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Much of the attention devoted to common property 
resources has centred on the environmental question. 
Can land, sea, estuaries or rivers, which belong to no 
single user, survive the ‘tragedy of the commons’ – the 
term coined by Hardin (1968)? Will their utility be negated 
by ‘free riders’ – those individuals who maximise their 
own benefit at the cost of the general good? In the case 
of municipal commonage land in South Africa, several 
environmental investigations of commonage have been 
undertaken in South Africa (e.g. Puttick et al 2011; Stickler 
and Shackleton 2015). Subsidiary themes, in South Africa, 
have been the use of commonage land for cultural practices 
(e.g. Kepe et al 2015), and the harvesting of wood and 
plants for local use or sale (e.g. Shackleton et al. 2006).

A more contentious matter – but one that is inadequately 
researched – is the social profile of commonage users. 
A range of local black and coloured groups1 have used 
municipal commonage since 1994, and their profile reveals 
increasing economic stratification. This paper explores 
the putative emergence of a class of ‘proto-commercial’ 
commonage farmers, as they are an increasingly prevalent 
and widespread social phenomenon in South African rural 
towns. They have benefited from subsidised municipal 
land rentals, but they have also experienced many years 
of frustration with municipal mismanagement, social 
conflicts, and cramped and overgrazed land. Some of these 
commonage farmers have also benefited from state-acquired 

commonage land or redistribution farms; others are still 
waiting their turn to ‘step off’ the commonage.

A quiet revolution in commonage land use started 
taking place in 1994. For the first time, black and coloured 
residents in small and medium-sized towns had an 
opportunity to access land and keep livestock. This paper 
examines the extent and significance of this phenomenon, 
which has hallmarks of the Russian ‘kulak’ class that 
emerged from the downtrodden peasantry in the early 
twentieth century. As a class, the kulaks were wiped out by 
Soviet collectivisation, and only began to re-emerge after 
1990. This analogy between South African commonage 
farmers and Russian kulaks is important because it 
revives an explicit Marxist class analysis in South Africa, 
which faded away after 1994. Such an analogy is not 
uncontroversial. It argues, implicitly, that class analysis 
is not intrinsically linked to issues of exploitation, as was 
prevalent in previous South African Marxist thinking. It 
also shows that increasing inequality is a fairly inevitable 
component of rural commercial economic development, 
and, finally, it suggests that such inequality does not need 
to be condemned out of hand as ‘elite capture’ of public 
resources. All of these theoretical ideas would benefit 
from more rigorous conceptual clarification, empirical 
investigation and causal analysis in future. This paper 
should therefore be regarded as a modest starting-point in 
contemporary class analysis in South Africa.
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Municipal commonage land in South Africa is currently utilised by resource-poor black and coloured farmers. This 
paper analyses information from two case studies – the Karoo towns of Carnarvon and Williston in the Northern 
Cape. By comparing data between 2009 and 2018, we show that a significant number of these commonage farmers 
have increased their livestock holdings. In addition, several have moved their livestock onto ‘new’ commonage 
farms, purchased by Government, or on land leased from white commercial farmers. We argue that the concept 
of ‘economic class’ needs to be reintroduced to South African development analysis. The paper compares these 
proto-commercial farmers with the ‘kulak’ farmers of Russia in the early twentieth century (before the Soviet 
regime) and the early twenty-first century (after the collapse of communism). We concur with Russian authors that 
the emergence of new commercial farmers may constitute a new economic class. In South Africa, the situation is of 
course divergent, given that a strong class of commercial farmers exists. We suggest that  the commonage farming 
phenomenon can make a contribution to current South African land debates.

Keywords: Carnarvon, Karoo, kulaks, municipalities, Williston

Introduction

§ This article is from the ‘Karoo Special Issue: Trajectories of Change in the Anthropocene’.

mailto:karoo@intekom.co.za


Atkinson and Ingle234

This paper suggests that the land reform impetus in 
South Africa could benefit from the energy and enthusiasm 
of commonage farmers. We present findings from an 
in-depth survey first conducted in 2009, and then updated 
in 2018, undertaken in the Northern Cape Karoo towns of 
Carnarvon and Williston. We suggest that this stratum of 
agriculturalists may well comprise a new agrarian class.

