
concerning police "ant i- terror" activities, prohibits publica
t ion of such information in any media. As several observers 
have pointed out, the wording of the legislation is sufficiently 
broad to encompass almost the same range as the original 
version, since it prohibits the publishing of any information 
"about the constitution, movements or deployment or methods 
of the police engaged in combatting terrorist activities." 
(emphasis supplied)6 Thus while one may be entitled to 
publish the information that a particular person has been 
detained under either of the relevant detention clauses, one 
may not, presumably, publish the information that he has 
been ill-treated, subjected to solitary confinement or tortured, 
since this would be a comment upon the methods of the 
police. It would be up to the courts to define the bounds of 
legitimate comment. It is also not clear what the word 
"pub l ish" means in the context of the Bi l l . In a legal context 
it can mean the disclosure of information to any third party. 
When these inadequacies of the Bill were brought to Mr le 
Grange's notice he replied that the interests of the State "are 
far more important than those of the individual or the Press 
and that is why this Bill is just i f ied."7 He also stated that it 
was wrong for the Opposition to say that a detained suspected 

1. Introduction 

A satisfactory discussion of the question of land reform in 
South Africa would be worth having. It seems to be taken 
for granted on all sides that the present constitutional 
arrangements and the present distribution of political 
power in the country must and wi l l change—though of 
course there is disagreement over what the new arrangements 
should be. Whatever the details however of the political 
dispensations that wi l l emerge here, both in the shorter and 
longer runs, they must involve an increase in the power of 
those whose share of income and wealth is at present small. 
That fact seems to me a guarantee that the question (or 
questions) of land reform wil l come to have a higher priori ty 
on the agenda of social action than they do now. Hence the 
value of a thorough, forward-looking discussion of the 
issues. 

I am afraid that what follows wi l l not amount to the thorough 
or satisfactory discussion I am asking for. It wi l l make some 
of the points that need to be made but by no means all, and 
wi l l not attempt to work through the experience wi th land 
reform of Kenya and, more recently, of Angola, Mozambique 
and Ethiopia. It wi l l not tackle the problems involved in the 
'reform' of tribal or customary land-tenure systems since 
these problems, though related to those arising from land 
reform and redistribution, are distinct and deserve separate 
treatment. 

The main problem area that wil l receive attention here is 
that of the potential efficiency of small-scale agriculture. A 
reflex of orthodox thinking among the present rulers of 
South Africa is that the subdivision of large farms and their 

terrorist would "disappear into a twi l ight w o r l d " because of 
a ban on press coverage. "They know very wi l l that the 
Terrorism Act demands that such a person must be allowed 
to contact his family at the earliest possible oppor tun i ty " , 
he added. What the Minister ought to know very well is 
that the Terrorism Act far f rom "demanding" that a 
detainee's family be notif ied of his detention, expressly 
provides that "no person, other than the Minister or an 
officer in the service of the State acting in the performance 
of his official duties, shall have access to any detainee, or 
shall be entitled to any official information relating to or 
obtained from any detainee. "8 (emphasis supplied). 

The freedom of the press, which the Minister holds in such 
low esteem, was stated by the Virginia Bill of Rights to be 
"one of the great bulwarks of l iberty, and can never be res
trained but by despotic governments." Judged by that stand
ard the Second Police Amendment Bill of 1980 can be seen 
to be what it is—another step in the long process of the emas
culation of the South African press and a further proof of 
the scant regard of this Government for the concept of indi
vidual l iberty. • 

allocation to small-scale, largely Black, cultivators or 'peasants' 
would have disastrous consequences for the production of 
food and agricultural raw materials. It seems worth showing 
that the question is far more open than the orthodox con
clusion allows. 

2. Definit ion 

We need to be quite clear what we are going to understand 
by land reform' in what follows. We do not need to decide 
what is the correct definit ion but we do need to note that 
there are divergent usages and settle on one of them. 

2.1 A way to start is to make a rough inventory of measures 
which are sometimes included as examples of land reform: 

(a) in landlord-tenant systems the conditions of tenancy 
may be altered in the tenants' favour—by setting ceilings to 
rents, by substituting f ixed rentals for sharecropping arrange
ments (in terms of which the rental rises wi th the size of 
the crop), by granting security against eviction, and by giv
ing tenants first option to purchase; 

(b) land may be expropriated from larger landholders of 
various types—landlords, large-estate farmers, larger peasants, 
operators of labour-tenant systems—and either distributed 
to smaller cultivators and labourers on an individual basis 
or farmed under some sort of collective arrangement; 

(c) peasants and others may be the beneficiaries of land-
settlement schemes on virgin lands or newly-reclaimed lands; 

(d) fragmented and scattered smallholdings may be consoli
dated into continuous individual holdings; 

(e) where tenure is in terms of customary (and unwritten) 
law and may often be subject to some form of group re-
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allocation, formal t i t le to land cultivated may be granted to 
individuals and may entail rights which amount to indivi
dual ' freehold' tenure, 

(f) various modifications, towards group use or towards 
individual enclosure, may be made to outright communal 
tenures such as those which apply to African grazing land; 

(g) various 'support schemes' for small cultivators—such 
as the improved provision of credit, the organisation (per
haps on a co-operative basis) of input supply and output 
marketing, the improved availability of agricultural educa
t ion and advisory services—often initiated in connection 
wi th some of the above changes, are sometimes (especially 
in American-derived usage) included as part of the land 
reform. 

