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the struggle for land: 
source of power, 
roots of resistance 

colin bundy 

As part of the Black Sash's campaign against the Land 
Acts, the Cape Western Region invited Colin Bundy to 
speak on the historical roots of the struggle for the land. 
Bundy argued that dispossession was not something that 
happened 'once-upon-a-time} to rural producers, hut was 
the major factor that forced the majority of the 
population into economic dependence, social sub
ordination and political powerlessness. This is an edited 
version of the tape transcript. 

• 

In South Africa, the loss of land 
has been a central mechanism in 

the long historical process of 
subordination and domination of 
the majority of people, 
people. 

That process, as in many other 
societies, was one whereby small-
scale cultivators or peasants were 
dispossessed, not only of their land, 
but also of their ability to provide 
for themselves 

Societies defined historically as 
pre-modern, pre-colonial or pre
capitalist were made up almost 
entirely of small-scale cultivators, 
people who had direct access to a 
piece of land, to some livestock and 
perhaps to simple technology and 
who were able to provide for the 
subsistence of their families. 

How then did pre-capitalist 
societies make the transition to 
becoming capitalist societies? How 
were people who were perfectly able 
to provide for themselves persuad
ed to work for others? Why did self-
sufficient cultivators become wage 
labourers? 

History shows us that this 
process occurred in a very wide 
range of ways, which all had some
thing in common: people -were 
stripped of the ability to provide for 
themselves. In many different ways, 
individuals or families or groups of 
people lost their access to their 
means of subsistence, to tools, 
animals and a piece of land. 

In England, most famously, the 
c ruc ia l mechan i sm was the 
enclosure movement, where over a 
period of about 300 years, land that 
had been held in common, land to 
which all had access, was enclosed, 
or privatised, so that increasingly 
the rural population sedimented 
out into landlords (the farmers) and 
the labourers (the farm workers). 
Even more brutal were the 18th 
century clearances of the Scottish 
highlands, when perhaps a majority 
of Scottish crofters, or peasants, 
were forcibly moved off land. The 
savage enslavement of Central and 
Latin America by the Conquista
dors is a more brutal, more rapid 
version of the same thing. But in 
each case the outcome was that a 
majority of people who once had 
access to land, no longer did. What 
form did this process take in South 
Africa? How were rural producers 
stripped of their land? There were 
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three major mechanisms: 

The first was forcible dis
possession, by colonial conquest. 
The Eastern Cape or Frontier Wars 
were, in fact, wars of expropriation 
and enserfment. During the 
colonial period a new series of 
conflicts arose between the people 
who now own (usually the white 
colonists) and those who very often 
still occupied the land (usually 
black peasants and tenants). These 
conflicts were the result of 
competition between holders of 
registered titlcdeeds and people 
whose ances tors had lived, 
sometimes for generations, on the 
land. 

Economic pressures provided a 
second mechanism by which people 
lost their land. As they became 
involved in new economic obliga
tions, such as paying rents and 
taxes, peasant farmers went into 
debt and had only their land with 
which to pay for it. 

The third mechanism was the 
role of the law. or more specifically, 
the intervention of the state. Law is 
not neutral. It reflects certain 
patterns of interest and the 
distribution of power in any 
society. The law in 19th and 20th 
century South Africa favoured the 
propertied and employing classes. 
There- were a great many laws and 
regulations, such as the Masters 
and Servants Act. the Glen Grey 
Act, the 1913 Land Act, the Urban 
Areas Act, the Group Areas Act, 
the Prohibition of Illegal Settle
ment Act and many others that 
expressed in statute form the 
relationship of power in the society. 
The cumulative effect of these laws 
was to divide the society into three 
major categories: owners, tenants 
and vagrants. 

These three mechanisms - con
quest, economic pressure and the 
law — arc central loan understand
ing of the land issue in South 
Africa. 

I have been asked to focus 
specifically on the role of the 1913 
Land Act, which provided the 
statutory basis of territorial segre
gation by dividing South Africa 
into areas where Africans could 
own land — the so-called Reserves 
— and areas where they could not. 
In 1913 these Reserves constituted 

8% of the land. However, provision 
had been made for the release of 
additional land to the Reserves, to 
makeup 13% of the total land area. 
Outside the Reserves, in the rest 
(87%) of South Africa, Africans 
were prohibited by law from 
'purchase, hire or other acquisition 
of land or of any right thereto*. 