The changing use of municipal commonage since 1994

Municipal farmland, or ‘commonage’ (meentgronde in 
Afrikaans) is a widespread phenomenon in South African 
rural towns. Agricultural land was purchased by the 
municipal councils during the 1800s, as a typical part of the 
process of town establishment. This strategically located 
peri-urban land is situated near people’s urban homes, 
often within walking distance. Commonage was originally 
used by white townsfolk to keep livestock, mainly for 
household food production. 

By the 1950s, most white residents had outgrown this 
pastoral system of livelihood support. Typically, they had 
diverted their incomes from livestock-holding to urban 
pursuits, as artisans, shop-keepers, government officials 
and professionals. Increasingly, the land was rented to 
commercial white farmers, who paid market-related rentals 
to the municipal land-owners. This provided a valuable 
financial revenue stream to municipalities.

After 1994, the political pressure from newly-enfranchised 
black and coloured residents forced the municipali-
ties’ hand. When the contracts with white farmers began 
to expire, the local municipalities made commonage 
camps available for urban residents, who, almost invari-
ably, had never before enjoyed access to agricultural 
land (Department of Land Affairs (DLA) 2005). Many of 
the local black and coloured people were very eager to 
set up farming operations on affordable land. By 2003, 
locally-driven processes had resulted in black and 
coloured residents leasing, at low rental rates, as much 
as one-third of municipal commonage land in the Karoo 
region (Anderson and Pienaar 2003). By 2018, almost all 
municipal commonage land is utilised by black or coloured 
farmers; only a few municipalities still lease out a portion 
of commonage to white commercial farmers, usually at 
full commercial rental rates, which helps to sustain the 
cash-strapped municipalities’ coffers.

Unfortunately, government policies never really engaged 
with commonage land as a new institutional form. This 
was at least partly because municipalities, before 1994, 
had lost their practical competence to manage agricultural 
land; when commonage land was rented by commercial 
white farmers, they simply paid their annual rental, and, 
for all practical purposes, managed the land themselves.  
Municipalities’ role was limited to supervising infrastructure 
maintenance and collecting rentals. 

Another factor contributing to the institutional weakness 
of municipalities in commonage management was that, 
after 1994, neither land reform nor agriculture were 
regarded as municipal functions, in terms of the South 
African Constitution. Consequently, central government 
did little to orient municipalities to managing commonage 
land effectively. It was left to Provincial Departments of 

Agriculture to assist the new black and coloured commonage 
farmers; however, these provincial departments are not the 
actual owners of commonage land, and so they depend on 
the positive interest and competence of municipalities in 
commonage management, and this is often lacking.

In the process, commonage has become a land reform 
‘Cinderella’. The new commonage farmers are trapped 
between several conflicting dynamics: dysfunctional 
municipalities, limited land resources, poor municipal land 
management, their inability to access loans (because of 
a lack of collateral), and unresolved social competition for 
access to land (Anderson and Pienaar 2003; DLA 2007; 
Centre for Development Support (CDS) 2010). Despite all 
these difficulties, many local residents have acquired some 
livestock and now cling tenaciously to their toe-hold in the 
agricultural sector.

The Russian example: the rise, fall and re-emergence of 
kulaks

The Russian kulaks, the economically progressive peasants 
of the early 1900s, was a productive class that was system-
atically wiped out by Stalin’s authoritarian Soviet socialism. 
The kulaks were hardly wealthy; on average, they owned 
two horses and two cows. Typically, they had enough land 
to provide food for their households, with some food left 
over for sale (Wegren et al. 2006). Some of them employed 
a labourer or two. They farmed on individual plots with 
some security of tenure. What distinguished them from 
other peasants was their entrepreneurial attitude, being 
hard-working, risk-taking and economically productive. On 
the eve of World War 1, the kulaks were producing more 
marketable surplus grain than any other social group.

Stalin eliminated the kulak class during the 1930s, which 
resulted in mass starvation in Russia. For 70 years, Soviet 
agriculture was organised around large-scale collectivised 
farms. After 1991, a major transition took place: the 
post-Soviet Russian state set about creating a stratum of 
private farms. Once again, a group of enterprising, small-
scale farmers has emerged. Authors such as Wegren et al. 
(2006) are now posing the question whether this constitutes 
a new economic class, because of the potential impact of 
such rural classes on the future competitiveness of the rural 
economy in Russia. Similarly, in the case of South Africa, 
the emergence of a cohort of black and coloured agrarian 
entrepreneurs may well improve the economic prospects of 
rural towns.