2.2 Michael L ipton, whose lead I shall fo l low, makes a 
very clear-cut selection f rom this list. Any 'genuine' land 
reform has at its core measures of land redistribution 
(see (b) above). He writes: 

'Land Reform . . . comprises (1) compulsory take-over 
of land usually (a) by the State, (b) f rom the bigger land
owners, and (c) w i th partial compensation; and (2) the 
farming of that land m such a way as to spread the benefits 
of the man-land relationship more widely than before the 
take-over. The State may give, sell or rent such land for 
private cultivation in smaller units than hitherto (distribu
tive reform); or the land may be jo int ly farmed and its 
usufruct shared, through co-operative, collective or State 
farming (collectivist reformh 

He specifically rejects tenancy reform (see (a) above) and 
settlement schemes (see (c) above) as qualifying for inclu
sion as 'genuine' land reform. He labels them as the 'Great 
Evasions', maintaining that evidence shows that 'once rural 
power is concentrated in the hands of the big land owners, 
these alternatives cannot work unless the State first dimini
shes that power through redistribution of land. ' 2 Various 
forms of special aid to small farmers (see (g) above) are 
necessary auxilliaries to land reform but on their own, 
wi th a given unequal distribution of land taken as given, 
do not qualify for inclusion as land reform measures— 
ultimately because they wi l l not succeed in reducing that 
rural inequality of assets and incomes which Lipton has 
defined as the objective of a genuine land reform. He does 
not appear to consider alterations in customary tenures, 
wi th a greater or lesser communal component (see (a) 
and (f) above), as candidates for inclusion. Consolidation 
of small strips (see (d) above) he probably sees as a necessary 
auxiliary to land reform in some cases—as wi th special aid 
to small farmers—but not as land reform on its own. 

2.3 It might be worth arguing about Lipton's def in i t ion, 
especially his exclusion of tenancy reform and resettlement 
in their own right. However, at this stage of its agrarian 
evolution South Africa has eliminated most of its small 
cultivating tenants, and so a survey of experience wi th ten
ancy reform or a discussion of its merits has small immediate 
relevance, so we shall not lose much by defining 'land 
reform' in such a way to exclude such a survey. Resettlement 
is perhaps a litt le more tr icky. It certainly sounds familiar 
to the South African ear, and so perhaps we need a defini
t ion broad enough to allow us to discuss it here. In fact 
however the resettlement of Blacks that thas taken, and is 
taking place is moving them to areas which are anything but 
virgin or newly-reclaimed lands in the normal sense of those 
words. Nor is it to be thought of as land redistribution— 
except in the minimal sense that the initial 1936 target pro
gramme of land purchases involved a small net increase in 
black landholding; and of course wi th in the shell of the 

current practice it would be possible by expanding the scale 
of acquisition of white farms to introduce a more-or-less 
substantial element of land redistribution (except perhaps 
that ful l compensation would have to be scaled down to 
meet precisely the requirements of Linton's def ini t ion). 
2.4 It seems sensible to regard the modification of tradi
tional or ' t r ibal ' African land-tenures as a separate issue-
as Lipton appears to do. Some of the issues raised in this 
di f f icul t area overlap wi th those we shall be discussing 
but there is enough disjunction to justify putt ing them 
aside here. They are not unimportant, though their impor
tance is in my view sometimes exaggerated, but it wi l l 
make for greater manageability and convenience if we 
ignore them at this stage. 

3. Objectives 

Before we leave the formal preliminaries we might notice some 
points about the objectives which are usually associated 
wi th land reforms of the type which our definit ion includes. 
Such a reform is by definit ion an equalising policy. As 
Lipton says: '. . . it is by its impact on intra-rural income 
distribution and hence on mass rural poverty that land re
form stands or falls.3 (emphasis added). Secondly, under 
conditions of 'urban bias' it is hoped that such a land reform 
wil l tend to improve the overall distr ibution of income by 
strengthening rural resistance to the privileged treatment of 
urban areas. Third ly, proponents of such reforms argue that 
the redistribution away from large landholders wi l l increase 
the rate of growth of agricultural output. Certainly Lipton 
argues this for distributive land reforms. There are other 
secondary objectives which we might list, but the above 
three wi l l suffice for this discussion. 

