal lenge, because 
when we s t a r t ed looking for weapons or information about how to 
carry t ha t s t rugg le , af ter organisat ion, we found tha t we were 
running in to one dead-end af ter another . 

So t h i s i s going to be a record, a record of one defeat a f te r 
another defea t . At the end of the day maybe we can come up with 
some so lu t ions to these problems. 

OUR RESPONSE 

The f i r s t organisat ion fortunately was in what we c a l l Agribusi­
ness . These are the people tha t we met who are wage earners and 
who are allowed to l i v e with the i r families on the farms in match­
box type of housing. The employer here i s Anglo-American. Now his 
(Anglo's) react ion was the human reac t ion , r id icu l ing our o r ­
ganisat ion when i t s t a r t e d , l a t e r t rying to repress i t . When we 
s ta r t ed to challenge t h i s they s ta r t ed to respect the organisa­
t ion , but not e n t i r e l y . With t h i s group of workers we came to meet 
and organise workers on other farms owned by the same corporat ion. 

The react ion of the corporation was to move in, as they t r i ed with 
indus t r i a l trade unions, trying to subs t i tu t e trade unions with 
the i r own in terna l machinery. Immediately they came in with per­
sonnel departments and said tha t they were goingA to e s t ab l i sh 
works committees and so on. We fought, we said that we were going 
to e s t ab l i sh independent shop-steward s t r u c t u r e s . But there i s 
uneven development within the same corporation and with the same 
workers. Those who approached us a t f i r s t were told to form the i r 
own organisa t ion , they were not joining our organisat ion as ye t , 
but then l a t e r as the other groups came in they s ta r t ed joining 
the organisat ion immediately so we are not as strong as the f i r s t 
base. We are making some progress in Agribusiness and with some 
of the poultry farms. Needless to say however there i s the ques­
t ion of pr iva te proper ty . You c a n ' t enter when you want to and you 
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a r e faced with things l ike t respass charges. With pr iva te farms 
th i s is where there i s no movement a t a l l , i t i s very d i f f i c u l t , 
i t is inaccess ib le . The farmer i s always t he r e , or h i s son i s 
there , or a nephew, to stop you from coming into the farm. 
This i s our challenge and t h i s i s where we haven't moved an inch. 
We are t rying a l l so r t s of ways to reach the workers on pr ivate 
farms. You cannot g© and wait a t the gate of the farm for them t o 
knock off, or t a lk to them in a township elsewhere. You w i l l a c ­
tual ly have to take the workers out of the farm in order to ta lk 
to them. 

EXPECTATIONS OF EMWJORKERS 

When we look a t the expectations of farmworkers we find tha t they 
are the same as the expectat ions of anybody today - influenced by 
technology and so on. They want proper mattresses not straw ones, 
they want Television and rad ios , and to be included in socia l 
securi ty bene f i t s , unemployment benef i t s . They want be t te r wages 
and be t te r schooling for the i r chi ldren , they want what anybody 
wants in an advanced socie ty . 

PRQBIJOfS WE raCE 

So the problems we are facing r e l a t e mostly to tha t of d i smissa l . 
You can ta lk to them,you can convince them and t e l l them about o r ­
ganisation but a t the end of the day they w i l l ask you tha t one 
question. "Tell us what happens if we get dismissed, what can the 
union do?" and you know tha t to be honest there i s nothing much 
that you can do. We are having a similar s i t ua t ion with the Rand 
Water Board which a lso runs parks . In January about nine workers 
were retrenched and were to be evic ted. The only way you can go to 
court i s by saying to the court tha t we want the proper no t i ce . 
Now the proper not ice i s one calendar month and s t i l l there wi l l 
be the ev ic t ion . So at the end of the road you know i t s a defea t . 
You can always play for time, but dismissals wi l l occur. That i s 
the main th ing . Other problems that we face are d i s t ance , the d i s ­
tance tha t one must t r ave l from one farm to another or from the 
office to the farm. There i s a l so the question of access , where 
°ne faces t respass charges each time. 

WORKSHOPS 

So what we did in the face of a l l these defea t s , forget t ing about 
our success, i s tha t a t some stage the union said i t would t ry to 
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bring in as many people as possible together with the farm and 
rura l workers. These workshops were t o t ry to get the workers to 
t e l l us about the i r problems and to formulate a farmworkers o r ­
ganisa t ion . So the union has been running t h i s s e r i e s of workshops 
where we have invited groups with the relevant i n t e r e s t to the 
s t ruggle of farm and rura l workers, pa r t i cu l a r l y how to link the 
struggle of farmworkers on the white farms and the ru ra l workers. 
From the ru ra l workers tha t where you get the migrant stream, they 
may come only during harvest t ime, they are constant ly coming and 
going. Our problem i s how to link the two, the union does not a l ­
ways have the energy to work with the migrant stream. 

At our f i r s t workshop we looked a t the problem of farmworkers and 
ru ra l workers as told by themselves. At the end we were able to 
divide these into six ca tegor ie s . We ended up with problems r e ­
lated to health care ; poor health ca re , bad f a c i l i t i e s , bad n u t r i ­
t i o n , poor san i ta t ion and so on. Other problems included the 
chi ldren; education, lack of t ransport to schools , control over 
education, unemployment, r ight to remain on the farms, e t c . Then 
there were condit ions of work, housing, wages, casual workers, 
r e n t s , posi t ion of women on the farms. We have a l so looked a t 
questions of pub l i c i ty , information and more research. In our 
se r i e s of workshops we have tackled each category. At the moment 
however we feel tha t we have been having one workshop af te r 
another, not having evaluation or taking the experiences and l e s ­
sons gained from these to put i t in to concrete organisa t iona l 
p r a c t i c e . 
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The Five Million Unprotected Workers 
Mahlomola Skhosana 

National Council of Trade Unions 

Introduction 

Since 1924 black farmworkers and the i r families have been effec­
t ively excluded from the regimes labour reforms. Farmworkers are 
almost forgotten workers of South Africa. The l a s t 20 years have 
seen farmworkers1 wages de te r io ra t ing and the workers have suf­
fered fi'om the decl ining purchasing power of the i r wages. Depend­
ing on which pa r t of the country you a re , wages range from R32 to 
R130 per month. During harvest season farmers use scab labour from 
various human dumping grounds, so ca l led "homelands", and pay 
people in kind instead of cash. A whole v i l l age maybe paid in 
tomatoes during picking season. Slave labour in a form of prison 
labour i s a l so extensively used by farmers. 

Educat ion 

The education of farmworkers chi ldren i s a t the mercy of farmers. 
Schools are b u i l t on the i r property and are seldom properly 
staffed, furnished or equipped. Needless t o say tha t most of these 
schools do not go beyond standard s ix . Par t of the running cost of 
the schools , l ike h i r ing and paying teachers s a l a r i e s , i s said to 
be the r e spons ib i l i t y of the Department of Education and Training. 
With a l l DET's shortcomings the end r e s u l t s are shortage of almost 
everything in these schools. 

Trade union r igh t s 

! t is a well known fact tha t there i s strong h o s t i l i t y from 
farmers espec ia l ly the i r union, the South African Agr icul tura l 
Union (SAAU) against farmworkers being unionised. They argue tha t 
such a union wi l l harm the a g r i c u l t u r a l s ec to r . In fact they are 
saying such a union wi l l stop us from exploi t ing workers and e s ­
cape with i t . 
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The ef fec t ive exclusion of farmworkers from the Labour Relations 
Act does not prohibi t the formation of t rade unions by 
farmworkers. Farmworkers have been recent ly brought within the 
scope of the Workmen's Compensation Act No.30 of 1941. This i s the 
f i r s t attempt to grant them access to compensation from the 
regime. 

However the WCA l imi t s the i r common law r i g h t to sue the i r 
employers for damages against da i ly exposure to extremely dan­
gerous toxic substances. The regula t ions under the Hazardous Sub­
stances Act No.15 of 1973 are simply inadequate and not enforced 
a t a l l due to lack of proper monitoring system. 

Training 

With the increased mechanisation in the a g r i c u l t u r a l s ec to r , 
workers are exposed to ser ious hazards in tha t these machines are 
heavy to operate and the accidents they cause are severe and often 
f a t a l . 

Most farmers do not offer the i r workers adequate t ra in ing for fear 
tha t workers would leave them, the end r e s u l t s are fa ta l accidents 
tha t occur . 

The main kinds and dangerous machines a r e : 

- Soil tillage machine 
- Planting machine 
- Cultivating machine 
- Harvesting machine 

- Sorting and packaging machines 

There are three types of hazards faced by farmworkers: 

1. Traumatic in ju r ies 
Such as cuts turns e lec t rocut ion f ractures and amputation 
caused by contact with moving pa r t s of machines and co l l i s ion 
with machines. 

2. Organic in ju r ies 
Caused by noise and vibration from machines. 

3.. Health impairment 
Organic injuries caused by noise and vibration are not easy 
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to diagnose and may be incurable. The high level of v ibra t ion 
encountered on ce r t a in a g r i c u l t u r a l machines may cause fatigue 
pains on the body and loss of sensation on the hands. 

Kxposure t o toxic substances 

The refusal of farmers to provide workers with adequate personal 
protect ive clothing and equipment such as r e s p i r a t o r s and bar r ie r 
cream, leaves workers openly exposed to extremely dangerous toxic 
substances l ike p e s t i c i d e s , i n sec t i c ides , fungicides, dipping 
chemicals, f e r t i l i z e r s and fuel . Inhalat ion or skin contact with 
these chemicals may r e su l t in ser ious skin in ju r i e s and incurable 
diseases l i ke cancer of the lungs with no compensation from the 
employer. 

lousing 

Employment i s linked t o accommodation. Farmers provide housing 
which i s far below standard and there i s no monitoring system by 
housing inspectors of these dwell ings. Loss of employment means 
automatic lo s s of accommodation. 