The term ‘class’ is heavily laden with different and often 
contested conceptual paradigms. A substantive debate 
on class would involve a consideration of Marxist and 
non-Marxist authors (see, for example, Seekings 2009, 
with respect to the Weberian class analysis tradition in 
South Africa). Broadly, class analysis is inevitably linked 
with issues of stratification, and this, in turn, is linked to 
much broader issues of economic resources, political 
power, organisational position and social status – and all 
of these are inherently complex concepts. Thus far, South 
African commentators have focused primarily on the 
growing phenomenon of income inequality (e.g. Seekings 
and Nattrass 2005) and the emergence of the urban black 
middle class (Southall 2016). In this paper, we focus 
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instead on people’s productive activities and ambitions, and 
not primarily on income inequality.

To explain the ‘new kulaks’ in Russia, Wegren et al. 
(2006) define class as having five key components: income 
stratification, land holdings, capital stock, class conscious-
ness, and shared attitudes and values. In this paper, we will 
argue that South African commonage farmers may be an 
embryonic agrarian class. An analysis of all the dimensions 
of this definition is beyond the scope of this paper, with 
our primary focus being on land holdings, capital stock, 
and shared attitudes and values. Despite key differences 
between modern rural Russia and South Africa, there are 
also important similarities: the growing cohort of black and 
coloured commonage users have utilised state land to 
begin the long and arduous process of building a private 
capital base.

Commonage land and the Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Programme

When the African National Congress (ANC) won power in 
South Africa’s first democratic election in 1994, it had to deal 
with ‘the land question’ – a system of land ownership that 
was very skewed in favour of white people. Not surprisingly, 
the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP)  
included two important arguments: the need for impover-
ished black and coloured South Africans to gain access to 
land, which often involved remedying apartheid injustices; 
and the need for land to contribute to building the economy, 
by generating large-scale employment, increasing rural 
incomes and promoting productivity (ANC 1994). This was 
a broadly social-democratic vision: to stimulate wealth 
creation, but simultaneously to protect the poor. It was 
neither a full-tilt capitalist approach to land markets, nor was 
it a socialist programme; it catered for an eclectic, creative 
combination of caring for people in need but also allowing for 
enterprising people to be productive. This is not surprising, 
because the RDP also emphasised the importance of food 
production and food security (ANC 1994).

In this context, the three land reform programmes of 
‘Restitution, Redistribution and Land Tenure Reform’ became 
the basis of the ANC government’s land policy. Municipal 
commonage did not fit easily into this triad of concepts, 
because it did not involve any shift in land ownership 
– municipalities would continue as land owners of their 
commonage holdings. For ambitious government planners, 
whose progress was measured in terms of ‘hectares 
transferred’ from white ownership to black ownership, this did 
not seem to be a very promising route for land reform. 

After 1994, there was – in principle – a commonage policy, 
described in the White Paper on South African Land Reform 
(DLA 1997). For a brief period, around 2000, the DLA was 
receptive to the idea of using municipal commonage land 
as a form of black economic empowerment. In a policy 
directive released by the Minister of Land Affairs, Ms Thoko 
Didiza, in 2000, she acknowledged the need for municipal 
commonage land. The Minister emphasised two priorities, 
which embodied the RDP’s two leitmotifs: “The subsist-
ence farmer makes use of commonage to supplement 
income and to provide for household consumption. The 
emergent farmer makes use of commonage as a stepping 

stone, in which the gradual transition from subsistence to 
semi-commercial to commercial can be accommodated” 
(DLA 2002). Subsequently, the idea that enterprising 
commonage farmers could use this land as an interim phase 
to accumulate livestock, capital and experience, was known 
as the ‘stepping stone’ approach to land reform.

For a brief period, in the early 2000s, the DLA prioritised 
commonage projects, especially in the Northern Cape 
Karoo region. By 2002, the DLA had implemented 98 
‘commonage projects’, i.e. purchases of farms that were 
then transferred to municipalities as municipal commonage 
(Anderson and Pienaar 2003). In its 2005 commonage 
review (DLA 2005), the DLA offered a cryptic suggestion 
that commonage farmers should be supported in terms of 
skills development and needs assessments: “Municipal 
officials also indicated that they wanted the DLA to develop 
guidelines for users to graduate from the commonage to the 
LRAD [Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development] 
sub-programme”. Little detail was provided, although 
the Department developed a ‘Commonage Manual’ in 
2007 (DLA 2007).  