Within the South African social and political context it is 
worth noting that there are deeper-level objectives which 
may be involved. The existence of this deeper-level leads 
to 'intellectual and political confusion' about the issue of 
land reform, according to David Lehmann. Different 
people can agree in wanting certain outcomes which land 
reform is believed to promote viz. overcoming feudalism 
(in the Latin American context), raising growth rates, 
reducing social inequality and improving the efficiency 
of resource allocation, but they may do so 'wi th very 
different (deeper-level) objectives in mind. ' More specifi
cally: 'Reformists seek to gain the support of revolution
aries in the application of redistributive measures intended 
to stifle rural unrest and to foment the development of 
capitalism. Revolutionaries wi l l encourage reformists to 
pursue a strategy which, they ful ly expect, wi l l unleash 
social conflicts and ult imately lead to the overthrow of 
the social order.'4 What is of interest to me in this formula
tion is that under certain circumstances land reform may 
recommend itself as part of a reformist strategy. I think 
that this possibility needs to be more ful ly appreciated 
than it apparently is. 

4. Land reforms in the twentieth century 

It is also worth remembering that land reforms have not 
been uncommon in this century, and have moreover played 
an important role in the economic development of fast-
growing capitalist economies such as Japan and Taiwan. 
Below follows a brief listing of some of the major examples. 

4.1 The place to start is perhaps wi th Japan in the early 
1870s when Meiji Restoration abolished the rights of daimvo 
and samurai to income from the peasantry which were rooted in 
their feudal-type overlordship of the land. In 1910 the Mexican 

revolution, supported by Indian peasant uprisings, began a 
long process of land redistribution (initially very much a mat-
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ter of land restitution) to the Indian peasant communities, 
now legally constituted as eijos. This distribution proceeded 
in four phases, the last of which received its impetus in the 
1960s f rom the land reform of the Cuban revolution. More 
than 50 000 000 hectares have been redistributed in what 
has been the largest land reform in the world apart f rom 
those of Russia and China. 

4.2 The First World War led to the Russian revolution in 
1917 and the expropriation of aristocratic estates by the 
peasantry. In the nation states that arose in the area of the 
collapsed Austro-Hungarian empire the inter-war years also 
saw land redistributions of a similar though less compre
hensive type: Hungary retained large estates, as did Rumania 
on a smaller scale. In Soviet Russia the early thirties saw 
forced collectivization of the peasantry and the destruction 
of the richer peasants or kulaks. 

4.3 The Second World War initiated vast changes. The new 
Communist states of Eastern Europe and East Germany 
expropriated large estates and put ceilings on the size of 
holdings, redistributing the proceeds of the expropriation 
to other peasants. In a second phase of activity they moved 
towards the Soviet pattern of collectives and state farms— 
wi th the exception of Poland and Yugoslavia which have 
retained a predominant peasantry. In China the landlord 
class was expropriated and in the 1950s the Great Leap 
Forward took the Chinese into the massive experiment of 
communization. The displaced Chinese Nationalists intro
duced a land reform which culminated in a land-to-the-tiller 
programme in Taiwan. In defeated Japan the Americans 
carried out a land reform in 1947-9 against the landlord class 
that had dominated the rural scene since the first land reform 
of the 1870s, imposing very low ceilings on land ownership. 

4. In the Third World emerging f rom the control of Euro
pean colonial empires into national independence there have 
been a series of land reforms of varying extent and severity. 
In the late 1940s and early 1950s India put an end to the 
rural domination of the feudal-type landlords (zamindars and 
jagirdars). So far attempts to fol low this up by imposing 
ceilings on landownership through legislation have not really 
been successful. Egypt (1952), Bolivia (1953), Iraq (1958), 
Cuba (1959 and 1963), Algeria in the 1960s, Iran (1960 and 
1962), Peru (1964, and more seriously in 1969), Chile (1967 
and 1970) and Vietnam are all examples involving some degree 
of land redistribution. 

5. Historical contexts 

Surveying the history of land reform in the twentieth 
century, and looking back perhaps to the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries as wel l , it would be useful to be able 
to characterise clearly the conditions under which demands 
for land reform arise and become salient. If it were possible 
to construct such a general theory of land reform it would 
presumably help us to answer questions about the South 
African case. For instance, given a redistribution of pol i t i 
cal power, wi l l there be strong pressures for land redistribu
t ion, and, if so, are they more likely to be for a distributive 
reform or for a collectivist reform? Or may political pres
sures express themselves as demands for land reform ahead 
of formal political changes? 

I regret that I cannot construct the required general theory 
nor use it to deal neatly wi th these questions about South 
Afr ica. However, there are some things which can be said. 
They are all rather simplistic but it is perhaps better to 
say something than to wrestle silently wi th a mass of deta i l 

5.1 As a first move I shall draw on a paper by Kanel.5 His 

thesis, put crudely, is that in 'modern industrial societies' 
and 'traditional societies' land tenure and the distr ibution 
of land are not issues; it is in the process of transition 
f rom the latter to the former that pressures build up for 
changes in the tenure system and that the question of the 
distribution of land or rights to land becomes a source of 
overt confl ict. (I do not propose here to discuss the general 
usefulness or otherwise of 'modernisation theory/ ) 

5.1.1 In modern industrial societies tenure systems are 
stripped of political and economic significance and there is 
no substantial pressure for land redistribution. A t least 
partly this is because the issue has been by-passed—the 
economic centre of gravity shifts away from agriculture and 
few people work the land. It is also important that land and 
labour power have become commodities and are mobile (at 
least land is 'mobile' between uses). With the development 
of other economic sectors alternative opportunities arise 
for employing labour and capital than on the land, and this 
removes some of the monopoly power and exploitative 
potential that accrued to land-owners in a less diversified 
economy. 

