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T
he issues affecting people 
on farms are not receiving 
any serious attention from 
the government and political 
organizations in our country. 

Although people on farms still remain 
the poorest of the poor in our country 
today, there are little tangible changes 
that they have seen since we voted in 
1994 April, 27. 

They have yet to taste real 

freedom- freedom from fear, freedom 
from want, freedom to express them-
selves and to organize. People on farms 
live as families on their own homestead 
and others on the houses built for them 
by the farmer or the employer. Their 
families including children continue to 
face major problems alongside their 
parents.

On the other hand white landowners 
and their families continue to enjoy 

all the rights associated with being 
a landowner in South Africa 16, years 
after new democratic government has 
come to power.

The question is why has this situa-
tion continued up to now even when we 
have a majority government voted in 
by the poor and the workers? Workers 
on farms are still landless and little land 
has been transferred to them since we 
had a land reform programme.
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The liberation of farm workers requires a radical 
programme to change power relations in the farms

Thabo Manyathi

“the conditions that Sol Plaatjie described  

as far back as 20th June 1913 still exist today”
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Master Serf Relations 
It is important to ponder on how farm 
dwellers came into being in South Af-
rica. This is an adequate starting point, 
particularly if our aim is to 

liberate farm dwellers from poverty, 
landless and political oppression that 
still exist on farms today. 

It is now widely accepted that the cre-
ation of the working class in our country 
was as a result of dispossession and 
conquest. This saw the creation of a 
“free” laborers, freed and divorced from 
their land. 

The discovery of gold and diamonds 
in Witswaterand and Kimberly led to 
more people being evicted from their 
land by the white establishment. The 
collaboration of feudal institutions such 
as chiefs through the institution of poll 
taxes led to a rise of a disposed and 
readily available wage slaves. The 
successive land acts imposed by the 
white  capitalist class in cahoots with 
the political leadership led to millions of 
disposed “squatters” on newly acquired 
farms, effectively turned into slaves of 
the white masters, giving them their la-
bour for free.  

The 1913 Land Act was the last at-
tack on black people who still owned 
land and the some of the problems that 
we still facing today are as a result of 
that Act.

The former Secretary General of the 
ANC, Sol Plaatjie in his book Native Life 
in South Africa best tells us about the 
misery wrought on by the Act. He makes 
the observation that “Awakening on 
Friday morning, June 20, 1913, the 
South African native found himself, 
not actually a slave, but a pariah in 
the land of his birth”

This is why we need not be apologet-
ic when we speak about the conditions 
of workers on the farm. This history tells 
us that we should not plead for mercy 
from landowners. Our freedom is not 
complete until workers on farms are 
free from poverty, underdevelopment 
and landlessness.

This history should also be used to 
counter the notion that farm dwellers just 
appeared in the pages of history without 
contextualizing this in the language of 
class struggle and dispossession. It is 

disheartening to note that the condi-
tions that Sol Plaatjie described as far 
back as 20th June 1913 still exist today. 
The relationship between farm workers/
dwellers and farm owners can be de-
!ned as a master-serf relation. 

Access to Social Services is an  
uphill climb
Farm dwellers face a number of social 
challenges today and these range from 
accessing social services, educational 
and health services. Farms are often 
located far away from service points 
and farm workers and their families are 
often neglected by government when it 
comes to accessing services like social 
grants, Identity documents, birth certi!-
cates for children and all other important 
documents necessary for accessing so-
cial services.

In most instances farm workers live 
in squalid conditions with poor housing 
and lack of sanitation. Although workers 
pay for these houses through rent, they 
are usually evicted when employment 
is terminated. 

Those farm dwellers who are living in 
their own homesteads are not allowed to 
renovate or extend their houses. Com-
pounds and hostels are not durable and 
properly maintained by landowners, yet 
the landowners still deduct money for 
such maintenance.

Access to basic services like free 
water and electricity and other bene!ts 
that urban dwellers enjoy from govern-
ment through local government, still 
remain a dream for farm dwellers and 
their families. Farm dwellers travel long 
distances to collect water and !rewood. 
They share water with animals and they 
are often restricted by landowners from 
accessing other natural resources nec-
essary for quality life.