Rather surprisingly, the ANC government never really 
warmed to the possibilities of socialist or collective 
productive systems on municipal commonage, despite clear 
evidence of the desire of local black and coloured people to 
access cheap rental land (DLA 2005). As noted earlier, the 
Department’s attention was focused much more strongly 
on promoting black land ownership. The Department’s 
enthusiasm for commonage had begun to wane by 2008. 
The commonage ‘stepping stone’ approach dwindled 
in significance.

At the same time, there was some academic interest in 
the significance and desirability of commonage as a type 
of land reform. According to  Anderson and Pienaar (2003), 
“Commonage should be considered, not as a nursery for 
commercial farming and freehold tenure, but as a form of 
tenure and resource for production in its own right.” But 
commonage land also generated academic debates. 
This was linked to the lingering ambiguity in commonage 
policy: was it really primarily aimed at poor local residents 
for household food security? Or was it compatible with 
the emergence of local black and coloured elites who had 
preferential access to municipal commonage? Writing with 
reference to Namaqualand, Cousins et al. (2007) observed: 
“Given the real obstacles facing would-be commercial 
livestock producers…it seems unlikely that either agricul-
tural development programmes or land reform…will 
promote significant levels of commercialisation of livestock 
systems in communal areas, or, for that matter, the 
growth of a new black commercial farming class within 
the region more broadly.” Instead, the authors argued that 
commonage would be more usefully dedicated to “small-
scale, part-time and semi-commercial livestock production”, 
mainly for the poor. 

Other authors were increasingly concerned about the 
emergence of wealthier farmers on municipal commonage. 
Since 2000 various authors have commented, with growing 
concern, about the phenomenon of ‘elite capture’ of 
municipal commonages more generally (Lebert and Rohde 
2007). In their analysis, the growing group of agricultural 
entrepreneurs are posited as a symptom of commonage 
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dysfunction, not a manifestation of incipient economic 
development. It is this argument that we are now revisiting.

A new commercial impetus amongst some commonage 
farmers

By 2002, there was already growing pressure on 
commonage land. With few effective administrative controls 
in some municipalities, livestock numbers grew (DLA 
2005; CDS 2010). Some commonage farmers wanted to 
remain as ‘survivalists’, but others were beginning to trade 
in livestock and reinvest the proceeds in their farming 
business. Commonage farmers have frequently expressed 
their reluctance to reduce their livestock holdings. Their 
reasons for growing their livestock holdings were varied – 
ranging from opportunistic slaughtering (e.g. for festivals 
and ceremonies) to the generation of cash income, personal 
enjoyment and long-term investment (CDS 2010). In 
De Aar, in 2002, the commonage farmers said they already 
had more livestock than the municipal land could support; 
the solution, they argued, was not to reduce livestock, 
but for the Government to acquire more commonage 
land (Cartwright et al. 2002). This argument has been a 
much-repeated refrain in many commonage case studies.

Despite the low rentals enjoyed by commonage farmers 
(and the high levels of non-payments of such rentals), 
there have been growing inklings that some commonage 
farmers are becoming frustrated with the limitations posed 
by the commonage system. Some want to ‘step off’ the 
commonage land, to access land through private sale or 
rental, whereas others are content to continue farming on 
cheap rented land. Their views are shaped by a combina-
tion of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors. Cheap rentals remain a 
valuable incentive to retain access to commonage land, 
but the problems of poor municipal management (typically, 
poorly maintained infrastructure and stray dogs that kill 
livestock), as well as the complexities of farming cheek-by-
jowl with other commonage farmers, are becoming major 
frustrations for the more ambitious farmers (see DLA 2005; 
CDS 2010).  

Three early pieces of research showed commonage 
farmers’ desire to access their own land. Masiteng et 
al. (2003) found that eight out of 70 communal farmers 
(11%) in the Botshabelo/Thaba Nchu areas of the Free 
State wanted security of tenure, 23% wanted government 
financial support to buy a farm, and three people wanted 
to farm commercially. At Bultfontein in the Free State, two 
people had already ‘graduated’ to land-reform farms by 
2005 (DLA 2005). In Philippolis in 2006, almost all of the 28 
farmers interviewed wanted to own their own land (Atkinson 
and Buscher 2006). 