Influx con t ro l 

While the regime claims tha t i t has relaxed influx control regula­
t ions in r e a l i t y farmworkers cannot move freely to s e l l t he i r 
labour in indus t r i a l i sed centres if and when they choose to leave 
a farm. They are expected to go to the human dumping grounds and 
reside there or be recrui ted by companies so t ha t they can come as 
migrant workers in urban a reas . Depending frcni which human dumping 
ground they cane from, if they come frcm the so cal led 
"independent one" they are subject to r epa t r i a t ion under the 
Aliens Act if found in urban a reas . 
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Problems of a Transition to a Socialist 
Agriculture in South Africa* 

Jeremy Krikler 

Any ser ious considerat ion of the possible path to a s o c i a l i s t 
ag r icu l tu re in South Africa would have to f u l f i l l three t a sks . 

F i r s t , a c lear h i s t o r i c a l theor i sa t ion of the rura l world would 
have t o be provided - a theor isa t ion which del ineated the essen­
t i a l " l i ne s of force for transformation" bequeathed by the 
count ry ' s h i s to ry . 

Second, a survey of the basic agrarian elements and s t ruggles of 
contemporary South Africa and the i r l i ke ly (future) t r a jec to ry 
would be required. On the one hand, the s ize and composition of 
the agrarian work-force, the degree and nature of i t s organisat ion 
as well as a typology of i t s s t ruggles (and the i r weaknesses) 
would demand expos i t ion . On the other hand, a socio-economic -
and, indeed, p o l i t i c a l - map of the rura l rul ing c l a s s would be 
needed: what i s i t s s ize? how i s i t s c a p i t a l concentrated? what 
are the linkages between i t and the indus t r i a l bourgeoisie? what 
coercive and adminis t ra t ive resources are in the hands of t h i s 
c l a s s over and above the s t a t e resources to which i t has access? 
how i s the economy which i t commands being transformed? and how 
does c a p i t a l i s t ag r icu l tu re in South Africa r e l a t e to the wider 
world c a p i t a l i s t economy? Each of these quest ions would merit sus­
tained scrut iny by those seeking a t r ans i t i on to socialism in 
South Afr ica. 

Third - and f ina l ly - on the basis of the above, and with 
reference to the h i s t o r i c a l experience of count r ies which have a t ­
tempted to make a s o c i a l i s t t r a n s i t i o n , such a study would sketch 
the e s s e n t i a l features of such a transformation in rura l South 
Africa. 

*Text of a ta lk delivered a t the Workshop on "The South African 
Agrarian Question: Past , Present and Future", a t Wits Universi ty, 
May 1987. 
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rn other words, then, the discovery and e luc ida t ion of the primary 
o r e requ i s i t e s for a t r ans i t i on to a s o c i a l i s t ag r i cu l tu re in South 
africa i s a task of considerable magnitude and complexity. Only a 
corrected co l l ec t i ve i n t e l l e c t u a l endeavour w i l l accomplish i t . 
T h e present paper can do no more than provide some preliminary 
observations on the question and furnish some elements for d i scus ­
sion. 

1# Agriculture : The weak link in South African cap i ta l i sm. 

The present economic recession in South Africa a f f l i c t s the 
agr icu l tu ra l sector more severely than any o t h e r . So precarious 
is t h i s sector tha t s ign i f i can t s h i f t s elsewhere in the national 
economy ac tua l ly threaten to r e t a rd , or even snuff ou t , some of 
the ex is t ing productive forces deployed within i t : mere increases 
in e l e c t r i c i t y t a r i f f s in 1986, for example, ra ised fears that Na­
tal and Eastern Transvaal farmers "heavily dependent on 
e l ec t r i c i ty - fue l l ed i r r iga t ion" might be forced " to shut down 
their pumps";3 the upward-adjustment of i n t e r e s t - r a t e s during the 
1980s, meanwhile, has proved suf f ic ien t to plunge s ign i f i can t sec­
tions of the agrarian c a p i t a l i s t c l a s s into c r i s i s . 4 And a c r i s i s 
even p a r t i a l l y provoked by such a phenomenon points to the in­
ab i l i t y of many farmers to generate suf f ic ien t c a p i t a l on the i r 
own to maintain and expand the i r e n t e r p r i s e s . Indeed, the l a t t e r 
fact i s now openly acknowledged by representa t ives of agrarian 
cap i t a l . Subject t o the vagaries of the finance market l i ke no 
other ' f r ac t ion 1 of c a p i t a l in South Africa, the " c r e d i t ­
worthiness" (or unworthiness) of thousands of farmers has become a 
key factor in deciding whether or not they w i l l continue to p lant 
at a l l . 6 

The most dramatic index of the depth of the c r i s i s beset t ing 
farmers i s , of course , the i r nat ional debt which, in 1986, 
vigorously breached the eleven b i l l i o n rand bar r i e r and led or ­
ganised commerce to warn the P res iden t ' s Economic Council that a 
farming col lapse might have "a damaging effect" not only on the 
rural economy but on the very "banking system i t s e l f " . Those 
agr icu l tu ra l c a p i t a l i s t s most heavily-indebted to finance i n s t i t u ­
t ions have probably passed the point a t which they could have 
retr ieved the i r pos i t ions independently: the nat ional farming debt 
now exceeds gross a g r i c u l t u r a l income, i s ten times the sum of t o -
-HSi annual p r o f i t s and i s concentrated, obviously, amongst those 
farmers whose operat ions cont r ibute l e a s t t o those p r o f i t s . ° The 
Prospect for a large number of farmers must now be bankruptcy and 
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the absorption of the i r lands in the process of creeping monopo­
l i s a t i o n which has been underway in South African agr icu l tu re for 
almost four decades and which, since 1950, has halved the number 
of farm owners in the country. 

I t i s a l l too easy to ascr ibe the present a g r i c u l t u r a l c r i s i s 
merely to the severe drought tha t has parched South Africa since 
the ea r ly -80s . Such an a sc r ip t ion , however, begs several ques­
t i ons . Why has the impact of so general a drought been di f feren­
t i a l , bringing some agrarian sec tors (above a l l , maize) to the 
very edge of ca tas t rophe , leaving o thers formally vulnerable to 
drought (such as sugar) able to survive i t s exigencies with 
p r o f i t s and actual ly allowing s t i l l o thers (wool, c i t r u s , 
deciduous f ru i t ) to prosper? How i s i t tha t maize farmers have 
so l imited a control over natural forces t h a t , in October 1986, 
a g r i c u l t u r a l a u t h o r i t i e s warned that jus t one more "long, hot , dry 
summer" might be suf f ic ien t to "decimate the maize industry"? 
Clear ly , the present c r i s i s in South African agr icu l tu re (more 
p a r t i c u l a r l y , in i t s g iant maize s e c t o r ) , whi ls t exacerbated by 
the drought, has a profounder (s t ructura l ) causation and has been 
maturing for some t ime. 

In fact , the present problems of South African commercial agr icul ­
ture are the upshot of so deep an h i s t o r i c a l process tha t they are 
unlikely to be solved def in i tve ly within a c a p i t a l i s t framework at 
a l l . The absence of any t ru ly autochthonous and general movement 
towards agrarian cpai ta l ism in the count ry ' s h is tory has marked 
the South African ru ra l world deeply. Whilst no more than cursory 
comments on the peculiar genesis of capi tal ism in the South 
African countryside can be offered here, and a fu l le r invest iga­
t ion of i t w i l l be attempted in another p lace , c e r t a in 'grand 
f ac t s ' of h is tory impress themselves immediately. Many of the 
decis ive transformations by which labourers on South African farms 
became p ro le ta r i ans were wrought not by the organic development of 
indigenous a g r i c u l t u r e , but by the external agency of an im­
p e r i a l i s t power. The abol i t ion of slavery and the c rea t ion of an 
inc ip ien t ly ' f r e e ' labour market a t the Cape were executed from 
above, by Br i ta in in the 1830s;1 3 again, i t was an external force 

- the Br i t i sh Army coupled with a crops of imper ia l i s t ad­
min i s t r a to r s - which broke the fundamentally pre-bourgeois s t a t e 
power of the Boer Republics and erected in i t s stead a s t a t e order 
that permitted and encouraged the development of c a p i t a l i s t 
property r e l a t i ons and fostered a s c i e n t i f i c a g r i c u l t u r e . 
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. n i ike , say England, where agrarian capi ta l ism preceded and en­
couraged i t s i ndus t r i a l counterpart , in South Africa i t was in­
dust r ia l capi ta l ism - only firmly implanting i t s e l f in the country 
•n the la te -n ine teenth century - which furnished the markets, much 
0f the in f ras t ruc tu re , the s t a t e revenues and, indeed, often the 
c a p i t a l i t s e l f for the c a p i t a l i s t transformation of much of the 
rural world. The h e s i t a n t , tor tured path of t h i s transformation 
- constantly spurred on and subsidised by successive governments -
has been confirmed by the most modern scholarship . The agr icu l ture 
of the inter-war years , concludes Helen Bradford i s the most fun-
camental contr ibut ion to South African agrarian historiography in 
recent years , was general ly not marked b y ' c a p i t a l i s t production 
but by pr imit ive accumulation - a view which h i s to r i ans who do not 
share Bradford's (Marxist) methodology nevertheless concur with. ' 
The long, s t a t e di rected campaign against labour tenancy (often 
orchestrated amidst the din of r e s i s t i ng farmers), beginning in 
the ear ly- twent ie th century and reaching i t s term only in the 
1970s, i s perhaps the most cogent proof of the hesitancy of the 
landlords' t r a n s i t i o n to an economic order based on wage labour. 

