THE AGRARIAN PROBLEMI.B.TABATA

From:

An address to the Society of Young Africa* May, 1954.

(S8YA i s

affiliated

to the Unity Movement and c o n s i s t s mainly of young urban workers and
intellectuals,)
Some of you may have come here expecting an exposition of the
day-to-day problems and d i f f i c u l t i e s of the peasantry on the land*
I do not intend to deal with them to-day.

But

Let us deal with the fundamentals

We have f i r s t to understand the nature of the problem i t s e l f .

Many people

engage in p o l i t i c s without having a c l e a r idea of where they are going.
They have no fundamental theses to serve as a touchstone in a l l t h e i r
a c t i v i t i e s , to use as a t e s t of the correctness of t h e i r J i n e s of action.
Quite often they throw themselves e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y i n t o some a c t i v i t y ,
only to find t h a t a t the end of i t a l l they are further off than ever
from t h e i r goal.

Lacking a c l e a r understanding of the problem, and
a
therefore a clear policy, they l i v e hand-to-mouth existence, veering now
towards the policy of one group and-now towards another.

Such people are

prone to indulge i n one venture a f t e r another, leading to the inevitable
r e s u l t - f r u s t r a t i o n , despondency and d i s illusionment.

Thus i t i s

important for us a t the outset to have an o v e r a l l picture of the problem
fore us, the forces a t our disposal, the method of struggle and our goal.
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There are two main problems that lie before us and require immediate
solution.

They are the agrarian problem and the national problem*

is our task to examine them and show their interconnection.

It

The one

is intimately related to the other and their solutions axe likewise
closely linked together.
First of all, let us examine the distr ;bution of the population
and the type of work the people are engaged in.
predominantly an agrarian country.

South Africa is still

The bulk of the'population is to be

found on the land engaged in agriculture.

But the overwhelming majority

of the people are African peasants, who own no land at all.
problem for this country is the land or agrarian problem.

Thus the
To see our

problem in all its acuteness, let us look into the distribution of the
land.

With the exception of 2,071,551 urbanised Africans living in

locations (segregated city slums: Ed») # The rost are peasant in character,
notwithstanding the fact that they are forced to go and seek work in
the towns for shorter or longer periods.

On the white farms the number

of Africans employed as labourers is 2,528,214.
serfdom.

These live in virtual

The remaining 3>935,5?6 are over-crowded in the "Reserves".

It must be borne in mind that .out ofrtho so-called urbanised Africans
fully one third are miners living in (segregated) componds.
,. ~PiL cj(~ *&j

They are
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migrant labourers,(this-is peasantArecruited under contract for limited
periods and living apart from their families.
According to the statistics in a government paper, every white man,
woman or child in the rural areas owns on the average 177 morgen of land,
while ever African in the Reserves occupies (not owns ) on the average
2^ morgen.

And this is not the whole picture; for all the Africans in the

towns and on the ferns are by law regarded as living there temporarily
only for as lon& as they are employed, sines their home is presumed to be
in the Reserves,'.
The agricultural census figures are illuminating.

They show not

only the poverty of the Blacks as compared with the Whites, but also
the poverty of a large section of the Whites in the rural area's as against
the few rich farmers in whose hands the bulk of the land is concentrated,
(Details of census ommltted. Ed,)

The figures make it clear that the

fundamental problem in this country is the agrarian problem.

Furthermore, .

they reveal an important fact that must not be lost sight of, namely,
that a section of the white farming population suffers from land-hunger.
It is,their real interest to have an equitable redistribution of the land.
And in fact land-hunger cuts across the colour pattern.

This brings us

face to face with the real and fundamental divisions in society., namely,
the rich and the poor.

All colour divisions in this or any other sphere

are a superimposition calculated to blur the real dividing line of classes
and to reinforce it.
The agrarian problem is not the only one facing us.
P
a l s o National Opression.

We have

The Non-Whites are without p o l i t i c a l r i g h t s ;

they are excluded from parliament.

A l l i l e g i s l a t i v e , executive and j u d i c i a l

power i s i n the hands of the small minority of Whites, who use t h i s
power for the domination of the Blacks i n order to f a c i l i t a t e t h e i r exploitation*
Thus a l l the Non-Whites are n a t i o n a l l y oppressed.