A variety of factors influence commonage farmers’ 
views regarding land ownership. Some farmers want to 
pass the land on as inheritance to their family, some want 
a post-retirement occupation, some want autonomy in 
decision-making about their farming practices, and some 
simply want to expand their livestock holdings. All of these 
were found in a case study of Philippolis (Atkinson and 
Buscher 2006). A key factor is the likelihood of accessing 
a government land redistribution grant, and many farmers 

have put their names on departmental waiting lists, in the 
hope that their applications would be considered favour-
ably (the main constraint is the departmental budget).

However, the question of land tenure (commonage land 
versus privately owned land) intersects with a second 
question: the nature of these farmers’ agricultural ambitions. 
Do these farmers really want to farm commercially, with all 
the concomitant risks?

As early as 2001, observers found several distinct 
categories of commonage users. Anseeuw et al. (2001) 
created seven categories: the autonomous farmers, the 
livestock holders, the regular income earners, the irregular 
income earners, the family dependants, the social transfer 
dependants, and the poorest residents. Micro-level diversity 
tended to be high, because of the unequal distribution of 
key farming resources, such as access to finance, markets 
and knowledge. 

Another typology identifies four main categories (Atkinson 
and Buscher 2006):
(1) ‘Survivalist farmers’ wanting to keep a few livestock 

units for supplementing household food provision and 
for special occasions: these people are not necessarily 
interested in expanding their current number of livestock 
as this is sufficient for their current needs; 

(2) Small-scale farmers who intend expanding their stock 
but who are still reliant on non-agricultural income;

(3) Larger-scale farmers who have already accumulated 
large numbers of stock and are in need of additional 
municipal land; by using municipal land, they reduce 
their costs and risk; 

(4) ‘Proto-commercialists’ who have large numbers of stock 
and want to farm independently, on their own land.

Farmers’ desire to farm at a commercial level can be 
measured in several ways, including the willingness to 
purchase inputs to improve livestock; the willingness to 
sell their livestock (presumably at a profit, although some 
farmers may have some difficulty in working out whether 
they actually are making a profit); the ploughing back of 
proceeds from livestock sales into livestock rearing; the 
willingness to pay a realistic commercial rental in order 
to lease more land; the desire to farm individually instead 
of in a group; the desire to own their own land; and the 
desire to dedicate more time to the farming enterprise 
(Atkinson and Buscher 2006). This is a complex collection 
of factors, which cannot be readily reduced to one or two 
types of motivations.

An important point to remember is that a commercial 
mind-set does not require land ownership. The commercial 
land rental market has always been vibrant in South Africa. 
Consequently, a commonage farmer wishing to ‘step off’ the 
commonage may not need to purchase a farm, or wait for 
Government to purchase one for him or her; another option 
is simply to lease private farmland. 

The key question is: are a sufficient number of 
commonage farmers prepared to farm using commonage 
land as a launch-pad for future commercial operations, 
either on their own land or on private leasehold land? Is 
there a new agricultural commercial class in the making? 
We examine evidence from the Karoo towns of Carnarvon 
and Williston, to address this question.
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Municipal commonage users in Carnarvon and Williston 
in 2009

Fortunately, the two towns under review have been the 
focus of several studies since 2002, which enables a 
longitudinal analysis. The findings of two research projects,  
in 2009 and 2018, underpin this paper.

At the time of the democratic transition, Carnarvon had 
9 850 ha of commonage, whereas Williston had 23 278 ha 
(Benseler 2003). The commonage holdings have increased 
somewhat since then, due to government land purchases; 
such land is then handed over to municipalities to add to 
their commonage holdings. These are large areas, but 
given the low carrying capacity in the arid Karoo, it cannot 
accommodate large livestock numbers. In Williston, for 
example, the grazing capacity is one ewe per 10 ha. For 
large stock (such as cattle), the equivalent would be one 
animal per 32 or 36 ha. It would require ingenuity and 
perseverance to farm in these difficult arid conditions.

In 2009, a team of researchers conducted interviews 
with commonage farmers in Carnarvon and Williston 
(CDS 2010). The purpose of the study was to analyse 
the local economies of these towns, in the context of 
potential economic impacts of the nearby Square Kilometer 
Array Telescope. The town of Carnarvon is larger and 
better developed than Williston; it also hosts an outpost 
of the Northern Cape Department of Agriculture, which 
has assisted significantly in providing training to local 
commonage farmers.