Propped up and spurred on, capi ta l ism in South African agr icu l tu re 
(above a l l in i t s key maize sector) cannot but bear the marks of 
the ' a r t i f i c i a l i t y ' of i t s genes is . The immense and r i s ing 
farmers' debt of today - irrmune, i t appears, t o every s t a t e pa l ­
l i a t i v e , whether massive subsidies (half a b i l l i o n rand in 1985 
alone) or governmental reduction in i n t e r e s t r a tes - i s a malady 
whose ult imate source l i e s not in drought or usury but in the 
s i l en t , unreachable depths of a h is tory upon which, in the l a s t 
analysis , South African agrarian capi ta l ism r e s t s . So trapped by 
this h is tory are some landowners, tha t the present economic reces­
sion has induced in them a backward-slippage into apparently p re ­
c a p i t a l i s t production r e l a t i ons with forms of labour tenancy 
rising yet again in the countrys ide 1 9 - vivid symbol of the back­
wardness of ag r i cu l tu re , the laggard of South African capi ta l i sm. 

If ag r i cu l tu re , however, i s the primary locus of backwardness in 
the 'combined and uneven development of capi ta l i sm' in South 
Africa, then i t i t s e l f evinces an 'uneven development'. That wine 
(and deciduous f r u i t ) , wool and sugar are i t s most p ro f i t ab le 
flagships i s no accident ; i t i s prec ise ly these (unindebted) sec­
tors which had the e a r l i e s t ( l eas t aided) launch into agrarian 
cPai ta l ism in South Africa, l i t t l e wonder then tha t they developed 
an autonomous v i g o u r . - Maize, the l a rges t s ingle sector in 
a 9 r i c l u l t u r e Z 1 - was launched much l a t e r , tugged out by a s t a t e 
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without which i t would be d r i f t ing s t i l l further into debt . There 
i s nothing capr ic ious in the fact tha t the present agrarian debt 
maze i s , above a l l , a maize debt . 

When a l l due allowance i s made for growing monopolisation and the 
fusion of agrar ian and indus t r i a l c a p i t a l in such farming-
d iv is ions as sugar, i t i s the general backwardness of South 
African farming which impresses. Fully half of South Af r i ca ' s com­
mercial farmers account for a mere 10% of a g r i c u l t u r a l production, 
the i r own representa t ives berating them for an inefficiency born 
of "bad management". 2 And i t i s prec ise ly a t the very cent re of 
development of the agrarian economy tha t rura l c a p i t a l i s t s are 
weakest. For, as G A Cohen has demonstrated in a fundamental work, 
"the development of productively useful science" l i e s a t the heart 
of the development of the productive forces gene ra l l y . 2 3 where, on 
South African a g r i c u l t u r a l en t e rp r i s e s , research i s c lose ly linked 
to production, y ie lds can surpass sec to ra l averages fourfold and 
more. Sugar, timber and deciduous f r u i t - some of the most ad­
vanced sec tors in agr icu l tu re in South Africa - display the 
benefi ts of a ce r t a in emphasis on research and technological 
i n n o v a t i o n " but South African ag r i cu l tu re , genera l ly , does not . A 
mere 0,8% of the count ry ' s gross a g r i c u l t u r a l production i s 
devoted to research, more than three times lower than the percent­
age so devoted in "many" other coun t r i e s , almost twice as low as 
the average in "the developed count r ies" and, in f ac t , almost 20% 
lower than the equivalent figure in " less developed coun t r i e s " . 
The vacuum of inputs a t the very hear t of the a g r i c u l t u r a l economy 
i s the product of a c l a s s h i s t o r i c a l l y dependent upon subsidies 
rather than science for i t s p r o f i t . 

2. The Implicat ions of the Weak l ink for the Labour Movement and 
for Socialism 

a. The labour movement 

For the labour movement , the "weak l ink" s t a t u s of agr icu l ture 
within South African capi ta l ism cons t i t u t e s an obs tac le . A sector 
which generates less p r o f i t s than any other i s bound to be hos t i l e 
to the organisat ion of a workforce which would then press for 
higher remuneration. Of pa r t i cu la r importance in t h i s regard i s 
Marx's demonstration tha t i t i s only "variable c a p i t a l " ( i . e . that 
portion of the outlay of an entrepreneur which, as wages, pur­
chases labour power) t ha t i s capable of generat ing p r o f i t s . 
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"Constant c a p i t a l " , which i s spent upon means of production other 
than labour-power; provides e s sen t i a l condit ions for the creat ion 
0f surplus-value: in i t s e l f , i t does not and cannot produce 
profi t- Indeed, the commodities i t purchases (in the case of the 
South African farmer: f e r t i l i s e r s , machinery and the l ike) l i e in­
e r t , mere expensive ou t l ays , u n t i l labour-power s e t s them in mo­
tion, producing commodities which incarnate p r o f i t because only 
gome of the labour power objec t i f ied in them i s paid for in wages. 

in fact , c a p i t a l i s t s - except those of the advanced monopoly 
species - have l i t t l e cont ro l over the pr ices of the commodities 
they purchase with the i r constant c a p i t a l . 2 8 And South African 
farmers, few of them commanding monopoly c a p i t a l proper, appear to 
have no cont ro l over the cost of the e s s e n t i a l foreign ag r i cu l ­
tura l ' i n p u t s ' upon which they spend much of the i r own constant 
cap i t a l . Indeed, the s teep r i s e of the pr ices of such inputs , a t ­
tendant upon the f a l l of the rand in recent yea rs , has in„fact 
considerably worsened the condit ions for the drawing of p ro f i t s 
from ag r i cu l tu ra l e n t e r p r i s e . 

I t is otherwise with var iable c a p i t a l . Wages are the one item in 
their ledgers over which farmers have most c o n t r o l . And i t i s a 
control they w i l l jealously and ru th less ly guard given the i r 
profound lack of cont ro l over the p r i ces of the items upon which 
they spend t h e i r constant c a p i t a l . The esca la t ion of those pr ices 
in recent years has , in fact , led some farmers to exer t such pres­
sure upon the the pr ice of the commodity bought with the i r va r i ­
able c a p i t a l tha t money-wages have been erased from the i r account 
books a l t o g e t h e r . 3 0 

Given these f ac t s , then, most farmers must oppose strenuously or ­
ganisations tha t seek t o increase the pr ice of labour-power. Jus t 
as the high p r o f i t a b i l i t y of the mines, and the monopoly character 
°f mining capi ta l ism (which allows mine-owners much greater con­
t ro l over the cost of the items they spend the i r constant cap i t a l 
upon), has been one of the condit ions for the spectacular advance 
°f the National Union of Miners in recent years , so the low 
P ro f i t ab i l i t y of the farms, and the non-monopoly nature of most 
agrarian e n t e r p r i s e , i s a major reason for the present retarded 
development of unionisat ion in ag r i cu l tu re . The de l ibera te exclu­
sion of those organising the ag r i cu l tu ra l p r o l e t a r i a t from the 
legal machinery to which the unions of indus t r i a l workers have 
access i s , there fore , not merely an expression of the weakness of 
that p r o l e t a r i a t , but of the c a p i t a l i s t s to whom they are subor-
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dinated. 

What does the above imply for agrarian unions? F i r s t and foremost, 
tha t the most p rof i tab le grounds for unionisation on farms are the 
f e r t i l e areas of c a p i t a l i s t agr icu l ture - deciduous f r u i t , sugar, 
timber, wool, the most prosperous maize farms and the zones of 
ag r i -bus iness . In fac t , the present pa t te rn of unionisat ion 
(sparse though i t is) suggests that unions organising farm workers 
have been g rav i t a t i ona l ly pulled, as i t were, to such regions: 
Paper, Wood and Allied has taken root amongst timber p lanta t ion 
workers, the Orange Vaal General Workers1 Union amongst the 
workforce of the highveld e s t a t e s of the Anglo American Corpora­
t i o n , FAWU on farms owned by canning and mill ing companies. 

Given the limited resources of the labour movement in t h i s 
country, and the vast and fractured nature of the mil l ion-strong 
a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o l e t a r i a t , the unions would be adopting the correct 
s t ra tegy in rooting themselves firmly in advanced c a p i t a l i s t 
ag r icu l tu re before attempting implantation in i t s backward coun­
t e r p a r t . The tendency of capi tal ism i s , af ter a l l , towards monop­
o ly , i t s leading sec tors endlessly encroaching upon and absorbing 
i t s lagging ones. ' I n d u s t r i a l p r a c t i c e s ' entrenched by unions 
operating within advanced c a p i t a l i s t ag r icu l tu re are thus l ike ly 
to radia te outwards with i t as i t s arc of control widens. 
Moreover, the unionisat ion of the l e s s p ro f i t ab le farms w i l l , as 
wages r i s e , e i the r spur farmers into more modern techniques 
( h i s t o r i c a l l y , one of the r e s u l t s of unionisation)-*^ or dr ive them 
s t i l l further into debt , perhaps even into bankruptcy. The land of 
those so driven is a l l too l ike ly to be absorbed by profit-making 
commercial farming un i t s which, if already themselves unionised, 
wi l l find i t d i f f i c u l t simply to rout union organisat ion in the 
' r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n 1 of the i r new acquis i t ions t ha t wi l l no doubt 
follow. At present such r a t i ona l i s a t i ons appear to involve mass 
redundancy on the one hand, and the in tens i f i ca t ion of labour 
amongst workers from the profit-making en te rp r i se on the o ther , as 
they are compelled to perform the tasks wMch retrenched workers 
on the bankrupt e s t a t e no longer perform. 