Most people think of the 1913 
Act in terms of terri torial 
segregation. But it included 
additional elements, which in many 
ways had a far more immediate 
impact on people's lives. These 
provisions spelled out the terms 
upon which Africans might liveand 
work on white-owned land. 

Land-tenure relationships 

At the time of the passage of the Act 
in 1913, an enormous number of 
Africans simply lived on land 
which had. through the variety of 
mechanisms I have mentioned, 
become white-owned land. A very 
wide r ange of l a n d - t e n u r e 
relationships existed. 

There were Africans living and 
working on white-owned land as 
cash-paying tenants, who are 
sometimes referred to. rather 
perjoralivcly. as squatters. They 
paid rent in the form of cash and in 
return received a piece of land on 
which they could live and work. 

There were others who paid rent 
in the form of a share of the crop 
they raised. They were known as 
share-croppers, who 'farmed on 
half as they gave up half of their 
crop to the landowner. 

There was a third category, called 
labour tenants, who lived on farms, 
and were given a portion of land for 
their own use, working for the 
landlord in return for 80days or 180 
days a year. (Sometimes the 
tenancy arrangements constituted a 
combination of all three forms.) 

The 1913 Land Act was aimed at 
outlawing all forms of tenancy 
except labour tenancy. In terms of 
the Act, people could live on white-
owned land only if they worked 
there. The intention of the Act was 
to reduce cash-paying tenants and 
share-croppers to the status of 

labour tenants or wage labourers. 
As the magistrate of Heilbron put 
it: 'This Act is one by which a man is 
reduced from being a farmer in his 
own account to being a servant at 
one stroke*. 

The Act specifically legislated 
against the more independent 
forms of tenure, the rent paying 
tenant, and legislated in favour of 
the most dependent, the most 
serflike the labour tenant. 

The most crucial significance of 
the 1913 Land Act. was that it laid 
down the conditions and terms 
upon which the struggle between 
landlords and tenants would take 
place for the next 30 or 40 years. 
The 1913 Land Act loaded the dice 
heavily in favour of landlords. In 
the struggle that went on for the 
next four decades, the final 
survivors of the earlier and freer 
tenurial relationships were finally 
squeezed off the land. The 1913 
Land Act altered the balance of 
social power in the South African 
countryside. 

The Act had an immediate and 
devastating impact upon the lives of 
black people. This is most eloquent
ly and memorably described in Sol 
Plaatje's masterpiece. Native Life 
in South Africa, written in 1913, 
which gives an account of the 
earliest forced removals, in the 
form of massive evictions of stock 
owning Africans from farms in the 
Orange Free State. 

In the years that followed the 
passage of the act, the Beaumont 
Commission was established to 
recommend which additional land 
should be added to the core 8%that 
had been scheduled to the Reserves 
in 1913. In its travels throughout 
the country, the Commission 
recorded many comments on the 
1913 Act, which reflected how 
Africans perceived its effects. 

A disease wi thout remedy 

Headmen told the Commission: 
'We are frightened and we do not 
know what to do. It is like a disease 
coming into the land, which has no 
remedy, no doctor.' 

T M Dambusa gave evidence in 
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Heidelberg on behalf of the then 
South African Native National 
Congress (which later became the 
African National Congress): *It 
causes our people to be derelict and 
helpless, there are some worn-out 
faithful servants who have served 
most of their lifetime on farms and 
will be quite paralysed by this Act. 
The farmers refuse to engage such 
people. Another reason why this act 
depresses us is that the farmer 
refuses to engage the average native 
who is in possession of livestock as 
he says that native is a baas himself. 
In the latter case, the native is 
compelled to sell his stock for 
whatever he can get in order that he 
may obtain employment as he has 
no other place of refuge. There is 
winter in the latest Land Act. In 
winter the trees are stripped and 
leafless." 