Farm workers have erratic access to 
health services. This is largely depend-
ent on mobile health units, which are ir-
regular in terms of their visits (once in 3 
months). In other instances mobile unit 
access is dependent on the mercy of 
the farm owner and there have been in-
stances where mobile units have been 
chased by the landowner. As a result of 
this farm dwellers spend their meager 
wages traveling to small rural towns to 

pay for private health. Access to univer-
sal health is a right for all but it seems 
farm workers are excluded from this.

The South African agricultural econo-
my was built on the back of farm work-
ers. It is farm workers today who feed 
the nation through their toil on the soil. 
However, farm workers have yet to en-
joy these bene!ts for themselves. The 
wealth they produce is still enjoyed 
by few landowners and agribusiness. 
Many farm workers are still not receiv-
ing wages as stipulated by the Minimum 
Wage Act. 

Landowners through creative and 
corrupt bookkeeping still ensure that 
workers receive less of what they are 
expected as they deduct a lot of money 
for grazing !elds, rents for housing and 
rent for little livestock that farm dwellers 
have.

Farm workers still have no shares on 
the farms they have been employed in 
for generations. The land reform pro-
gramme, which is meant to redress 
land to landless workers, is moving 
painfully slow and farm dwellers are 
facing increasing evictions at the same 
time as farmers anticipate the changes 
that might happen as a result of land 
reform. 

In some instances farm workers have 
been made shareholders without their 
knowledge just to put wool over the face 
of government and to show that they 
are transforming. In some instances 
even those workers who are supposed 
to be shareholders have been evicted, 
this is more prevalent in Western Cape 
wine farms. 

Patriarchy is well entrenched  
in the farms
Women on farms bear the brunt of op-
pression in many ways. They are often 
the reservoir for cheap labor, paid less 
than men in most instances. In terms 
of law they have secondary status and 
their residential rights on farms are often 
linked to the male farm dweller/worker 
and when the male farm dweller/worker 
dies or has his employment terminat-
ed, the woman is often forced to leave  
the house, compound or homestead on  
the farm.
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The maternal rights in the legisla-
tion are not realized and most women 
are forced to work right up into mater-
nity and immediately after delivering 
a child, women are expected to be 
back at work. 

The brunt of providing for the home 
in terms of accessing !rewood, water 
and other natural resources is often  
expected to be done by women and 
this puts women into confrontation 
with the landowners

Freedom of association is an illu-
sion for farm workers
Despite the democratization process, 
which culminated into the !rst dem-
ocratic election, farm dwellers and 
farm workers are still citizens without 
rights and this includes political rights. 
No unions are allowed in most of the 
farms and participation in political 
activities, which includes voting and 
attending government activities, and 
political party campaigns are severe-
ly curtailed. Freedom of association 
and freedom of assembly are virtually 
non-existent.

Farm dwellers and farm workers 
are also excluded from political proc-
ess because most of these activities 
often happen far away from farms 
and during work hours. The example 
is the Workers Parliament in KZN, 

which is expected to be attended by 
farm workers as well, but due to the 
above problems, farm workers are 
unable to do so. 

Political parties or organizations 
and unions are guilty because they 
have not actively engaged in strug-
gles to free farm dwellers and farm 
workers. Farm dwellers and farm 
worker communities are often recog-
nized for electioneering purposes and 
once they have voted they are then 
forgotten

Farm dwellers and farm workers 
are unable to practice their cultural 
rights which include the rights to bury 
family members on the farm, a right to 
have cultural activities like weddings 
and religious assemblies. Access to 
these rights depends on the whims 
and generosity of the farm owner. 

Education Challenges
Although access to education is a 

universal right for all, people on farms 
still face many challenges in access-
ing education and so the cycle of pov-
erty and illiteracy continues amongst 
farm dwellers and their children.

Most of the schools on farms are 
built on privately owned land and ac-
cess is often dependent on the mood 
and mercy of the landowner. In case 
of disputes between the landown-
er and the workers, the landowner 

often strikes back by closing down 
the school. Farm schools are under 
resourced and battle to attract good 
educators. The department of educa-
tion support (or lack thereof) for farm 
school is appalling.