5.1.2 In traditional societies technology is relatively stable 
in a basically landed economy. Within this economy the 
situation of individuals is determined by status rather than 
by contracts entered into in markets for land and labour 
services. In the societies considered a social hierarchy 
exists underpinned by rights attached to land. For most 
cultivators 'tenure arrangements involve access to a piece 
of land and an obligation to pass on some of the produce 
or to work for a social superior.' There is usually a group or 
community component to rights to land, and land usage by 
families is tied in various ways to group practices and controls. 
The dominance of the upper class has a personal character 
and usually involves not only extra-economic rights of jurisdic
t ion but also obligations to social inferiors. The legitimacy 
of this class is supported by its performance of these obliga
tions and functions—such as protection, intermediation wi th 
the outside world and administration; and the tenure arrange
ments share this legitimacy. 

5.1.3 Difficulties arise wi th in this conceptual framework 
over the analysis of the transition f rom such societies to 
the so-called 'modern industrial societies.' Within the general 
categories employed there seem to be different starting-
points, different destinations—and hence different routes of 
transition, and different ways in which the land reform 
issue arises. I shall duck much of this discussion by asking 
simply whether South Africa (on the assumption that this 
approach is illuminating) is far-enough along on its 'transi
t ion ' to a 'modern industrial society' for the land redistri
bution question to have been by-passed? I do not think 
this is a foolish question. It might well be that under changed 
circumstances in South Africa (as it was reported of Cuba at 
one stage) many farm labourers and other rural dwellers wil l 
be more anxious to move off the land into other economic 
sectors than struggle to establish a new regime on the land. 

To answer this it is worth reflecting on the case of Chile. In 
the early 1970s it was 'highly urbanised wi th one-third of 
the total population living in the capital city itself and well 
under one-third of the population living in the country-side.' 
Mining contributed 10 per cent to the national product, 
industry contributed roughly 25 per cent, whereas agricul
ture's contr ibut ion was about 7 per cent. And yet, as Leh-
mann says, there was a 'political obsession wi th the agrarian 
problem'6 and land reform laws were introduced in 1967 
under Frei and during the Allende regime during 1970-73. 
Clearly the extent of South Africa's industrialisation does 
not by itself rule out the relevance of the 'agrarian problem/ 
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5.2 Another way of probing the conditions that seem to 
favour the emergence of land reform demands is to focus 
more closely on what has happened historically in agricul
ture itself, rather than in the economy as a whole, and in 
particular on how the 'social relations of product ion' on 
the land have changed. 

5.2.1 Consider the evolution of the European manorial 
system and the Latin American hacienda.7 It is useful 
to think of the land of the manorial complex as divided 
into three components: (1) the lord's demesne, (2) the 
peasant land and (3) the commons. The historical develop
ment on the land, which took place wi th in the framework 
of emerging capitalist economies, saw the balance change 
between these components (and of course between the social 
classes behind them); but the change was not uni form. 
(a) Where the old feudal class became interested in cultiva
t ion for markets itself the lord's demesne became the domi
nant component in the complex, and agriculture moved to 
a system of large estate farms wi th the former peasantry 
reduced to a proletariat working for wages either on the 
land or in the urban sector. Before this culmination was 
reached a common transitional stage was that in which pea
sants became tenant-labourers; they still possessed land 
rights and cultivated land on their own account though indepen
dent access to land was being restricted, (b) On the other 
hand the development of the peasant economy, accompanied 
usually by considerable economic differentiation among the 
peasants, led to a family farm system, usually wi th less wage-
labour on farms and elsewhere. 

5.2.2 Two hypotheses that suggest themselves given this 
account of divergent paths along wh id i capitalist agriculture 
has developed are (1) that demands for land redistribution 
are likely to be more insistent where the landed upper classes 
(feudal or colonial) have become cultivators and large-scale 
estate-farmer capitalists; and (2) that wi th in such a context 
where wage-labour has become the norm the re-emergence 
of the peasantry becomes less l ikely, and if a land reform 
happens it is more likely to take a collectivist fo rm. A possi
ble il lustration of this second hypothesis occurred in Portugal 
in 1974-75 when the workers on farms and plantations in 
the south seized farms and ran them as units in defence of 
their jobs, at a stage when the owners were discontinuing 
production because of the political uncertainty.8 

5.2.3 What these hypotheses imply for the South African 
case is fairly clear. We have developed over most of the 
country an estate agriculture, and the soil is cultivated by 
wage-labourers wi th few independent land-rights. This 
latter state of affairs was not always the case and as late as 
the 1930s the main labour arrangement was the labour-
tenancy' system. In terms of this Africans cultivated and 
grazed on the farm in return for which they worked some 
portion of the year^sommonly three to six months. However, 
according to some interesting papers by Mike Morris9 

the years between the 1930s and the 1960s saw a crisis of 
this system and its gradual elimination (ultimately wi th State 
sanctions) in the face of considerable resistance by African 
labour tenants who opposed their reduction to landless labour
ers. All ied w i th this process was an attack on the so-called 
'squatter' peasantry (I am not sure that 'peasantry' is at all 
stages the correct terminology) which has by and large now 
been 're-settled'. So, wi th the exception of some in the 
'Homelands', we have an agricultural proletariat and not a 
small cultivating peasantry in intimate association wi th 
larger estates. 