Another key reason why the f i r s t wave of agrarian unionisation 
should break over the zones of advanced agr icu l tu re flows d i r ec t l y 
form the precarious posi t ion of the backward farmers. For the low 
p r o f i t a b i l i t y farmers, able to concede very l i t t l e economically ir* 
any struggle with labour, are l ike ly to be unremitting in the i r 
p o l i t i c a l campaign against i t . Retarded capi ta l ism - espec ia l ly of 
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the pa t r i a rcha l agrarian var ie ty - i s always reac t ionary . In South 
Africa, i t remains one of the core regions of support for the 
t o l i t i c s of the u l t r a - r i g h t . 3 4 The f i r s t systematic attempt a t 
unionising farm workers in South JVfrican h i s to ry met with the o r ­
ganised violence of landowners.3 5 Given the p o l i t i c s of the 
unprofitable farmers today, and the presence of the AWB's 
prandwags (armed react ion forces) in rura l areas , i t i s unfor­
tunately l i ke ly that union a c t i v i s t s would suffer a s imilar 
violence today. Only unions with a secure organisa t ional base in 
advanced c a p i t a l i s t ag r icu l tu re wi l l have the resources and the 
strength necessary to mount concerted, successive organisat ional 
offensives on such unfavourable t e r r a i n . Nevertheless, a p o l i t i c a l 
campaign agains t the armed gangs t ha t lurk on the edges, and some­
times a t the cen t re , of the f a r - r igh t wi l l be a necessary comple­
ment to - indeed, precursor of - the unionisat ion of the most 
backward zones of agrarian capi tal ism in South Afr ica. 

b. Socialism 

With regard to the question of a s o c i a l i s t t r a n s i t i o n , the weak­
ness of agrarian capi ta l ism in South Africa possesses both advan­
tages and disadvantages. Idea l ly , socialism i s erected upon the * 
technical and productive base of the most advanced capi ta l i sm. 
Lenin, in one of h i s for thr ight aphorisms, declared "monopoly 
capital ism", pa r t i cu l a r l y when i t was commanded by the s t a t e , to 
be "the f u l l e s t mater ial preparation for soc ia l i sm." 3 7 Precisely 
because monopoly c a p i t a l has made so few s t r i d e s in ag r i cu l tu re , 
unlike those i t has made (with seven league boots) in mining, the 
South African agrarian world evinces much l e s s "material prepara­
tion for socialism" than does i t s i ndus t r i a l world. 

Although the process of "creeping monopolisation" alluded to ea r ­
l ie r has halved the number of South African farm-owners over the 
l a s t four decades, i t i s important t o emphasise the creeping 
quali ty of tha t process as well as i t s incomplete na ture . A r e l a ­
t ively th in stratum of agrarian c a p i t a l i s t s accounts for the bulk 
°f South Afr ica ' s ag r i cu l tu ra l production but i t , never the less , 
enjoys no corresponding control over the land i t s e l f . Today, more 
than 60 000 landowners command the 85 000 000 hectares of land 
reserved for white-ownership in South Africa. This leve l of no-
n °pol i sa t ion i s not only far lower than tha t which e x i s t s in other 
sectors of the South African economy, i t does not approach the 
Plateau of cont ro l to be found in the topography of advanced 
a9rar ian rul ing c l a s se s : in la te -n in teen th century Br i t a in , locus 
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of the most powerful c l a s s of rura l c a p i t a l i s t s in h i s to ry , a mere 
7 000 persons owned 80% of the pr iva te r ea l e s t a t e in the UK - a 
percentage not much lower than that owned by the 60 000+ South 
African white landowners of today; in the 1870s, only 360 magnates 
owned a quarter of a l l England's land. Beside such a concentra­
t i o n , the diffuse nature of landholding in South Africa more than 
a century l a t e r , must make those who s t r e s s monoply cont ro l of 
rura l en te rp r i se in t h i s country pause to r e f l e c t . Agribusiness, 
in fact , comprehends no more than 10% of white^owned land in South 
Africa, the s t a t e cont ro ls l e s s than 2% of i t . 

Any attempt a t a properly s o c i a l i s t t r a n s i t i o n in agr icu l tu re 
would have to take these facts into account. Given the precarious 
purchase upon p r o f i t a b i l i t y displayed by the contemporary ru ra l 
economy, a reckless tampering with economies of scale wi l l send 
the product iv i ty of agrarian labour spinning downwards taking the 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s of planned econany with i t . Socialism i s not posited 
upon the d i sso lu t ion of c a p i t a l i s t monopolies but upon the i r ex- > 
propiat ion and subjection t o workers1 con t ro l . Lenin ' s aphorism 
needs to be recal led here with pa r t i cu l a r force. Where the 
development of capi tal ism in South African agr icu l tu re has 
provided a "material preparation for social ism", s o c i a l i s t s should 
respec t , preserve and extend that ma t e r i a l i t y . To flout i t would 
not be to enter the 'kingdom of freedom' but to flounder further 
(and needlessly) in the realm of necess i ty . 

In one sense, however, the r e l a t i ve lack of monopolisation in 
South African agrarian capi tal ism presents an advantage for a 
t r a n s i t i o n to social ism. Any attempt a t such a t r ans i t i on on the 
mines w i l l , of course, be met by sabotage of the most soph i s t i ­
cated stamp: in the f i r s t instance, the mining conglomerates are 
l i ke ly to attempt, with computer-swiftness, a c a p i t a l - f l i g h t of 
immense propor t ions . With the i r monopoly cont ro l of the industy 
and in te rna t iona l connections, whether or not the mines themselves 
are occupied by workers, they could e f fec t ive ly withdraw the 
"c i rcu la t ing c a p i t a l . . . . necessary to keep any indus t r i a l i n s t a l ­
l a t ion going a t a l l " 4 1 and perhaps even cut off markets in the 
short term. These are problems which s o c i a l i s t s have had to face 
and overcome, in other - though less monopoly-controlled -
economies (by such measures as na t ional is ing a l l finance i n s t i t u ­
t ions and the accounts held in them, save those of the small 
deposi tors - as did the Bolsheviks). 

The composition of c a p i t a l in South African ag r i cu l tu re simply 
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0f the land, with workers in many cases providing for the i r own 
sustenance on farms (so d i f fe ren t from the mines), with the rura l 
enterprises p r inc ipa l ly di rected a t a local market, and with so 
many farmers in debt , the expropriat ion of the agrarian rul ing 
c lass in South Africa would leave l e s s opportunity to landowners 
t o induce an economic collapse than tha t open to the mineowners. 
What would considerably enhance the i r oppor tun i t i e s , however, 
rtould be hes i t a t ion in implementing a s o c i a l i s t programme. Any 
gradual measures towards expropriat ion would lead landowners 
swiftly to run down the i r e n t e r p r i s e s , perhaps in the hope of 
creating food shortages and thereby exert ing pressure upon those 
wishing to expropriate them. The h is tory of Salvador Al lende 's 
Chile, a regime resolu te in i t s commitment to a gradual t r ans i t i on 
to social ism, c l ea r ly revealed the dangers of slow movement in 
this regard. 

Allende's Unidad Popular was elected in 1970, Chilean society 
rapidly becoming "a whirlpool of p o l i t i c a l forces" as mil l ions 
(including the hitherto-dormant "seasonally employed in 
agricul ture") "mobilised in support of new demands", the Right -
in i t s turn - counter-mobil is ing. Very rapidly , large pr iva te 
farmers ceased to invest in agrarian en t e rp r i s e : in 1971/2 crop 
output f e l l by almost 10%; between 1971 and 1973 (the date of the 
mi l i tary coup), the production of wheat - perhaps the most impor­
tant s tap le of a l l - declined a t an annual r a t e of almost 14%. 
There can be l i t t l e doubt tha t t h i s contributed to the severe 
economic c r i s i s tha t was the back-cloth of the Pinochet coup: 
indeed, by the time of tha t coup, food imports were consuming a 
third of C h i l e ' s export earnings . 

This i s not t o say tha t severe economic d i f f i c u l t i e s wi l l not a t ­
tend a fully s o c i a l i s t t r a n s i t i o n in the countryside. They w i l l . 
But those d i f f i c u l t i e s wi l l be more an object ive factor for 
transcendence than a subjective weapon in the hands of a rul ing 
c lass seeking a re turn to the s t a t u s quo an te . No i l l u s ions need 
be sown about the po t en t i a l l y tor tured path tha t the t r ans i t i on to 
socialism in rura l South Africa might take . Can tha t path be 
otherwise? The low leve l of monopolisation in ag r i cu l tu re , whilst 
making farmers economically weak, nevertheless mul t ip l i e s the num­
ber of landowners and gives them a socia l weight that wi l l be dif­
f icu l t to unbalance, l e t alone throw into the chronic d i sequi ­
librium necessary if socialism i s to triumph. I t wi l l not be a 
handful of monopolists, but tens of thousands of landowners, with 
a h is tory of p o l i t i c a l - indeed, mi l i t a ry - organisat ion who wi l l 