The two problems are

interconnected and t h e i r s o l u t i o n s are bound t o g e t h e r .
Let us now examine the consequences of the appalling d i s t r i b u t i o n
of land.

From the o u t s e t I s h a l l s t a t e c a t e g o r i c a l l y t h a t l a n d l e s s n e s s
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is an instrument for economic exploitation and national oppression.
It is the cornerstone of the whole economic edifice of South Africa,
From landlessness flows a train of evils - the migratory labour
system, which sends the African like a shuttlecock from, the starving Reserves
to the mines and back again; the forced labour system on the farms; and
depressed wages in every sphere.

We must not be deceived by those who

shed crocodile tears over the evils of migratory labour and suggest all
sorts of palliatives to alleviate the lot of the black man.

Such people

are either well-meaning fools or hypocrites who would pour ointment on a
cancerous sore.

They tinker with the superficial effects of the evil

without ever getting down to the core. We must know that no amount of
talk or goodwill can ever induce any herrenvolk (ruling- class) government
in South Africa to alter the distribution of land in order to relieve
the position of the black man.

Land shortage is necessary and fundamental

to the whole economic structure of South Africa.

The oppressed and exploited

people alone can and will alter that situation.
Ed* s. Note;, The speaker demonstrates how the system of racial
legislation channels African landless peasants into the white farms
and the mines, (see also Chapter^ SeciAon /*)
As a result of this dammed up African labour there have arisen
certain characteristic features in the South African economy.

The

main feature is the great gap between the wages of the unskilled and the
skilled workers..

In this country this moans the gap between the black

workers and the white labour aristocracy, which has an exclusive monopoly
of skilled jobs.

The ratio if skilled to unskilled wages over the whole
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range of industries is U ±Q!9

In the mining industry, taking all types

of mining, it is 8 to 1, but in the Witwatersrand gold mines the ratio
is 10 to 1.

In South Africa super-exploitation is made possible because

all political power is in the hands of the employing section and all NonWhites are without political rights.

It is possible, also, because of

the acute land-hunger of a whole people herded into the Reserves,
When we have understood the underlying motive for all the
oppressive legislation and administrative measures against the Non-Whites,
it becomes clear to us what our attitude must be.

It becomes obvious

that no amount of pottering with them or improving them will altsr the
fundamental position.

Those who want to improve these laws are our enemies?

for they, in effect, want to perpetuate the status quo.

Qur demand is

for the total abolition of all discriminatory laws, a full and equal
franchise, an equitable redistribution of the land for all nen and wotnon i
irrespective of colour, religious creed or "race*"

Anybody who falls

short of these demands must be seen as an enemy who wants to come close to
us in order the better to divert the struggle from its purpose.
Let me repeat once more; the agrarian problem is the fundamental
problem in this country.

It is the pivot and axis of the national movement.

The intellectuals and petty

shopkeepers Jmust be made to realise that the

agrarian problem is their problem.'
question is lost.

Whoever flounders on the agrarian

Such a man will inevitably attempt to lea.dthe movement

into the swamps of opportunism.

We must guard the movement against such

individuals.
Our immediate objective is to create a machinery that will be
capable of measuring up to the gigantic task of re-organising the whole
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of the political and economic structure of South Africa in such a way
that the people are assured of getting Land and Freedom,
that we have to set the whole of society into motion*
task.

The question is: how is it to be done?

programme necessary for this purpose?
structure m>st suited to the task?

This means

This is a mighty

What is the political

And what is tho organisational
There is a direct connection between

the programme and the form of organisation.
We already have our programme, the Ten-Point Programme*

Its first

point is a demand for full and equal franchise. Point seven demands the
abolition of serfdom and the right of every citizen to acquire land anywhere
in the country and to live wherever he choc ae&*
What we need is to work out a method of putting this programme into
action.

We have to link up the agrarian aspirations with the national

aspirations.

We have to arouse the peasantry throughout the country through

their demand for land.