5.2.4 I do not wish to argue that the hypotheses developed 
above are anything more than suggestive. If one looks to the 

Chilean experience again, it appears that, although in the 
early 1960s over 80% of farm land was worked in 'large 
mult i- family ' farm units,10 the land reforms under the Frei 
Government had as their ultimate objective the division of 
expropriated farms among the families working them and 
the transitional co-operative (or asentamiento) form of 
organization ran into difficulties wi th peasant 'individualism'.11 

5.3 Of course one of the main reasons why these attempts to 
explain the incidence and character of land reforms in terms 
of socio-economic structures or stages of economic develop
ment are somewhat unsatisfactory is that they neglect the 
ideological and political dimensions. Clearly collectivist 
land reforms have usually been seen as an integral part of a 
general 'transition to socialism' for the country concerned; 
and as we saw in section 3 land reform (presumably distribu
tive) may be pushed through as a conservative defence against 
revolution. This being so it seems sensible to abandon attempts 
at predicting what is likely to happen on the land in South 
Africa. I shall turn rather to a short discussion of some of 
the arguments that can be advanced in favour of land reform. 

6. The case for a distributive land reform: equality 
and peasant productivity. 

Suppose such a distributive land reform is relevant for South 
Africa—by which I mean that substantial mass support could 
be mobilised behind such a programme. (And this is not 
altogether unl ikely: we do have a small cultivator sector— 
or, perhaps, a worker-and-small-cultivator sector, the demise 
of labour-tenancy has been very recent in parts of South 
Afr ica, and given increasing population in the 'Homelands' 
and the apparently reduced absorptive capacity of both 
urban and rural 'White areas' we may well start to see 
pressures for subdivision of large farms and some encroach
ment on to border and abandoned farms). Suppose, then, 
the possibility of such a reform—what kind of a case can 
be made out for it, if any? 

I suggest that we cast the argument in terms of the objectives 
Michael Lipton says are usually associated wi th a land r e f o r m -
fa) increased equality of intra-rural income distribution and 
hence reduction in mass rural poverty; 

(b) increased equality of overall income distr ibut ion; 

(c) increased agricultural output (or rate of growth of out
put). 

What is both interesting and apparently outrageous is the 
claim that (c) can be achieved simultaneously wi th (a) and 
(b). Instead of having to pay (or being reluctant to pay) the 
price of reduced output for the benefit of reduced rural 
poverty and inequality, we are apparently offered the social 
bonus of increased output if we are virtuous enough to 
attack the unequal distribution of land and of income from 
it. What sense can we make of this claim, and can it be 
plausibly held to be true for South Africa? 

6.1 There isn't too much of a problem wi th the first 
objective of reducing intra-rural inequality and poverty— 
at least in principle. Dorner quotes some, admittedly rather 
aggregated, figures for Taiwan before and after its land 
reform which suggest what can be achieved. Between 1936-
40 and 1956-60 the share of cultivators in the distribution 
of farm income in Taiwan rose from 67,08 per cent to 
81,43 per cent, while the share of landlords and money 
lenders fell f rom 25,19 per cent to 6,26 per cent.12 

6.1.1 It is obvious that the reduction of inequality and the 
elimination of rural poverty are highly relevant goals in 
South Africa. It appears that inequality of wealth and income 
have assumed proportions in this country not readily paral
leled elsewhere.13 Moreover the massive poverty tail of the 
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income distr ibution is composed of people who are concen
trated in rural areas—on 'White' farms and former 'Reserves'. 
(Simkins estimates that in 1976 25% of income recipients 
had incomes less than R500 per annum).14 A t the same 
time something like 75 000 farmers own South Africa 
outside of the cities, towns, nature reserves and 'homelands'. 
On these estates something like 3/4 mil l ion 'regular' agricul
tural workers live and work wi th their families in conditions 
of almost total personal dependence on the men who own 
the houses they live in, own the land they work and live on, 
probably have bui l t the school (if any) their children attend, 
and have in their gift the jobs on the proceeds of which the 
workers subsist. As in all systems of hierarchy in which a 
personal, face-to-face element survives there wil l be positive 
things that can be said for it. What no one wi l l allege is that 
it promotes socio-economic equality or a sense of autonomy 
and self-reliance (either individual or collective) on the part 
of the manual workers who underpin the productive system. 