103 



- agrarian question -

handful of monopolists, but tens of thousands of landowners, with 
a h is tory of p o l i t i c a l - indeed, mi l i ta ry - organisat ion who wi l l 
be r e s i s t i ng expropr ia t ion. The counter-weight to t h i s soc ia l bloc 
would have to be extremely powerful: encompassing the broad mass 
of agrarian working people, mobilised on the bas i s of a s o c i a l i s t 
programme, the insurgent bloc would have to be capable of waging a 
c l a s s s t ruggle tha t had been raised to i t s highest plane and that 
w i l l , no doubt, assume lacerat ing forms. In t h i s end-game s i tua ­
t i o n , the countryside wi l l be seized by a convulsive p o l i t i c o -
economic transformation that would ce r t a in ly d i s loca t e the 
agrarian economy. I t i s p rec ise ly a t t h i s point tha t the level of 
unionisat ion in the countryside could be decis ive in ensuring that 
economic d i s loca t ion was not rad ica l enough to threaten food sup­
p l i e s . And t h i s br ings us logica l ly to a brief considerat ion of 
the place of trade unions in the t r ans i t i on to social ism. 

c . Trade Unions and the Transition to Socialism 

By the i r object ive pos i t ion in c a p i t a l i s t society trade unions are 
precluded from leading a s o c i a l i s t revolution.4-* Put simply, 
unions are an expression of the conversion of labour-power into a 
commodity under capi ta l i sm. They seek to increase the pr ice of 
labour-power and to improve the condit ions under which i t i s 
employed. But socialism - seen by Marx "as the suppression of 
c l a s s society by the p r o l e t a r i a t , and therewith the suppression of 
i t s e l f " 4 4 - aims prec i se ly a t the abol i t ion of labour-power a s a 
commodity. Constructed to defend tha t which socialism ult imately 
seeks to l i qu ida t e , unions, are not well-placed s t ruc tu r a l l y to 
overthrow the c a p i t a l i s t s t a t e . 

The key weapon in the hands of unions i s forged (and l imited) by 
the i r organic l ink to •labour power as commodity1. For the s t r i k e , 
e s s e n t i a l l y , is a co l l ec t i ve withdrawal of a commodity. Unions, 
typ ica l ly make their power f e l t negatively - by absenting their 
members from the means of production they are employed to operate . 
And absence, even on the most massive sca le , i s incapable of su­
perceding an exis t ing soc ia l system. Such a projec t demands not 
withdrawal but what one writer has cal led "an aggressive over-
pa r t i c ipa t ion in the system, which abolishes i t and c rea te s a new 
soc ia l o r d e r . " 4 5 

The most powerful weapons in the t rade union arsenal - general 
s t r i k e and mass occupation of workplace - are unable to breach the 
order of c a p i t a l . No s o c i a l i s t revolution has ever been effected 
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by tne§f; methods. The fa i lu res of the 1905 general s t r i k e in 
Russia and tha t in 1968 in France, respect ive ly the most insur­
gent and the l a rges t in h i s to ry , revealed the i n a b i l i t y of the 
mass-stoppage to overthrow a s t a t e o rde r . (The difference between 
defeat and v ic tory in 1905 and 1917 in Russia was, in many ways, 
the difference between an insurgent s t r i k e movement and an armed 
insurrection of the working c l a s s : s i g n i f i c a n t l y , in 1917 s t r i k e s 
never assumed the importance they had in 1905. ) Meanwhile, the 
failure of the most mi l i t an t (and soc i a l i s t -o r i en t ed ) wave of fac­
tory occupations - tha t in Turin in 1919-20, in the heart land of 
I t a l i an i ndus t r i a l capi ta l ism - rapidly revealed the l i m i t s of oc­
cupations on the i r own as revolutionary weapons. 

Yet, when a l l t h i s i s conceded, the c ruc i a l ro les tha t can be 
played by trade unions a t moments of revolutionary t r ans i t i on must 
be noted. There can be l i t t l e doubt tha t the more 
organisationally-powerful the working c l a s s i s a t the moment of 
t r ans i t i on , the more ordered and l e s s marked by pr iva t ion the 
t rans i t ion i s l i ke ly to be. Thus, whils t Russian t rade unions 
played no s ign i f i can t ro le in the October Revolution i t s e l f , they 
became a c ruc i a l organisat ional network for the Bolsheviks during 
the C iv i l War and in the Soviet attempt to build a planned 
economy. ° Likewise, although t rade unions played no ro le in the 
seizure of power during the Cuban Revolution of 1959, Cuba's r e l a ­
t ive ly long h is tory of organised labour and working-class s t ruggle 
were important in laying the foundations for s o c i a l i s t transforma­
t ion. At the moment of Cas t ro ' s seizure of power, approximately 
half of the Cuban labour-force (much of i t ag r i cu l tu ra l ) was 
unionised. The giant Cuban Federation of Workers was, by t h i s 
time, "dominated by an ideology of 'business unionism'". But "the 
organisat ional experience of the working c l a s s and i t s ro les in 
the s t ruggle over decades", never theless , "provided an important 
foundation for the reorganisat ion of the economy along s o c i a l i s t 

To sh i f t the focus back to South Africa, then, powerful t rade 
unions in agr icu l tu re , as elsewhere in the economy, can play a 
crucia l i n f r a s t r u c t r a l role in the creat ion of a planned economy. 
More than t h i s , as has already been noted, a high level of 
unionisation in the countryside might well be the cen t ra l factor 
determining tha t ag r i cu l tu ra l production continues amidst the t o r ­
ments of the economic d is loca t ion l i ke ly to at tend the t r a n s i ­
t ional per iod. In t h i s regard, as important as the level of 
unionisat ion in the countryside wi l l be i t s p a t t e r n . A 1983 e s -
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timate suggested tha t a mere 1% of South African agrarian en­
t e r p r i s e s generated 16% of farm income, tha t 6% of farm-units ac­
counted for 40% of income and that 30% of farms produced ful ly 
th ree-quar te r s of commercial a g r i c u l t u r e ' s income. A l a t e r com­
putat ion estimated 1% of the agrarian c a p i t a l i s t c l a s s to be 
responsible for half of the count ry ' s a g r i c u l t u r a l production. l 

Whatever the precision of these f igures , they do suggest tha t even 
a re la t ive ly- low level of unionisat ion, provided i t i s con­
centrated on the most productive farms - and, importantly, on the 
farmers' coperat ives and marketing boards which together over­
whelmingly control ag r i cu l tu ra l inputs and outputs - may be suf­
f i c i en t to ensure that the t r ans i t i on to socialism in South Africa 
i s not plagued by tha t acute scarc i ty of foodstuffs which so 
bl ighted the s o c i a l i s t project in the USSR. 

3.Problems of Expropriation and 'Peasantization' 

a. Expropriation 

The f i r s t and fundamental p re - requ i s i t e for a t r ans i t i on to 
socialism in the countryside i s , of course, the expropriat ion of 
the ex is t ing possessing c l a s s . To leave tha t c l a s s ' s soc ia l e x i s t ­
ence in tac t would be to leave c a p i t a l i s t explo i ta t ion untouched. 
As more than one writer has pointed out , the abo l i t ion of the Land 
Act would in i t s e l f do l i t t l e to a l l e v i a t e land hunger in South 
Afr ica. I t s prime r e s u l t could well be the provision of invest­
ment oppor tuni t ies to groupings now denied them, such as the o r ­
ganised African bourgeoisie which has recent ly ca l led for jus t 
such oppor tun i t i e s . The l i f t i ng of r a c i a l f e t t e r s upon the ac­
qu i s i t i on of land, then, would in no way a l t e r property, and 
therefore e x p l o i t a t i v e , r e l a t ions in the rura l world. Neverthe­
l e s s , such an asser t ion i s l ike ly to be viewed as no more than a 
mere truism: perhaps the experience of another country wi l l lend 
i t force. 

The abol i t ion of the Southern Rhodesia Land Apportionment Act 
(ac tual ly struck from the s t a t u t e book under the Muzorewa regime) , 
and the agrarian reform undertaken by the Mugabe Government, have 
manifestly fai led to a l t e r the s t ruc ture of property in the Zim-
babewean countryside. Whilst no attempt a t a s o c i a l i s t t r ans i t i on 
has been made in Zimbabwe (five years af ter independence, l e s s 
than 1% of the means of production had been na t ional i sed ) , even 
the modest aims of the agrarian reform have been hampered by the 
regime's f a i lu re to expropr ia te , to any degree, c a p i t a l i s t 
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agr icul ture . Blocked from any large-sca le acquis i t ion of land by 
• t s ins is tence upon 'buying out ' landowners, the ZANU-PF 
government's i n i t i a l t a rge t of s e t t l i n g over 160 000 peasant 
families by 1984 on "land bought . . . f rom. . .whi tes" has not nearly 
been approached. By mid-1985, only 30 000 families had been so 
se t t l ed . Today, more than seven years af ter independence, the num­
ber of r e s e t t l e d peasant families stands a t 40 000 - l e s s than 5% 
0f the peasantry as a whole. 

The rea l s ignif icance of Zimbabwe's agrarian reform, of course, 
l ies elsewhere. For, qui te obviously, the s t a t e ' s ag r i cu l tu ra l in­
frastructure has been opened to the peasantry in a way unthinkable 
in Southern Rhodesia. Well-placed peasants now have access to 
markets, p r i ces for the i r produce and actual finance in a way they 
never did before: in 1979, the Agr icul tura l Finance Corporation 
lent a mere 3 000 peasants a pa l t ry $1,5 mi l l ion; in the 1984 
agr ic l tu ra l season by con t ras t , the comparable f igures were a fu l ­
some $54 mil l ion to 90 000 peasants . The r e s u l t s have been a 
quantum leap in peasant production: before independence, the 
largest maize crop ever marketed by the peasantry was a scanty 
67 000 tons ; in 1985, i t brought more than twenty times tha t ton­
nage to market . 5 8 These f igures , whils t a g rea t advance on those 
registered under s e t t l e r r u l e , are not the upshot of general 
peasant prosper i ty (d i f ferent ia t ion proceeds apace in the c lass) 
and should not be considered to imply a solut ion of the agrarian 
question in Zimbabwe. 