In the 2009 study, a total of 33 commonage farmers were 
interviewed in Carnarvon and 15 in Williston. All of them 
farmed with sheep, and a few had additional animals, such 
as goats, pigs, horses and donkeys. A follow-up empirical 
study was then conducted in 2018, to investigate the 
fortunes of the commonage farmers over the preceding nine 
years. This enables a longitudinal analysis.

In 2009, municipal rules on the commons in Carnarvon 
were strictly enforced; the farmers needed to pay 
rentals and had to maintain minor infrastructure on the 
commonage. Livestock numbers on the commonages 
were restricted in order to prevent overgrazing, and there 
were pound regulations for confiscated animals. Two new 
commonage farms had been purchased by the DLA to 
relieve the pressure on the existing commonage and to give 
the larger farmers experience of farming at scale.

In contrast, Williston’s commonage was less efficiently 
managed at the time. Even though rentals were set at a 
very low level, there were problems with rental payments, 
and even fairly affluent commonage farmers failed to pay 
their rentals. Fences were constantly being stolen and 
stray dogs caused livestock losses. The commonage 
farmers agitated for new farms so that they could exit 
the commonage and farm on their own land. One new 
commonage farm, De Riet, was purchased by the DLA in  
2009. However, the commonage farmers complained that 
its infrastructure was poor.

The commonage farmers are not the poorest of the 
poor. In 2009, only a small proportion (18% in Carnarvon 
and 13% in Williston) were unemployed (Table 1). This 
means that many commonage users have two sources 

of income – a cash wage as well as the proceeds from 
livestock production. Their income profile compares well to 
the general profile of these towns in 2009, where 40% of 
Carnarvon residents and 26% of Williston residents were 
not working (CDS 2010: 43). 

However, commonage users are not particularly 
wealthy either. The majority of the commonage users had 
blue-collar jobs and several had white-collar professions, 
of a fairly modest sort. The majority of commonage users 
had full-time jobs (58% in Carnarvon and 60% in Williston). 
Almost half (42% in Carnarvon and 47% in Williston) 
were employed by the government, ensuring reliable 
incomes that they could invest in their agricultural activi-
ties. A total of 88% of commonage users in Carnarvon 
and 60% in Williston had cars or pick-up trucks. Some of 
these farmers employed veldwagters (herdsmen) to do 
the actual farm work, thereby creating some incomes for 
other families. Family members often assisted with farming 
operations. About 40% of the farmers had part-time jobs, 
which would have provided flexibility and allowed more 
time for farming.  

The social profile of commonage users is that of an 
aspirant middle-class group of people, who are diversifying 
their income streams. In the 2009 study, there were some 
exceptions, but generally they seemed to be an ambitious 
group who planned to make a better living in the future.

In Carnarvon, almost 40% of the farmers had been on the 
commonage for more than six years (Table 2), which shows 
sustained interest. The figure was lower for Williston at 

Status Profession
Carnarvon Williston

 No. % No. %
Not working Unemployed/

pensioner
6 18 2 13

Blue collar Gardener/labourer 4

61

1

80

Municipal worker 2 5
Domestic worker 2 0
Craftsman/foreman/

caterer 
11 5

Informal trader 1 1
White collar Teacher/clerk/

librarian 
3

21
0

7
Professional 4 1

Total 33 100 15 100

Table 1: Professions of commonage farmers in 2009

Number of years
Carnarvon Williston

 No. % a No.  % a
Up to 2 years (new entrants) 8 24 10 66
3–5 years (fairly established 12 36 1 7
6–10 years (sustained interest) 9 27 4 28
More than 10 years (i.e. since 

before 1999, long-term 
commitment)

4 12 0

Total 33 100 15 100 
a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 2: Number of years involved in farming on the commonage 
in 2009
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28%. Proportionally, Williston had more new entrants; this 
may be because camps had only been made available to 
them more recently.

On average, interviewed commonage farmers kept 
between 11 and 50 livestock units (Table 3). However, some 
farmers had up to 1 000 sheep. In Williston, the commonage 
farmers were more likely to keep smaller flocks of sheep.