6.1.2 Of course it's all very well to talk about the disease. 
Is the proposed cure appropriate? One obvious l imitation 
to what a distributive land reform may do to reduce rural 
inequality is that expropriated land may not be available to 
all land-seekers given that there is some minimum size of 
holding imposed by 'viabil i ty. ' There may have to be a 
choice among the potential recipients. How is it to be 
made? But S shall not push this problem any further. 

A potentially far more serious problem of course is whether 
the social processes (struggles?) involved in bringing about 
the expropriations and the effects of subdivision wi l l not 
together produce such a drop in output that rural poverty 
wi l l not be reduced but may even be increased, and the 
beneficiaries of the redistribution wi l l sit w i th pieces of 
relatively unproductive and hence low-value real estate. 
Some of what one has in mind is raised by Jacques Chon-
chol in a discussion of experience in the Chilean 'reformed 
sector'. He says that one of the reasons for transferring 
expropriated farms init ially to the Agrarian Reform Corpora
t ion (CORA) was 'the avoidance of a temporary drop in 
production that might result f rom poorly thought out deci
sions on the future use of the expropriated farm. Sn fact, 
even if a farm had not been very productive before expro
priat ion, it might afterwards f ind itself In a worse situation, 
at least init ial ly, as the result of an adequate redistribution 
of land, water and labour.' Again, In a longer run perspec
tive, he says ' i t was duly recognized that it would be 
di f f icul t for campesinos working on reformed farms who 
had lived their whole lives under a paternalistic, dependent 
regime to begin overnight to take charge, to take the ful l 
initiative in developing the new farm enterprises that would 
emerge as the reform proceeded. They needed an interme
diate period to retrain themselves, to further develop their 
initiative, and also to learn, through their own experience, 
the practical advantages of co-operative effort which was 
considered vital to the future success of the re form. 1 5 Are 
these temporary problems, or 'at least' temporary and prob
ably longer-run, or even perhaps permanent? If they are 
permanent, then while a distributive reform in a South Afr i 
can type i.e. large-farm context may increase intra-rural 
equality it wi l l not reduce mass rural poverty and it wi l l 
moreover reduce welfare elsewhere, f postpone further 
discussion of this crucial question to section 6.3 below. 

6.2 The second objective viz. improving the overall distri
bution of income, is most easily approached in Upton's 
formulat ion. 'At present' he writes 'an underpriced food 
surplus is,extracted from agriculture as a whole, by subsidiz
ing only the biggest farmers, so that the small surplus 
farmer and his employees bear much of the cost of— 

often inefficient—industrialisation/16 He does not specify 
which country, or group of countries, he is wri t ing about 
but I assume he has an Indian (or S.E. Asian) focus. After 
a distributive land reform he says that such a policy would 
become more di f f icul t . It would no longer be possible to 
extract an 'under-priced food surplus' by selective subsidy 
of large farmers; either higher prices for food or more 
widely-distributed subsidies would be called for. In either 
case the incomes of a section of the rural poor would be 
improved at the expense of those in the urban sector and 
this (given the existing inequitable relation between the 
two) would improve the overall distribution of income. 
Extending the same point (if I understand him correctly) 
he says that after a reform 'an urbanist policy to turn the 
terms of trade against farmers would become more unattrac
tive on account of its downward impact on the net marketed 
surplus' which would be likely to be more price-responsive 
after reform since small farmers have the alternative of eat
ing more themselves if prices turn against them. 

! do not really know what to make of this line of argument 
as applied to South Africa. Do we extract an 'underpriced 
food surplus' f rom agriculture by selective subsidies to the 
'biggest farmers?' Aren't Control Boards aimed at 'over
pricing' food and agricultural products? I think it is histori
cally true that the urban sector has subsidised commercial 
(white-owned) agriculture—and that the allocation of 
resources to the rural areas has taken place in a formally 
discriminatory way. 

This, plus the attacks on Black tenant-farmers, free-holders 
and labour-tenants in 'White areas', reinforced by the increas
ing relative attractiveness of wage-labouring opportunities, 
have led to the virtual elimination of Black 'small surplus 
farmers' who seem to have been both numerous and relatively 
successful in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. (The 
whole historical question is too complex to try to treat 
adequately here). 

This being the case, perhaps the argument amounts to say
ing: part of the explanation for rural poverty on farms and 
'Reserves' is policies of exclusion and policies of discrimina
tory public resource allocation. A distributive land reform 
would be a device for reversing some of these historic 
inequities, but would probably need to be sustained by-
policies which charge 'the urban sector' (or elements wi th in 
that sector) more for its food and raw materials. The ful l 
implications of such policies need more analysis than I have 
given them here. 

