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Today’s presentations:

• Who are farm dwellers and why should we be researching the conditions in which 
they live and work?

• What research has been done and what does it illustrate?

• How are women farm dwellers kept compliant and submissive as workers, wives 
and citizens?

• How might a psycho-social analysis of these conditions enrich our understanding of 
the context and possible solutions?



CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

• AFRA is a NGO founded in 1979. For the past four decades it has promoted 
land rights and agrarian reform with the object of redressing past injustices 
and improving quality of life and livelihoods of rural impoverished people.

• Range of strategies employed at different times include documenting realities 
and telling stories, building community-based institutions, rights awareness, 
advocacy, policy development, strategic litigation and the provision of legal 
advice.

• Current work focuses on extremely vulnerable and socially isolated people 
who live and work on farms in the uMgungundlovu District, KwaZulu-Natal.



CHARACTERISING FARM DWELLERS / PEOPLE ON FARMS?

• AFRA defines farm dwellers as rural people who live on commercial farms owned 
by someone other than themselves. 

• In some ways, farm dwellers are a relic of the country’s agrarian history: the 
establishment of capitalist agriculture in the early 1900s on the back of African 
labour tenants’ unpaid labour. In return, tenants were granted the right to use 
some of the farmland for their own farming. 

• Farm dwellers are not simply wage workers with no connection to the land they 
live on. It is more accurate to think of farm dwellers in relation to their history on 
the farm, where they say their home is and where they work and what work they 
do. 



AFRA’s Farm Dweller Survey: April to September 2017

What facts do we have?
• Very little written recently on the tenure and living conditions of farm dwellers & 

how these have changed. 
• Critical gap: affects both municipal servicing plans as well as agrarian visions for 

districts.  
• Influences how farm dwellers are seen in the national conversation about land. 

Thus, in 2017 AFRA undertook a socio-demographic and income survey in 
uMgungundlovu District, KZN to address these gaps in quantitative data relating to 
farm dwellers. 



Research Area: all 7 local municipalities of the uMgungundlovu District. 



AFRA’s Farm Dweller Survey 2017

• Survey of 842 farm dweller households consisting of 6,478 men, women and 
children, living on 81 farms across the District.

• AFRA estimates the District has about 42 288 farm dwellers*, thus the survey 
amounts to data on 15,3% of the farm dweller community in the District: a robust 
sample.

• Data collected on: household composition, consent to be on the farm and off-farm 
migration pushes, housing, succession, use of land, incomes from all sources, 
access to services and expenditure on services, and in some cases tracked changes 
over time.  

*Based on farm-town demographic ratios using Stats SA calculations from 2011



Figure 1: Income sources of adult farm dwellers
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Presentation Notes
One of the most striking findings of the survey is that by far the most people have no source of income at all – no wage, no grants and no business. Farm dwellers are among what Berkeley geography professor Gillian Hart calls a “population surplus to the needs of capital” who must find ways to survive despite living a “wageless existence”. 



Income Sources

• Although wages from farm work is the main (or highest) source of income for 
548 households, actually very few adults have permanent work on the farm that 
they live on, only 387. Some adults have part-time work and others work on 
other farms in the area. 

• Some farm dwellers do work on farms, but most adults do not, and many do not 
work on the farm where they live. Farm work on the farm on which people live 
or on another farm in the area is nevertheless the most important income 
source followed by social grants. 

• There are also many people who work off the farm. Most households have one 
or two income sources, and the total household income is between R2,300-
R6,600 per month.



Accessing Basic Services

• Nearly all farm dweller households have access to water, but we don’t know the 
quality of the water. 

• Less than half of households have access to electricity and to toilets built by the 
municipality or the farmer. The electricity costs farm dweller households on 
average R211 a month. 

• This adds to costs related to schools – mainly transport but also fees and other 
contributions – which come to R194 a month. 

• The cost of services and education amount to between 6% and 18% of total 
farm dweller household income.



Household Profile of Farm Dwellers

Farm dweller households are big – bigger than households in towns. 