In order to draw the landless peasantry into

the movement we must unreservedly throw in our lot with them in their struggle
for their right

to the land.

At the same time we must teach them that

the national, i.e., the political question is the key to the solution of
their problems.

In the given conditions of South Africa these two questions

are inseparably bound together.

For the landless peasantry are by and

large the same people who are nationally oppressed without any political
rights.

The two problems must be solved together.

On the question of the form of organisation , we hove already evolved
the structure which we consider the most suitable for the task.

Xf we

think.of gearing the whole of society into motion, we must find channels
that will penetrate all tho layers of society.. No single political party

S

can carry out this tremendous task.

As we know^ there are in existence

numerous little organisations representing many different interests at
all levels*

Each one works in isolation from the rest*

Our task is

to get to the people through these organisations and draw them into the
main stream of struggle*

We have to give these organsiations a new political

content, and that content is the Ten-Point Programme.
can unite the population;

By these means we

the organisations in the country will unite

with the organisations in the towns*

We shall then be able to build a

truly national organisation which will reflect the aspirations of the
country as a whole*

What I would like to bring home to you is the

magnitude of the task confronting us.
our own little local organisations*
the movement as a whole.
^

We must not think in terms of
We must learn to think in 'terms of

In all our activities we must continually keep

before us the larger issues ir.volv/ed*

Whatever we do must be calculated

to bring nearer the solution of the agrarian problem and the national
problem*

This means Land and Liberty for the people.

NON-COLLABORATION IN ACTION
^y?.* v
after

At the 1946 National Conference of the Unity Movement, Tabata,
reviewing the national situation and moving a resolution for the

adoption of the policy of non-collaboration, said2
"It is the duty of Conference to give directives that are in line
with the Ten-Point Programme.

The Conference should adopt the policy

of non-collaboration with the oppressors.

Let us make a clean break

with the past, out the umbilical cord that ties us to the oppressor and
wrench off the intellectual and political influences of the herrenvolk
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which have so long dominated us.

Let our policy be non-collaboration

with the oppressors in our fight for full democratic rights."
Subsequently h© stated:

"This policy provides a sharp line of demarcation

between the genuine fighters for liberation and the many compromisers and
opportunists, the wolves in sheepskins." Ed.

PEASANTS USE BOYCOTT WEAPON
"With the challenge of the boycott we opened up a new era of struggle."
From The Awakening; of a People. Chapter 9.
Having defined its tasks and formulated its programme, the Convention
was in a position to carry its new policy to the masses.

The reaction of

the people was a measure of how well it had given expression to their needs.
Years of bitter hardship and deep disillusionment had convinced them that
*

their old leaders hadJ£j&& them into a political swamp.
sharpened

With a perception

by experience they recognised that the new policy answered their

needs and aspirations.

This did not mean that they fully understood what

the new road of struggle would involve.

They had to learn the meaning

of the new policy in the day-to-day struggles.

Concretely it meant in

practical politics the application of the policy of non-collaboration.
In 194-5 the African people in the Reserves were presented with what
was called the Rehabilitation Scheme., described*by the Secretary for
Native affairs as "Ensuring a better life for the inhabitants (peasants)
published
in the future".
Thd ConventionJ^K •••
a pamphlet, The Rehabilitation
Scheme: a New Fraud, which places the Scheme' againstthe background of
the whole "Native Policy" of the rulers, with its system of laws for the
regimentation of African labour.
S

The people themselves did not find it

difficult to realise that when the scheme had been put into full operation,
many families would be landless and driven out of the places of their
birth..•The root of all this destitution of man, of beast and of the soil
itself was land hunger.
The majority of the people of the Transkei —
was first applied —

opposed it.

where the scheme

The acceptance of the scheme by the

Bunga (council of chiefs) more than anything else opened their eyes

to

the function of these institutions in collaborating with the government.
By this time the leading organisations in the Transkei were members of
the All-African Convention.

They took the opportunity of explaining to

the people that segregatory institutions like the Bunga should be rejected,
not only because they had accepted this paricular scheme but because they
are foreign to a democratic system of government.

They were part of the

system of trusteeship and in this sense were instruments of oppression.
The resentment of the people mounted as the Rehabilitation Scheme
was more and more applied.