6.3 I now come to the argument that a distributive land 
reform, transferring land basically to family farming units, 
wi l l assist the growth of farm output. It is this claim which 
seems to f ly in the face of apparent South African experience., 

6.3.1 The fundamental argument in support of this claim 
is that in many studies and under various conditions it has 
been shown that output per unit of land is inversely related 
to farm size (subject to some very small minimum size). 
Dorner summarizes some of this evidence for India (mid-to-
late 1950s), Brazil (1963), Colombia (1950), Mexico (1960), 
Japan (1960), Guatemala (1950), Taiwan (1965), and the 
Philippines (1963-4).17 Lipton says: 'Small family farms 
can saturate the land wi th plenty of labour per acre, as 
there is l itt le else for the labour to do (except perhaps at 
seasonal peaks). Large commercial farms must supervise 
labour and pay it the ful l market price, which is likely to 
rise if they buy too much of i t . '18 Kane! says: ' In most 
types of farming there are no decisive economies of scale . . . 
Existing infrastructure and government programmes generally 
favour the large farms, which tend to have better and earlier 
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access to improved technology, credit, and markets. But 
wi th the availability of an infrastructure and of co-operative 
and public service organisations that do not discriminate 
against them, the advantage often shifts to family farms.'19 

6.3.2 This last point must be stressed. It makes clear that 
there are costs involved a point made earlier in section 2 
where I referred to the 'necessary auxiliaries' which must 
accompany a land reform, and also in section 6.2 where I 
took note of Lipton's remarks about improving the urban-
rural income distr ibut ion. Warriner makes a version of the 
same point when she says that land reform alone has not 
increased production in Latin America, and adds 'nor is it 
likely to do so unless it is reinforced by price and investment 
policy— unless that is to say, the urban population is prepared 
to incur costs/20 (emphasis added). This cost aspect of the 
claims about potential peasant productivity is worrisome 
however. Just what are the costs? Clearly they wi l l vary 
across situations and one cannot simply transfer experience 
from elsewhere. So far we have identified (1) costs of ancillary 
services such as credit, extension and marketing, (2) costs of 
social investment connected wi th providing a differently 
structured infrastructure of roads, water-supplies etc., and 
(3) costs connected wi th a more favourable price-regime that 
may be required to extract a net marketed surplus f rom 
smaller producers. Lipton says that (1) wi l l be relatively 
low where the landless are not included but the main bene
ficiaries of the redistribution are small farmers who are 
already operating farmers; the South African case however 
would precisely involve the landless and illiterate and cer
tainly costs under (1) might well be extremely high. Costs 
of investment (2) we have already seen to be substantial in 
the Chilean case referred to by Chonchol, and the Chilean 
case would be relevant for South Afr ica. Costs under (3) 
I f ind it d i f f icul t to speculate about. Clearly any thinking 
about distributive (or other) land reforms in South Africa 
must involve further detailed, technical work in this cost 
dimension. 

6.3.3 Let us accept the evidence thaf in many areas small-
scale farming is more productive per land unit than larger-
scale farming and that, at some cost, output could be 
raised by transferring land from larger to smaller farmers and 
to the landless. Why is this so? Is it because, as Lipton 
suggests in the quotation f rom his in Section 6.3.1 above, 
small farms are family farms (or peasant farms) and larger 
farms are wage-labour-employing farms and that the former 
are superior to the latter in terms of land-productivity 
because they 'mix more labour wi th the soil?' I want to 
record a recent view expressed about the Indian data which 
challenges this view, and asserts that the explanation is not 
to be found in different production relations. The phenome
non reflects only 'a static superiority of small-scale over 
large-scale product ion/ but—crucially for what we are 
interested in—'an essential precondition for this superiority 
is a backwardness of technology.'21 

The point is so important that I shall append a long quotation 
f rom A. K. Ghose's conclusion to flesh it out somewhat. 
'Smaller farms use more labour per acre, are better irrigated 
and better manured, and consequently attain a higher level 
of output per acre than larger farms. These facts do not 
necessarily reflect a superiority of peasant production over 
wage-labour-based production as is often supposed. They do, 
however, reflect a static superiority of small-scale o\/er large-
scale production. But the specific conditions for this superio
rity appear to be primitive technology and insufficient deve
lopment of markets. An overwhelming importance of human 
labour in the production process, a dependence on farmyard 
manures (e.g. cow dung) for retaining and enhancing soil 

fer t i l i ty , primitive labour—intensive methods of irrigation, 
a virtual absence of markets in some inputs (e.g. farmyard 
manure) and imperfections in the wage-labour market 
characterise the setting in which land-productivity varies 
inversely w i th the scale of production. 

i t seems fairly clear that technological progress involving 
the introduction of chemical fertilizers, labour-saving 
machinery (e.g. tractors) and modern irrigation equipment 
(e.g. tubewells) is likely to erode the basis of superiority of 
small-scale production. Indeed, such technological progress 
may introduce increasing returns to scale in agricultural 
production. The smaller farms may continue to be more 
labour-intensive than larger farms, but may no longer attain 
a higher level of output per acre. The fact that in Ferozepur, 
where considerable technological progress took place over 
the period 1955/57-1968/69, the relationship between 
farm size and land-productivity changed f rom negative to 
positive (while that between farm size and the intensity of 

labour use continues to be negative) lends support to this 
view, though it does not constitute conclusive evidence.' 

I am sure there wi l l be much discussion of the point, but 
at least the Ghose view justifies a certain commensensical 
reserve about the 'highly productive peasants' thesis—a thesis 
which has added a good deal of power to the case for distri
butive land reform. 