• More than half the households interviewed (464 of them) have six or more family 
members, and some have even bigger families. 

• The longer they have lived on the farm, the bigger the size of the family. 



AFRA’s Farm Dweller Survey Findings: Profile of Farm Dwellers

• As a group, farm dwellers face evictions from their homes, land rights violations, 
diminishing employment opportunities and Government neglect in terms of basic 
services. 

• There is a higher percentage of women farm dwellers than men in the District.

• Not simply waged workers but are frequently “surplus labour” whose existence is 
increasingly wageless. 

• Employing multiple, fragile and precarious livelihoods in response to deteriorating 
conditions for survival.

• Identify intimately with the land they live on and consider it to be home. More than 
half have family graves on the farm. 

• Their livelihoods are land-based: more than half cultivate crops and nearly half of 
the households have some livestock – mainly chickens and goats. 



• Much literature has focused on exploitation: the profit capital takes from 
the value that labour produces.

Examples:

• Dr Oane Visser, whose analysis focuses on wage labour and its 
remuneration, and what has affected agricultural capital. 

• Anne Hilda Wiltshire, "Labour turnover and considerations around work: 
temporary farm workers in South Africa.”

• These are very important arguments to understanding the situation of farm 
dwellers and workers, including evictions and their high unemployment 
rates.

Farm dwellers, farm workers, and exploitation
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Visser: the growing role of private financial investors in the global agri-food value chains and the myriad consequences of it. In the wake of the 2007–8 food crisis, capital has increasingly targeted food and farmland as an investment opportunity. Wiltshire: Market deregulation, regulation of labour relations and lean production strategies led to the flexibilisation of work and increased labour insecurity. Considerations are informed by work-related insecurities, interpersonal workplace relationships and reproductive insecurity in the form of care of others, social linkages and residential insecurity, seemingly hierarchical. The least important considerations most thwart workers’ ability to complete fixed term contracts and account for over seventy percent of labour turnover in the form of resignations. In sum, workers experience constrained considerations around work arising from their material, social and economic conditions. 



• Other literature focuses on tenure security and services, conditions of life 
and things like housing, access to services etc. 

• This deals with social democratic outcomes, in which human rights mitigate 
the effects of high rates of exploitation (e.g. better housing makes lower 
wages more tolerable and sustainable politically). 

• This is also very important and its certainly what a lot of farm dwellers want 
in addition to permanent, decent work and working conditions and 
remuneration.

Farm dwellers, farm workers, and exploitation



We are here today to look at how women farm dwellers specifically are kept compliant 
and submissive as workers, wives and citizens.

We would like to pose a new theory: we think there's another kind of power operating 
on farms in addition to exploitation, and it has a peculiarly gendered focus.

It's about domination, and it occurs across multiple spaces - the home, in the 
workplace and in the community (the latter in terms of silencing women). 

So, where are women in this picture? 



1. Social reproduction (the free labour that women put into caring for 
family, children and the home) with all its benefits for capitalism; 

1. In the work place, where women are raped and beaten without recourse 
to the normal state avenues because of how their social reproduction 
functions combine with wages (i.e. their concerns about losing jobs and 
homes and the effects this would have on caring for their children and 
families). 

This is the condition of Unfreedom, because the structural 
trauma this creates means women's capacity to act 

autonomously is highly circumscribed.

It has the effect of rendering women's highly exploited labour
compliant in two areas:



BREAKING NEWS: 
Historic judgement handed down this week in the Constitutional Court

A Special Master of Labour Tenants (a particular class of farm dwellers) will be 
appointed to oversee the effectively processing of Labour Tenant claims – VICTORY!
• The State must uphold the Constitutional Right of Citizens 
• Land acknowledged as key to dignity and inclusion

BUT what might this mean for women on farms?
• Labour tenant claimants are predominantly men.
• Securing tenure by transferring title to a male household head has historically been 

shown to weaken the rights of other family members in relative terms.
• The need for processes that allow women’s voices, needs and desires to count –

mediations, negotiations and / or court processes.
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