All over the Reserves the people resisted

with a stubbornness which was new and all the more significant coming from
the section of the population which was traditionally regarded as the most
backward.

In the Transkei m*d Amaxesibe, in the district of Mount Ayliff

near Pondoland, threatened to take up arms in defence of their stock.
The majority of the people, too, repudiated those chiefs who had accepted
the Scheme.

They held meetings in the hills under their newly-formed

organisation, the Kongo*
was arrested
Scheme.

The following year a member of the Convention

and charged with inciting the peasants against the Rehabilitation

In Pondoland the people were strong in their protest against

their chief,)the surrounding villages totally rejected the Scheme....
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In the Middledrift and Debenek districts in the Ciskei a number of
villages repudiated the claim that they had accepted the Scheme and strenuously
resisted its imposition,

A number of arrests were made.

In some

villages the people formed their own People's Committees and collected
money for the defence of the arrested men.
resistance goes stubbornly on.

All over the country

It is a grim fight whose story has still

to be t o l d ,

T»

E d i t o r s note(The a r r e s t e d man here refeyed to .was Tabata himself.

He had

been holding a s e r i e s of meetings i n the Reserves and was a r r e s t e d
a t Mount Ayliff i n Pondoland (Transkei) a f t e r addressing thousands of
peasants gathered on the mountain side.
i n the whole of the Transkoi and beyond.

His t r i a l was to have repercussions
The peasants came from far and

wide t o attend the t r i a l and express t h e i r s o l i d a r i t y with the Convention,
He rejected h i s lawyers advice to have himself acquitted on a t e c h n i c a l i t y
and demanded t h a t the t r i a l , i n f u l l view of the peasants, should be used
as a t e s t of the l e g a l v a l i d i t y of the imposition of the R e h a b i l i t a t i o n
Scheme, arguing t h a t he could not bo charged with i n c i t i n g people against
a government policy t h a t had no force in law.
I n a c q u i t t i n g Tabata the
magistrate was a t pains t o explain to the l i s t e n i n g crowd of peasants
h
t h a t although there was n o ^ n g i n law to enforce acceptance of the
Scheme, nevertheless a l l those v i l l a g e s t h a t had accepted i t ^ through t h e i r
c h i e f s , headmen or government-reco w .gnised v i l l a g e l e a d e r s , wore g u i l t y
of an offence i f they r e s i s t e d i t s application.

The peasants wore j u b i l a n t

a t the v e r d i c t and of course chose not t o hear the l a t t e r p a r t of the
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magistrate's injunction. What concerned them was that this government
scheme was not law.

Practically every district in the Transkei and the

Ciskoi defied the Scheme, whether or not some quisling chief or headman
had accepted it.

The militant temper of the peasants in that area

was shown by the fact that they had come to the trial armed with their
spears and other traditional Weapons, fully determined to rescue the
prisoner.

The law was amended, but resistance continued to spread,

first to Zululand in Natal, and thence to the Reserves in the other provinces.
The more the government applied savage repression, the stiffer became the
resistance of the peasants.

Such is the structure of South African society

that the militancy penetrated all layers of the African population both
in the towns and in the countryside.
Subsequently in an unpublished article entitled The Conspiracy
against tho Real Liberatory Movement» Tabata has this to say about the peasant
resistance at that time. Ed.)
"The peasantry applied the boycott weapon with such vigour that
in some villages in the Reserves they nearly brought the administration
to a standstill.

In this way they discovered their own strength.

It

gradually dawned on them that they had been operating the instruments
for their own oppression.

They extended the boycott weapon to the

so-called Rehabilitation Scheme, a new government device for robbing
them of their stock, their grazing and agricultural land.
"The struggle gathered its own momentum and spread to fa3>-flung
areas that had not been touched as yet by the Convention.

It spread to

Witzieshoek in the Orange Free State, where the Smuts Government had
11

mowed the people down with machine guns*
and Zeerust in the Norther^Transvaal,

Later it spread to Sekhukhuniland
As might bo expected, the....wave

of the peasants1 boycott struggles spilled over into the towns.