Indeed, i t i s prec ise ly the countryside which has, since indepen­
dence, witnessed the most mi l i t an t and v io lent events in the 
country - a t once, s i t e of the l a rges t s t r i k e s and locat ion of 
continuing armed a t tacks upon landowners.5 9 i t i s estimated that 
"communal lands" in Zimbabwe carry 400 000+ peasant families more 
than, economically-speaking, they should.**0 The resett lement 
Programme has run i t s course; the vast commercial fanning un i t s 
remain i n t a c t . Awash with maize and yet malnutr i t ion , i t may 
take only the next severe drought to detonate the contradic t ions 
that have been building up around the massive agrarian c a p i t a l i s t 
enterprises tha t were never expropriated in Zimbabwe. For ex­
propriation remains the precursor of any s ignifcant agrarian 
r^form, l e t alone a s o c i a l i s t ag r i cu l tu re . In contemporary 
N l caragua, only the Sandanis ta ' s confiscat ion of 'Somocista' 
Proper t ies , comprising one-f if th of the count ry ' s a g r i c u l t u r a l 

^ , has enabled the Ortega Government to embark on a s igni f icant 
(though not soc i a l i s t ) programme of land reform. 
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In the case of South Africa, no s ign i f i can t expropriat ion could be 
effected unless landowners were not compensated for the confisca­
t ion of the i r property. Capi ta l a s se t s held by farmers amount to 
more than for ty- three b i l l i o n rand ; they pay the i r employees, 
both waged and s a l a r i ed , not much more than half a b i l l i o n rand 
annually , drawing more than twice t h i s sum in p r o f i t s . Compen-
sat ion on t h i s sca le , c l e a r l y , would bind the working c l a s s to 
paying an indemnity to i t s present exp lo i te r s in perpe tu i ty , in 
ef fec t ensuring that c a p i t a l i s t explo i ta t ion continued by another 
rou te . Wages would be held down and the reinvestments required to 
replenish means of production would disappear into dividends paid 
in compensation for a s s e t s that workers had already 'bought1 - by 
way of p r o f i t s extracted from them over genera t ions . Expropriation 
without compensation remains the only feasible f i r s t s tep towards 
socialism in r u r a l , as in i n d u s t r i a l , South Afr ica. 

2 . *Peasantization , 

Expropriation without compensation - a major revolutionary act by 
any standard - need not be followed by the s o c i a l i s t project of 
converting farm-units in to c o l l e c t i v e s under workers1 control 
within the broader framework of a planned economy. Confiscated 
proper t ies could instead be divided and d i s t r i bu t ed to the ex i s t ­
ing farm labour-force. Given the c e n t r a l i t y of t h i s scenario to 
some presc r ip t ions for the South African agrarian future, i t would 
be appropriate to rehearse some of the ( soc i a l i s t ) arguments 
against i t . 

Socialism, fundamentally, requires the subjection of the economy 
to plan. The parce l l ing out of South Afr ica ' s white-owned agr icu l ­
t u r a l land amongst those who work i t is tantamount to converting 
approximately 65 000 farms into a t l eas t a mil l ion econmic un i t s -
for such i s the s ize of the ag r i cu l tu ra l p r o l e t a r i a t today. All 
anarchical ly-pul l ing in the d i rec t ion of the i r own individual in­
t e r e s t s , these un i t s would rend beyond repair any attempt a t a 
planned economy in South Africa. I t was the market-dynamic of mil" 
l ions of peasant households (not, i t should be noted, primarily 
"kulak" households) which threatened to sha t te r the economic 
project of socialism in the USSR in the l a t e -1920s . 6 7 

The triumph of the Bolshevik Revolution, however, was made pos­
s ib l e only through a revolutionary a l l i ance of the p r o l e t a r i a t and 
the middle and poor peasantry. This necessi ta ted i n i t i a l conces-
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sions t o small p r iva te property - a l b e i t de facto ra ther than de 
jure since the land was immediately na t iona l i sed . But p r iva te 
property, in ef fec t p r iva te economy, on so massive a sca le was 
bound in the end to shred the economic plan upon which socia l ism, 
in the f ina l ana lys i s , depended. S ign i f i can t ly , Lenin - before 
the Bolshevik seizure of power and (surely) in fu l l cognizance of 
the need t o e f fec t an a l l i ance between worker and peasant -
"showed preference for measures tending towards c o l l e c t i v i z a t i o n 
and, in conformity with Marxist doc t r ine , expressed very de f in i t e 
reservations about the regime of small-scale ownership." 

Such doc t r ine , however, could not be applied immediately in a 
country where the peasantry cons t i tu ted the vast majority of the 
population - espec ia l ly in the midst of the c i v i l war and the 
economic devasta t ion tha t followed the v ic to r ious s o c i a l i s t 
revolution. From the mid-1920s, however, the doctr ine could have 
been applied p rogress ive ly 5 9 ; but by t ha t t ime, the pol icy of ap­
peasing small property had become a ve r i t ab l e c u l t amongst most 
sections of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, i t s most ex­
treme manifestation being Bukharin's cry to the peasantry: "Enrich 
yourselves!". The r e s u l t s were to be well-nigh f a t a l . Col lec­
t iv izat ion, instead of being carr ied through over many years and 
not in the midst of c r i s i s , was clamped upon the peasantry a t tha t 
point, in the l a t e -20s , when p r iva te property began to subvert 
planned economy and when hunger (summoned forth by grain-hoarding) 
stalked the c i t i e s . The character of the c o l l e c t i v i z a t i o n - be­
lated, b r u t a l , undemocratic - has scarred Soviet ag r i cu l tu re to 
this day, Deutscher 's analys is of i t s fundamental cont rad ic t ions 
s t i l l p e r t a i n i n g . 2 i In Pa r t , the torments of the Soviet experience 

were made inevi table by the contradictory nature of the a l l i ance 
between peasantry and p r o l e t a r i a t which alone had made the 
Revolution poss ib le . But there i s no reason why South Africa 
should suffer s imi l a r ly . For South Africa possesses tha t which 
Russia lacked in the ear ly- twent ie th century: an overwhelming 
preponderance not of the peasantry but of the p r o l e t a r i a t . 
Peasants have ceased to be a s t r a t e g i c a l l y or numerically s i g ­
nificant c l a s s in t h i s country. The sequence of peasant rebe l l ions 
that swept South Africa in the 1950s were already stamped,by the 
proletariat, migrant workers playing a key ro le in them. Today 
there are extremely few se l f - su f f i c i en t peasants . Some s t a t i s t i c s 
indicate that in the areas where most peasants are located, the 
bantustans, "ag r i cu l tu ra l production cont r ibu tes as l i t t l e as 10% 
to household income and sustenance". Overwhelmingly, wage labour 
not subsistence agr icu l tu re maintains such households. Outside 
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describes i t s r e l a t i ve prosper i ty in "one of the few areas in 
South Africa where a black peasantry has been able to survive, to 
an extent , the onslaught of Apartheid. . .and c a p i t a l i s t 
ag r i cu l t u r e " . But even t h i s community i s said to be dependent on 
wage labour "in the PWV a r e a " . 7 4 

All evidence po in t s , then, to the ex t inc t ion of the peasantry as a 
s ign i f i can t socia l c l a s s in South Afr ica. To divide commercial 
farms into small p lo t s would be, in e f fec t , t o recreate a c l a s s . 
Some mention has already been made of the rad ica l v io la t ion of the 
economic s t ruc tu re of the countryside t h i s would e n t a i l . I t i s 
worth reca l l ing here tha t the landowning c l a s s of Czaris t Russia 
w a s a r en t i e r c l a s s , drawing a surplus from peasant families work­
ing small p lo t s of land: the expropriat ion of Russian landlords, 
and the divis ion of the i r e s t a t e s amongst the peasantry, therefore 
enta i led no fundamental rupture of the economy, although where 
economies of scale exis ted they were i n i t i a l l y undermined. 5 The 
basic uni t of ag r i cu l tu ra l production in South Africa, however, 
i s not the rented smallholding but the g iant c a p i t a l i s t farm. The 
degree to which economies of scale ex i s t in South African agr icul ­
t u r e , therefore , is incomparably greater than the extent to which 
they exis ted in the Czar is t countryside. Consequently, a fragmen­
ta t ion of farms into smallholdings in t h i s country has an im-
meaurably grea ter po ten t i a l for destroying economies of s ca l e . 

A divis ion of the great c a p i t a l i s t e s t a t e s of rura l South Africa 
c a r r i e s with i t the danger of rendering redundant ex i s t ing 
ag r i cu l tu ra l technologies: such technology, as one wri ter has 
recent ly pointed ou t , cannot be u t i l i z ed on the smallholdings of 
the bantustans; " a t present , the combine-harvester cannot be us<* 
prof i tab ly on South African farms where the maize-harvest i s l e s s 
than 250 tonnes 7 ' - a threshhold far above the capacity of the 
peasant smallholder. Marx's judgement on the economy of "the 
small-holding peasants" , for a l l i t s harshness, appears cor rec t . 