The government has also done 
very little to ensure that all privately 
owned land on which schools are built 
is expropriated for public purpose to 
ensure access to education for peo-
ple on farms. In some instances the 
government through the department 
of education fails to pay landowners 
on time and consequently leading to 
school closures. 

Most of the local schools are often 
limited to lower grades and children 
of farm dwellers/workers are there-
fore forced to travel long distances 
to schools in order to access higher 
grades. In cases whereby there are 
no nearby schools offering higher 
grades, the burden is transferred to 
parents who have to !nd boarding 
schools for their children. This comes 
at a high cost, which the meager sal-
ary of the farm dweller cannot sus-
tain. The education of the children of 
farm dwellers/workers is always dis-
rupted through evictions of families. 
The schooling year is lost as families 
move from one place to another try-
ing to rebuild their shattered lives. 
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Justice is too Expensive for  
Farm Workers
One of the most disturbing features of 
the new South Africa is that black life 
on the farms is still cheap, particularly 
when compared with the life of the white 
landowners. The abuse of farm workers 
continues. We know about high pro!le 
cases where the farm worker was fed 
to lions, or dragged behind the tractor, 
or a group shot at because they were 
thought to be baboons. But thousands 
of farm workers face daily acts of obvi-
ous injustice. 

Their livestock are illegally impound-
ed. They are then forced to pay high 
pound fees to get their livestock back, 
their livestock is sold at ridiculous prices 
and landowners are often the !rst to 
buy those animals. The loot from sales 
and pound fees is shared between the 
landowner and the pound master. This 
is daylight robbery of the poor.

Farm dwellers and farm workers are 
often evicted without suitable alternative 

accommodation and dumped on the 
side of roads. According to the NKUZI 
research report, close to a million farm 
dwellers and farm workers have been 
evicted from their places since we voted 
in 1994, this number is higher that the 
evictions that happened during apart-
heid. There is still no decent legal sup-
port which is accessible to farm dwell-
ers/workers and their families. 

Landowners or employers who 
abuse the human rights of farm dweller 
and farm worker communities are often 
not punished by law. If ever they are 
punished, it is always minor sentences 
which include !nes. The criminal justice 
system continues to fail these commu-
nities and their families.

The situation is made dif!cult by the 
fact that on farms, the courts, magis-
trates, prosecutors and station com-
manders are often landowners them-
selves or relatives of such people. 
So farm workers and farm dwellers 
often receive bad reception in the !rst 

instances from the police 
who refuse to open up 
cases against landown-
ers or employers. If it gets 
past that stage which is 
rare without advocacy, the 
prosecutor will decline to 
prosecute on the reasons 
that the case is not strong 
or not winnable in court. 

In most instances com-
plainants who are farm 
dwellers/workers will be 
forced to some kind of out 
of court settlement, which 
leaves the landowner 
seemingly exonerated. 
As I have mentioned ear-
lier on if the court hears 
the matter, the land owner 
is always acquitted and if 

found guilty a minor sentence like a !ne 
will be meted out.

Conclusion 
The liberation of farm dwellers and 

farm worker communities will require a 
radical political programme of changing 
lives and power relations on farms. The 
redistribution of land to landless work-
ers, the prosecution of landowners who 
abuse human rights of farm dwellers 
and workers and their families must be 
a priority. 

The provision of basic services and 
realization of many socio-economic 
rights for these communities cannot 
be postponed if we need to break the 
cycle of poverty, underdevelopment, 
abuse, and years of neglect by state 
and landowners. 
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reception in the !rst instances from the police who  refuse 

to open up cases against landowners or employers”

in
wh
ca
er
pa
ra
pr
pr
th
or

pl
dw
fo
of
le
se
A
li
th
is

A
 li

fe
tim

e 
of

 w
or

ki
ng

 in
 a

 f
ar

m

     * Thabo Manyathi  is a land right   
        activist working for AFRA a  
        land rights NGO in KZN   