The

migrant labourers on the gold mines, who are drawn from the landless
African peasantry, went on strike in 1946 and were once more brutally
suppressed.
"The Convention linked the peasants1 economic problems with their
political problems*

It flooded the rural areas with pamphlets and

leaflets which pointed out that their landlessness and their low wages
were all tied up with their lack of political rights.

Their struggle

for land, therefore, was indissolubly bound up with the whole struggle
for political rights. In short, their struggle was a national struggle.
It is this new approach that captured the imagination of the population
and laid the basis for a series of outbursts leading up to I960, the year
of the Pondoland revolt and the Sharpeville massacre."
LAND AND LIBERTY

Unity Movement Conference, 1951

Editor's Note: AJTter a report from the peasant representatives from
Zululand (Natal) and from those of the Transkei (Cape Province), Tabata
spoke as follows:
The important- slogan, Land and Liberty, emphasises the inseparability of
the struggle for land from the struggle for the franchise.

If Conference

leaves with only this idea, it will have achieved a great deal.

It is

essential that we of the Non-European Unity Movement understand the place
of the peasant in the struggle. .The Land Problem is at the core.
Coloureds and Africans depend on the land indirectly e^en in the towns.
The town is dynamically related to the country.
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We have heard-here of

the struggles of the peasants, many of us for the first time.

Recently

we read about the peasant disturbances in Witzieshoek (Orange Free State) ,
but the full import did not come home to us because the two struggles, of
the workers in the towns and the peasants in the country, were not connected
and seen as one struggle.

The Witzieshoek martyrs are those who have

gone into the battle first.
In 194-7 others in different parts of the country faced the same
position.

Consider the case of the Amaxesibe (Pondolcnd) who were summarily

told to get rid of their stock.
up anas.

One village after another rose and took

sThe country as a whole did not know of these incidents.

The only Press which mentioned it was our own.

Yet the battle of the

Amaxesibe - and of those in Zululand and Witzieshoek - is the battle of
the Non-Whites.

They are fighting our battle.

demand to know what has happened in Witzieshoek.

We must understand and
They belong to us.

We do not yet understand that it is they who are fighting our battles.
(Tabata continued his speech)Ed.)
"I want to say a few words to those of Zululand.
you are here.

We are glad

For the first time you have come* to your home.

realised that we are your people.

You have

The first thing I want to say is that

this Rehabilitation Scheme is able to operate because we have lost our
human rights, our independence, our manhood.
on what died long ago - the chieftainship.

We are pinning our faith
Is there a single chief amongst

us who is a chief, determined by the will of the people?
of a chief being paid by the Government is ridiculous.

The very idea
Let us strive to

achieve our former state of manhood where the men Ihm £ Ives, discussed
their problems - andOet us have our women too, for they also are workers.
IS

Whenever any problom arises it must be discussed by all the people

together

by themselves, and then only must their decisions be taken by elected
delegates to the authorities - and not by the chiof, who can bo bought
over.

We advise you not to send chiefs to face the authorities*

In

All the villages tell the people that thoro must be People1s Committees,
The Rehabilitation Scheme does not operate unless the people accept
it.

If the people did not accept it, how did it begin to operate ?

Through those who receive their monthly pay from the authorities.

No

paid servant of the Government should be the mouthpiece of the people.
Go all over Zululand and say this is the position and this is what you
must do.

And tell them also that the same things are happening in the

Transkei.

Keep in touch and work with the people....... We are glad

to know that there are still men in Zululand who demand their human rights.
Whoever is trusted by the Government is a mere White man1s dog and should
be treated as such*
Go home and tell your people that there are men here with you here
in the Non-European Unity Movement.
an ear open for news.

Wo shall watch and always keep

Get your people into this fold.