When the Beaumont Commis
sion reached the Soutpansberg, a 
number of chiefs and headmen gave 
evidence that is eloquent in its 
distress and acute in identifying a 
whole range of interlocking 
pressures and problems caused by 
the act. Chief Mphephu said: 'We 
have lived here long before the 
white man came to this country — it 
is very unfortunate to hear that we 
will have to stay in the area reserved 
for us when perhaps we would like 
to go to another place altogether. 
We are a very large community and 
the government collects a very big 
sum of money from us in taxes. We 
have to pay a five pound tax for 
dogs. In my location I am all by 
myself because little children have 
been made to pay taxes. They have 
to go out to work and I have 
nobody to live with me.* 

Chief Sibasa said: 'My heart is 
very sore to hear that we will have 
to go to one place and that we will 
not be able to go to any other place 
but that. We are a conquered 
people. We know that our asscgaais 
were taken from us.* 

Another witness said: 'I think 
that the Government fears thai 
natives will in the future become 
w h i t e m e n . B e c a u s e t h e 
Government says now they will give 
an area where natives only can buy 
farms or pieces of land. 1 do not 
think this Act is quite in order 

because land and money are just the 
same.' 

One of the commissioners. 
Colonel Sir Wal te r Elliott 
Stanford, then scolded these 
witnesses: 'I can judge by your 
answers that you did not quite 
understand,' he said. 'You have 
talked about your children at work, 
about the punishments inflicted 
upon them, about dog taxes and 
other taxes, all matters to which Sir 
William Beaumont made no 
reference whatsoever. He told you 
we were here about land.' 

The commissioner's 
blindness 

The commissioner was blind to 
connections that those peasants 
perceived perfectly clearly: con
nections between land and money, 
between land and power — connec
tions that remind us again that the 
Land Act is one of the cornerstones 
of the contemporary economic and 
social edifice in South Africa. For. 
with the creation of the Reserves 
came the entrenchment of the 
system of migrant labour. Migrant 
labour in South Africa can only be 
defined in terms of the Reserves. 
With the migrancy of mainly male 
workers, particularly to the gold 
mines, came the compound system 
— cheap housing at the point of 
production for large number of 
workers. With the migrant labour 
system, and the accompanying 
pressure on impoverished and over
crowded Reserve lands arose 
natural attempts by people to move 
into the towns, which gave rise to all 
the barriers to urban influx. The 
creation of the Reserves also made 
it easy to justify special or separate 
political dispensations for rural 
Africans. 

The loss of land was not some
thing that just happened once-
upon-a-time to rural producers. 
Their dispossession, their sub
ordination, their exploitation and 
their poverty was welded into 20th 
century South Africa's social 
system. The 1913 I.and Act formed 
part of a package deal, that, with 
migrant labour, influx control, and 
separate administrations for rural 
Africans, defined the central insti
tutions of the South African social 

system. The denial of land outside 
the Reserves locked people into a 
sphere of existence that was 
geographically distant, economic
ally dependent, socially inferior and 
politically powerless. The Reserves, 
the Bantustans, the Homelands, 
the corrupt and authoritarian 
independent States*, the 'self-
governing States' — these all form 
part of a single skein of South 
African history. 

In I960, 39% of the total African 
population lived in the Bantustans. 
29,6% lived in the "white' urban 
areas, and just over 31% lived in 
•white* rural areas. By 1980, the 
proportion of Africans living in 
urban areas had fallen from 29,6% 
to 26.7%. The proportion of the 
African population living on white 
farms fell dramatically from 31% to 
20%, as farmers mechanised and 
pushed 'non-productive' people off 
their land. These people had only 
one place to go — the Bantustans. 
The proportion of the African 
population living in these areas rose 
from 39% in I960 to 52.7% in 1980. 
according to the official census 
figures. But if one adds to that 52% 
those who were absent when the 
census was taken because they were 
migrant labourers in the cities, the 
true figure would be about 64%. 
This represents an extraordinary 
outcome of social engineering, 
which means pushing people 
around in very large numbers, and 
this has been one of the most brutal 
aspects of recent South African 
history. It has left us with those 
rural areas, defined in law as the 
Reserves in 1913. ravaged from 
under -dcve lopment . d r o u g h t , 
disease and poverty. It has left us 
with areas like KwaNdebele. which 
Joe Lclyveld. in his book. Move 
your Shadow, speaks of as 'a 
squalid rural getto, besmeared with 
metal shanties and mud houses in 
an almost unbroken sea of resettle
ment sites. Such sites can be seen in 
other countries, usually as a result 
of famine or war. 1 don't know 
where else they can have been 
achieved as a result of social 
planning.' And elsewhere he says 
that 'many third world countries 
are run by irresponsible and callous 
elites, but none of them while 
preaching reform, creates refugee 
camps in the midst of prosperity as 
a matter of state policy.* • 