Their mode of production i so l a t e s them from one 
another instead of bringing them into mutual i n t e r ­
cour se . . . .Their f ield of production, the small holding, 
admits of no divis ion of labour in i t s c u l t i v a t i o n , no 
appl icat ion of science and, therefore , no d ive r s i ty of 
development.. . .Each individual peasant family i s almost 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t , i t i t s e l f d i r e c t l y produces the major 
pa r t of i t s consumption and thus acquires i t s means of 
l i f e more through exchange with nature than in i n t e r ­
course with soc ie ty 7 " 
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l i f e more through exchange with nature than in i n t e r ­
course with society 

Moreover, as ide from the l iqu ida t ion of economies of s c a l e , the 
recreat ion of the peasantry on the bas i s of a d iv is ion of the land 
amongst those who work i t , must terminate the basic soc ia l p r e ­
requis i t e for social ism in the countryside: the ru ra l p r o l e t a r i a t . 
That great force, s t i l l l a rge ly unharnessed o rgan i sa t iona l ly , 
would be d i s s ipa ted as i t s members dissolved in to a sea of 
smallholdings. Where the basis now e x i s t s for united s t ruggle and 
defence, there would instead be a p e t i t - b o u r g e o i s i e , incapable of 
playing a revolutionary ro le because i t s p lo t s of land would not 
be under the f i s t of landlords or s t a t e . Agr icu l tura l unionisat ion 
would be shat tered in an i n s t a n t . 

And i t i s perhaps on tha t somewhat a larmis t note tha t t h i s paper 
should conclude. For the peasantry i s the most quicksi lver of 
c l asses , capable of mult iple p o l i t i c a l permutations. The French 
peasantry, revolut ionary in the l a te -18 th century became the 
mainstay of a react ionary Bonapartist despotism in the mid-
nineteenth; the Russian peasantry, revolutionary against i t s 
landlords, proved i t s e l f sul len and in t rac tab le once those 
landlords had been extinguished; the Bolivian peasantry, r ad ica l 
and v io lent in the wake of the 1952 Revolution, proved i t s e l f 
(after land reform) to be inhospitable to Che Guevara and an a l l y 
of the m i l i t a r y . Indeed, where revolutionary upheavals of a 
soc ia l i s t nature have been based upon the peasantry , tha t c l a s s 
has been led by organisa t ions which were careful to cana l i se the 
social forces they were unleashing in a c o l l e c t i v i s t d i r e c t i o n : 
the e s sen t i a l p o l i t i c a l achievement of the Chinese and Vietnamese 
Communist P a r t i e s . For Marx, wri t ing in The 18th Brumaire, the 
peasantry only became "revolutionary" when i t struck out "beyond 
the condit ions" of i t s "social ex i s tence , the small holding". To 
set i t in the opposite d i r e c t i o n , back towards i t s smallholdings, 
is merely to recrea te the condit ions out of which ru ra l capi tal ism 
has often come. If tha t were done in South Africa, in the midst of 
a "social ised" economy in industry, then socialism i t s e l f might 
snap at what i s present ly the weak l ink of South African 
capitalism. 

< 3 4 ; I H N & L ' « K 

1. Given the hoary debate over the place of history and historical 
* 
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research in p o l i t i c a l s t rugg le , i t i s perhaps worth r e - s t a t i ng 
here the c l a s s i c a l Marxist conception of i t : " F o r . . . h i s t o r i c a l 
mater ia l i sm, . .one of the cen t ra l purpose of understanding the past 
i s to provide a causal knowledge of h i s t o r i c a l processes capable 
of furnishing the basis for an adequate p o l i t i c a l p rac t i ce in the 
p resen t , aimed a t transforming the ex is t ing p o l i t i c a l order into a 
prepared, popular f u t u r e . . . " . "For h i s t o r i c a l material ism, as for 
s o c i a l i s t p o l i t i c s , what the past bequeaths the present i s f i r s t 
and foremost a s e t of l i ne s of force for t r ans fo rma t ion . . . " . 
See Perry Anderson Arguments Within English Marxism (London, 1980) 
2 . See, for example, Business Day, Oct. 28th 1986, p . 3 
3 . See Business Day, Nov. 5th 1986, p .1 
4. David Cooper, "Ownership and Control of Agriculture in South 
Africa", University of York Centre for Southern African Studies 
Paper, presented a t the Conference on The South African Economy 
af ter Apartheid (29th Sept. - 2nd Oct. 1986), provides a br ief 
ana lys i s of the role of r i s ing in t e re s t r a t e s in plunging farmers 
into debt . See pp. 15-16 of t h i s paper, hereafter referred to as 
Cooper (York, 1986) 
5. See, for example,, the comments of the v ice-pres ident of the 
Transvaal Agr icul tura l Union quoted in Business Day, Sept. 5th 
1986, p . 3 . 
6. See, for example, Business Day, Sept. 23rd 1986, p . 3 
7. See Business Day, Oct. 7th 1986, p . 1, "Beleaguered farmers now 
owe Rl l ,2 bn". 
8. See Business Day, Nov. 10th 1986, p . 2, which c i t e s the o f f i ­
c i a l est imates of t o t a l ag r i cu l tu ra l income for the year ending in 
June 1986 as almost R9,9 b i l l i o n and p r o f i t s as Rl ,3 b i l l i o n . As 
has already been pointed out , the farmers1 debt a t the same time 
was Rl l ,2 b i l l i o n . 
9. For evidence of the increasing bankruptcy of farmers, see Busi­
ness Day, May 6th 1987, p . 3 and Sept. 23rd 1986, p . 3 . The 
process of monopolization alluded to in the text i s well-proven by 
government s t a t i s t i c s . According to such f igures , the number of 
farms in South Africa increased by a few thousand af ter 1946 to 
reach 116 848 in 1950; since then, there has been a more or less 
continuous dec l ine : in 1980, for example, the figure stood a t 
69 372 (see Abstract of Agr icul tura l S t a t i s t i c s , 1987, isssued by 
the Directorate Agr icul tura l Economic Trends, Dept. of Agricul­
t u r a l Economics and Marketing, p . 6. Table 6 ) . Since 1980, given 
the accelera t ing monopolization at tendant upon the recession, the 
number of farms i s l i ke ly to have fa l len s t i l l more. A recent 
paper, c i t i ng what appear to be government s t a t i s t i c s for l a t e r 
than 1980, gives the number of white-owned farming uni ts in SA as 
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65 972 : see Cooper (York, 1986), p . 2 , table 1. Moreover, as a 
recent work has pointed out , the number of un i t s wi l l be more than 
the number of owners in South Africa; i . e . government s t a t i s t i c s 
are based soley on the number of farms in the country; they do not 
take into account the fact that pa r t i cu la r owners may own more 
than one e s t a t e . For the l a t t e r poin t , see Tessa Marcus Restruc­
turing in Commercial Agriculture in South Africa; Modernising 
Super-Exp,loi tat ion; an inves t igat ion into the impact of r e s t ruc ­
turing on the posi t ion and condit ions of farm workers(Amsterdam, 
1986), p . 6. Marcus, in fact , underestimates the decline in the 
number of farming un i t s in the 1980s - see her page 4 . 
10. For a l lus ions to the dif fer ing fortunes of these various sec­
t o r s , see , for example. Business Day, Sept. 8th 1986, p.2 and 
Sept. 11th 1986, p . 1 ( c i t r u s ) ; Sept. 23rd 1986, p . 3 and October 
14th 1986, p . 3 (maize); Sept. 24th 1986, p . 1 (wool and maize); 
November 20th 1986, p . 2 , "Tongaat turns in a l i t t l e sweetie" 
which (circumstantial ly) suggests tha t the drought, whilst having 
adversely affected sugar-cane suppl ies , has not prevented p r o f i t s 
for Tongaat-Hullet t . For the vigour of the deciduous f ru i t sector 
during the drought, s ee , for example, Business Day, Nov. 11th 
1986, p . 16 
1 1 . See Business Day, Oct. 14th 1986, p .3 
12. I attempt such an invs t iga t ion in the f i r s t chapter of The 
South African Agrarian Future, a study I am present ly preparing 
and which should be completed by ear ly next year . 
13. For which see Robert.Ross, "The Origins of C a p i t a l i s t Agricul­
ture in the Cape: A Survey", pp. 56-100 (esp. pp. 79-96) in 
Beinart W, Delius P and Trapido S (eds.) Put t ing a Plough to the 
Ground: Accumulation and Dispossession in Rural South Africa, 
1850-1930(Johannesburg, 1986). Readers are warned, however, tha t 
Ross's essay i s v i t i a t e d with a conceptual confusion t ha t leads 
him, a t t imes , to confuse slavery with capi ta l ism and s laves with 
p ro le ta r i ans thereby cancell ing the in te res t ing and important 
points he makes about the socia l and economic e f fec t s of the 
abol i t ion of s lavery. C r i t i c a l comments on Ross 's approach wi l l be 
offered in a c r i t i q u e of Putting a Plough t o the Ground in 
Transformat ions. 
14. See Stanley Trapido and Shula Marks, "Lord Milner and the 
South African Sta te" in P. Bonner (ed.) working Papers in Southern 
African Studies(Johannesburg, 1981); Jeremy Krik ler , "The 
Transvaal Agrarian Class Struggle in the South African War", So­
c i a l Dynamics, 12 (2) , 1986, espec ia l ly p. 18 ff. For massive, 
preliminary evidence of the Br i t i sh attempt to crea te a s c i e n t i f i c 
agr icu l ture in the defeated Boer Republics, see the B r i t i s h -
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sponsored Transvaal Agr i cu l t u r a l Journal of the ear ly- twent ie th 
century, a journal c i rcu la ted in the Orange River Colony as wel l . 
Beinart and Del ius , in the i r "Introduction" to Putt ing a Plough 
appear to concur with the view tha t the period of d i r e c t Br i t i sh 
cont ro l of SA was cen t ra l to l a t e r a g r i c u l t u r a l developments; on 
on pp. 40-1, they wr i t e : " . . . t h e period around the turn of the 
century can be seen as tha t in whicb the i n i t i a l foundations were 
la id for the development of a r a c i a l l y exclusive form of c a p i t a l ­
i s t accumulation on the l a n d . . . " . See a lso the i r p . 31 . 
15. See, e . g . , E. Hobsbawm Industry and Empire(Harmondsworth, 
1970), pp. 29-32. 
16. This was, of course, one of the contentions of the famous 
study with which South African agrarian historiography proper 
began - W. M. Macmillan's The South African Agrarian Problem and 
i t s H i s to r i ca l Develpment (Johannesburg, 1919), esp . pp. 36-41, 
62-3, 76-7. Crucial economic in f ras t ruc tu re , e . g . rai lways, was, 
as Macmillan pointed out , d i s to r ted and skewed by the needs of 
mining cap i ta l i sm. Later s tudies appear to reinforce Macmillan's 
content ions: see , e . g . . Putting a Plough, pp. 28 & 31-2. 
17. See the comprehensive and convincing demonstration by Bradford 
in her chapter "Masters and Servants in the South African 
Countryside" in her Wits Ph.D. t h e s i s : "The Indus t r i a l and Commer­
c i a l Workers1 Union of Africa in the South African Countryside, 
1924-1930" (1985). For the concurring h i s t o r i a n s , see Delius and 
Beinar t , "Introduction" to Putting a Plough, p . 17. 
18. For the subsidy s t a t i s t i c , see Cooper(York, 1986), p . 8, table 
5 - using f igures provided in the 1986 Abstract of Agr icul tura l 
S t a t i s t i c s ; for the information concerning the reduction of 
i n t e r e s t - r a t e s , see Business Day, Oct. 29th 1986, p . 2, "Land Bank 
cuts r a t e " : the reduction (by 1%) afffected both ex is t ing and fu­
ture loans to farmers. 
19. See M. Sarakinsky and J . Keenan Dying For Change (Zed Press , 
forthcoming), a book which notes tha t some farmers have done away 
with wages e n t i r e l y , demanding labour from the i r workers merely in 
return for residence r i g h t s and access to pa l t ry p lo t s - In an in­
terview with a member of the South African Agricul tural Union, i t 
was revealed to these wr i t e r s tha t such arrangements were expected 
to increase on South African farms. I t should be noted tha t 
Sarakinsky and Keenan do not d e t a i l t h i s as a p r e - c a p i t a l i s t 
production re la t ion and I am not imputing the designation in the 
text to them. For further evidence of the reappearance of labour 
tenancy(this time in the Lydenburg D i s t r i c t of the Transvaal) , see 
Alan Mabin, "Land ownership and the prospects for land reform in 
the Transvaal: a preliminary view". University of York Centre for 
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southern African Studies paper, presented a t the Conference on The 
South African Economy af te r Apartheid, Sept-Oct 1986, p . 6. 
Hereafter Mabin's paper wi l l be referred to as Mabin(York, 1986). 
20. Wine and deciduous f ru i t are concentrated in the south-western 
Cape, the o ldes t zone of agrarian cpi ta l i sm in South Africa - the 
zone in which an already commercialised group of slaveholders were 
forcibly mutated into p r o t o - c a p i t a l i s t s by the abo l i t ion of 
slavery in the 1830s. Wool and sugar, l ikewise , have a long h i s ­
tory of c a p i t a l i s t o r i en ta t ion in South Africa, s t re tching well 
back in to the nineteenth century. In South African a g r i c u l t u r e , 
these were the f i r s t major *crop b e l t s ' to use wage-labour com­
prehensively in production. Importantly, these sectors capi ta l ized 
in an era preceding tha t during which the s t a t e began comprehen­
sively to aid agr icu l ture ( i . e . before the ear ly- twent ie th 
century) . They were, there fore , forced to re ly more on the en­
te rpr i se and organisat ion of farmers themselves than was, for ex­
ample, the maize sector in the twentieth century. For the early 
history of agrarian capi tal ism centred on wine and wool in the 