6.3.4. Even if the general thesis about peasant agriculture 
survives criticism there wi l l still be questions about whether 
we can apply it in South Afr ica, or about to what extent we 
can apply it. Lipton's thesis was that 'small family farms 
can saturate the land wi th plenty of labour per acre, as there 
is l itt le else for the labour to do (except perhaps at seasonal 
peaks)! Here is where points we raised in section 5 about the 
general development of the South African industrial economy 
become relevant. There is (in general) something else for 
rural labour to do viz. to work in the mining, and urban-
based secondary and tertiary sectors of the economy; and 
to work for wages which could not be matched by family-
labour on a family farm—unless the family farm were very 
well-equipped and fairly extensive! I am inclined to think 
that this is a serious reason why a small family-farm agricul
ture wi l l not ' take' in South Africa—either on farms or in 
'Reserves.' But the question is still an open one—very litt le 
hard research on the economics of Black farming has been 
done (or at least published); and I have heard of former 
Free State farm-labourers farming productively either in a 
group on hired land (Herschel District) or individually on 
Black-owned freehold land (near Newcastle). 

6.3.5 This last impressionistic remark may act as a link to 
my final point about the productivity of small-scale farming 
in South Afr ica. One does not have to assert that small Black 
farms wi l l have a higher land-productivity than large farms to 
be able to argue that they can become a good deal more 
productive than on average they are, and that redistribu
t ion of land to such family units wi l l not lead to significant 
losses in output. Surely there is a good deal that can be learned 
about the possibilities in this area by studying the recent 
story of sugar-cane growing by Zulu families—both before 
and after the S.A. Sugar Association became involved in the 
provision of credit. The growing of sugar cane in KwaZulu 
has expanded steadily since the end of the second World 
War. In 1946/47 577 growers delivered 22 303 tons of cane 
wi th an average of 39 tons per grower. In the 1977/78 season 
5 291 growers delivered 637 741 tons of cane wi th an average 
of 120 tons per grower. Most of these producers hold their 
land under customary tenure. An analysis of this performance 
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wil l point to the crucial role of guaranteed market, transport, 
credit, and extension services in producing these results. 

7. Unhappy concluding remarks 

7.1 It might be best just to trail away into embarrassed 
silence—with so many questions unanswered, and so many 
aspects of the land reform issue undiscussed. I shan't do 
much more. 

7.2 The major problem underlying the case for a distribu
tive approach to land reform In South Africa is the lack of 
f i rm contemporary evidence about the costs involved in 
creating, and the prospects for, productive small-scale black 
agriculture. Both research and practical support-activity are 

now being increased and I hope that we shall soon be able 
to talk more knowledgeably about the issue. 

7.3 The major undiscussed aspect of the whole land reform 
question is of course experience w i t h , and arguments about, 
collectivist land reforms—and experiments wi th 'group 
farming' of various types. Of particular interest for the South 
African case would be a study of the ex-French estates in 
Algeria and the 'White Highlands' of Kenya. Policies in the 
two areas have differed widely. Also, as the dust settles, it 
would be valuable to have studies of experience in the 
estate-sectors of Angolan and Mozambican agriculture. 
Without ail this, and more, 'remarks on land-reform in South 
Afr ica ' are distinctly incomplete. • 

See page 20 for footnotes 

COMMUNICATION GAP 
Two Poems 

by Stephanie Warren 

1. 
We look alike, we share so many things, 
Move wi th the times, 
And in high level buildings, chrome and glass, 
Expertise slips slickly f rom our tongues, 
As we agree 
On matters that don' t matter. 

We've broken through! 
The whole world shines; 
In reverent voices we announce, 
"Look . We go forward hand in hand 
To build a new South A f r i ca ! " 
For we agree 
On matters that don' t matter. 

Your fathers toiled to tame this hot bright land, 
Labour so harsh that they'd no time it seems 
To make its glorious colours part 
Of themselves. 

And as you've inherited, in sepia, 
Their bearded images upon your study walls, 
So too, in you, their sombreness lives on. 

My country's old now, grey as its grey skies, 
Yet st i l l , I th ink, there lives in me that eagerness 
That bui l t the once great empire, 
And openness, and laughter. 

Tr iumphant ly, unnoticing, 
We tread amid the smoke upon the smouldering coals 
Of what does matter. 
And when it leaps aloft, ablaze, 
We cower back, astonished. 

Then what? 
You cry, "Your fault, the rotten English press. 
And I, "You Afrikaners did it ail " , 
And there we are, 
A pair of cross-talk comics in the ashes, 
Agreeing to disagree 
On matters that don' t matter. 

Do you see eagerness as English arrogance? 
Does laughter seem to you a gibe, a sneer? 
Is that why you can't hear me when I speak? 
Is that why you, who so much long for friends, 
Close off f rom me, turn in 
Upon your sepia inner self? 

We babble of the brotherhood of man, 
Of self-determination, rights and powers, 
But we can't look each other in the eye. 
Unti l we can those words are meaningless, 
The empty gibberings 
Of fools. • 
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