It is a long

road and it means hard work, work all over Zululand and further.
Remember that in the Transkei you will find men like you and like us.
To those from the Transkei I shall add these few words: We are
g
watching you.
We are hopin/xthat when the people follow you - as they do you will live up to their trust in you. . We are aware that some are toying
with the idea of collaborating with the government officials. If you are
going to take advantage of the people, you would be betraying the Movement*
The people have confidence in you. Go home and work as you have done
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hitherto, and even more.

s<

Carry the torch from this Conference to penetrate
c

all the corners of the Transkei, from Gcalek&land, through to Pondoland
and right down to Zululand and Natal as a whole.' Go home, not to sleep*
but to work,
GROWTH OF BOYCOTT MOVEMENT
"It is the masses who 4a understand non-collaboration.

It is the

masses who are taking the lead.u
From The Awakening of a People, Ch.9
The determined rejection of the Rehabilitation Scheme was only one
manifestation of the new outlook of the people.

It led also to the

rejection of all those institutions which were part of the machinery of
segregation. " And for this they employed the weapon of the Boycott.
The main point of attack was the Native Representative Council (N.R.C.)
the newest and most exposed of these institutions.

The Transkoi Organised

Bodies (TOB) took this up and carried it to the people.
on in earnest.

The struggle went

The Transkei Voters1 Association (which is part of the

Cape African Voters1 Association) twice met and twice repudiated the sham
representation under the Native Representation Act.

In January, 194-7,

the biggest and most representative gathering of Africans seen in the
Transkei for many years was held in Umatata under the joint auspices of
the TOB and the Transkei Chiefs' and People1s Association.

It decided

by an overwhelmig majority that the members of the Native Representative
Council should resign forthwith.

It was at this conference that a rift

in the whole of the Transkei became clearly evident, between the people
on the one side and the chiefs, headmen, Bunga members and members of
the NRC on the other.
IS

BOYCOTT CALL
Issued by the Transkei African Votei/s Association, Executive Committee.
Editor1s Note.
(Convention

organisers had brought about a transforation in

the Transkei African Voters1 Association and in the TOB, both of
which were now affiliated to the Convention.

The TOB, comprising chiefs

as well as peasants, had been created simply as a means of tying the
peasants to the Bunga, but the germ of the new ideas burst the TOB apart.Ed)
To the African Voters of the Transkei Constituency!
Fellow African voters, we are addressing you on the subject of the
coming Parliamentary Elections.
meeting held at Umatata 23rd

As you probably know already, a mass

May, 1947, representing 22 out of the 27

districts in the Transkei, decided by 94 votes to 29 to boycott the coming
elections*

In communicating this decision to you, we feel we ought to

let you know why the African Voters have made this momentous decision.
The Native Representation Act was passed in spite of the
opposition of the African people.

This Act deprives us of our vote,

the last vestige of political rights which we had in the Cape Province.
It took from us the right to buy la*nd where we please, go where we please,
live where we please without having to carry paper badges of slavery.
Instead we were given a dummy council, called the Native Representative
Council.

Africa^"representation" in both Houses is a farce and a mockery.

Three whites^o represent eight million Africans, while two million whites
are represented by 150.
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Sham Representation *— Why ?
To ensure, f i r s t of a l l , t h a t the i n t e r e s t s of the white " a r i s t o c r a c y "
a r e served without any serious opposition from ^African r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .
Secondly, i t i s c a l c u l a t e d to make the Africans believe t h a t they are
represented, and to l i v e i n hope of j u s t i c e * But these so-called
e
r e p r e s n t a t i v e s have been sent t o Parliament not to a$.Q j u s t i c e , but t o
make laws to s u i t the mine-owners and the big farmers, to force the Africans
to go to the mines and the farms as cheap labour.
The Government makes this pretence at representation because,
if it doesn't, the African will turn away from the white parliament and
seek to build his awn organisations into ©powerful weapon which alone can
free us from the chains that bind us.

Why should we feed our own people

the illusion that we have representation?
are voiceless.
lessl
weapon.

Let the people know that we

Let the world know that we are voiceless.

Let us use the only weapon we posess

We are voice-

at the moment, the boycott

Let us refuse to collaborate with the Government in our own

oppression.
The African people have decided to boycott the elections, not
merely as a demonstration but as a positive act in our fight for freedom.
Let us be vigilant.

Those who are not with us are against us.

Every vote cast ixx this election will be an act of treachery to the African
people.
Boycott the elections}

Nothing less than full demonoratio rights!
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