Cape, see Ross' 
s "Origins of C a p i t a l i s t Agriculture in the Cape" and (for wool) 
Saul Dubow's important study Land, Labour and Merchant Capi ta l in 
the Pre - Indus t r i a l Rural Economy of the Cape: the Experience of 
the Graasf-Reinet D i s t r i c t , 1852--72 (Cape Town, 1982); for sugar, 
see Peter Richardson"s forbidding but e rud i te , "The Natal Sugar 
Industry in the Nineteenth Century", pp. 129-175 in Beinar t , 
Delius and Trapido (eds) Putting a Plough to the Ground 
21. Michael De Klerk, "Seasons t ha t wi l l Never Return: The Impact 
of Farm Mechanization on Employment, Incomes and Population Dis­
t r ibu t ion in the Western Transvaal", Journal of Southern African 
Studies, Vol. 11 , No. 1, October 1984, p . 84. 
22. Such s t a t i s t i c s and complaints were to be heard at the annual 
conference of the Transvaal Agricul tural Union in Pre tor ia in 
1986: see Business Day, Sept. 5th 1986, p . 3 . 
23. See G. A. Cohen Karl Marx's Theory of History: A Defence 
(Oxford, 1982 e d i t i o n ) , pp. 41-2 & 45-7. Cohen advances h i s argu­
ment, with customary devastat ing log ic , not simply in terms of the 
Marxist schema he i s defending. 
24. See, e . g . , Business Day, Nov. 11th 1986, p . 16, "Research ups 
Wes t fa l i a ' s .» .c rop" . Westfalia Esta tes in Duiwelskloof, an expor-
oriented avocado e s t a t e employing 1200 workers has been the s i t e 
of a concerted appl icat ion of research-f indings and s c i e n t i f i c 
technique to a g r i c u l t u r e . The r e s u l t : "The e s t a t e produces 13 tons 
Per hectare - compared with the industry average of about three 
tons - due mainly to research inpu t s . " 
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25. As i s made manifest in the business p re s s . See the following 
a r t i c l e s in Business Day: "Frui t Board a major currency earner" 
(Nov. 11th, 1986); "Sappi beats pr ice hikes working on new system" 
(Sept. 2nd, 1986); "Adendorf proves to be a miracle-worker" (Sept. 
2nd, 1986); and "Pests a l i v e ! Borer ge t s radioactive"(November 
18th, 1986), the rather f l ippant t i t l e of which be l i e s the serious 
programme of research sponsored by the South African Sugar As­
soc ia t ion . 
26. Computed from figures provided by D. J . Agenbach, Director-
General of Agricul tural Economics and Water Supply in Business 
Day, 27th October 1986, p . 11 . 
27. " . . . t h a t par t o f . . . c a p i t a l that c rea te s surplus-value 
[ i s ] . . . v a r i a b l e c a p i t a l . " See Marx, Cap i t a l , Vol. 2 
(Harmondsworth, 1978), p . 140. The fundamental demonstration of 
t h i s i s , of course , to be found in Vol. 1 of Cap i t a l : see chap­
t e r s 7-9 of the Harmondsworth, 1982 e d i t i o n . 
28. In advanced monopoly capi ta l i sm, the giant corporation evinces 
"various degrees of v e r t i c a l in tegra t ion within which h ierarchica l 
^d i rec t a l loca t ion 1 replaces the market." (See Alec Nove, "Markets 
and Socialism", New Left Review, No. 161, January/February 1987, 
p. 98.) By control l ing ce r t a in product ion-inputs , then, the ad­
vanced monopoly c a p i t a l i s t i s able , to some degree, to protec t his 
or her en te rp r i se form the vagaries of the market. 
29. See Cooper(York, 1986), p . 15. Shortly before the parliamen­
tary e lec t ions in 1987, the Minister of Agriculture "hoped 
suppl ie rs" of a g r i c u l t u r a l inputs , "pa r t i cu la r ly those with an im­
port component", "would pass the benef i t s" "of the improved rand 
exchange ra te" "on to farmers". The Minister"s hope pointed to two 
b a r r i e r s farmers have yet to hurdle if they wish to exert some 
measure of control over the inputs they depend upon for 
production: a) the exchange-rate, and b) the manipulations of 
businesses producing and marketing such inputs . Only in excep­
t iona l circumstances can monopoly c a p i t a l con t ro l , to some extent/ 
the f i r s t ( c lea r ly , the finance c a p i t a l i s t s off the City of London 
help to shape the s t e r l i ng exchange-rate) . But such c a p i t a l , t yp i ­
c a l l y , exer ts considerable control over the second. Farmers in 
South Africa have yet to manifest such control For the Min i s t e r ' s 
statement, see Business Day, May 6th 1987, p . 3 . 

30. See my footnote 19 for evidence of t h i s . 
31 . Cooper (York, 1986), p . 36 has a b r ie f , useful de l inea t ion of 
the various agrarian union x a r e a s ' . 
32. See Perry Anderson, "The Limits and P o s s i b i l i t i e s of Trade 
Union Action" in Tom Clarke and Laurie Clements (eds.) Trade 
Unions Under Capitalism (Fontana, 1977), p . 343. Anderson's argu-
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ment impl ic i t ly supports t h i s content ion. I t was, of course, Marx 
wno f i r s t noted the r e l a t ionsh ip betweeen the s t ruggles of the o r ­
ganised working c l a s s and the advancement of c a p i t a l i s t technique. 
Thus the successful b a t t l e to shorten the working day in 
nineteenth century England provided the decis ive stimulus for the 
further employment - and refining - of machinery in English fac­
t o r i e s , aw well as the * s t reamlining ' of the i r labour processes: 
see Marx Cap i t a l , Vol, 1, pp. 533-536 
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