The farmers gave a range of reasons for their attach-
ment to farming (Table 4). The most frequent responses 
referred to their emotional attachment to farming and 
income supplements. Emotional reasons for commonage 
farming suggest a ‘quality-of-life’ dimension to farming, 
which transcends material gain. The use of animals for 
official holidays, funerals or family feasts (38% in Carnarvon 
and 61% in Williston) suggested that livestock played a 
large role in maintaining social capital. Some commonage 
farmers (14 in Carnarvon and three in Williston) donated 
animals to the church, to schools or to community groups, 
mostly for fund-raising purposes. However, material gain 
is also important, and more than one-third of the farmers 
wanted to produce for the market. The mix of emotional, 
symbolic and commercial motives is important; it suggests 
that these farmers take pleasure in their agricultural 
activities and find it meaningful. This bodes well for their 
long-term commitment to farming.

Interestingly, household food security did not figure 
strongly, although any income produced from their 
commonage-farming activities would undoubtedly shield 
the household from food security issues as food could be 
purchased with the proceeds. A few farmers had altruistic 
reasons to create jobs for other local people.  

Examining commonage farmers’ expenditure patterns 
also reflect the degree of seriousness with which they were 
involved in their agricultural pursuits (Table 5). Some of 

these expenditure levels were significant (assuming that 
the respondents could recall their expenditures accurately). 
Particularly in Carnarvon, there are farmers who spend 
thousands of rands per annum on medicines, dips and food 
supplements. Most other farmers spend lesser amounts 
and only a minority spend no money at all.

Farmers are also experiencing frustrations with using 
municipal commonage land. One of the key questions 
related to commonage farming is the experience of farming 
in a collective system. The 2009 study showed that many 
farmers (74% in Carnarvon and all of the farmers in 
Williston) would prefer to run their own production operations 
independently. Clearly, these aspirant agriculturalists have 
frustrations with the commonage system. Numerous reasons 
were offered for wanting to farm independently (Table 6).

The next logical question was whether farmers wanted 
to own their own landed property. Not surprisingly, all 
respondents said yes. Of more significance were the 
reasons provided for this goal or dream (Table 7). In 
Carnarvon, economic rationales seemed paramount (73% 
of responses), whereas Williston’s commonage farmers 
seemed to be more animated by symbolic and personal 
reasons (65%).

The most important ‘push factors’ that encouraged 
commonage farmers to leave municipal land were crime 
and lawlessness (Table 8). Other problems, such as poor 
grazing, social conflict and poor infrastructure, were also 
important. (The problem of stray dogs should be understood 
as a consequence of the municipalities’ ineffectiveness in 
implementation of by-laws). This begs the question whether 
at least some of these farmers may prefer to remain on 
the commonage if management effectiveness improved. 
To what extent is their desire for their own farm stimulated 
by the frustrations of peri-urban municipal land manage-
ment, rather than wanting to farm independently and at 
commercial scale? Ideally, this question should be answered 
as part of a case study where municipal commonage is 
managed effectively, which would be a suitable subject 
for another study.

Another indicator to assess farmers’ commercial goals 
is to ask about their desire for knowledge and skills. The 
commonage farmers in both towns had a good idea of 
the skills needed to be better or more ambitious farmers. 
Business management and livestock and farm manage-
ment courses were strongly identified as a need, as were 
topics such as meat grading and veld-condition monitoring 
(Table 9).

Level of farming No. of 
sheep

Carnarvon Williston
No. % No. %

Survivalist Up to 10 3 9 7 47
Small-scale 

farmers
11–30 12

70
4

5331–50 8 2
51–100 3 2

Large (proto- 
commercial)

101–200 3
21

0
201–500 2 0

501–1 000 2 0
Total 33 100 15 100

Table 3: Number of sheep owned by commonage farmers in 2009

Reason for farming
Carnarvon Williston

No. % a No. % a
Emotional reasons: love of animals, I am used to farming 23 45 8 38
Commercial and professional reasons: for the market and/or 

farming as a career
24 47 8 38

Food security: to provide food for the household 1 2 2 10
Community reasons: to create jobs for people 2 4 3 14
Family commitment: to leave something for my descendants 1 2 0 0
Total number of responses 51 100 21 100
a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 4: Reasons for wanting to farm (open-ended question, multiple responses) in 2009
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Expenditure Amount per
annum

Carnarvon Williston
  No. % a  No. % a

Commercial medicines 
for livestock 

Nothing 4 12 1 7
R1–R200 9 27 4 27

R200–R2 000 14 42 9 60 
More than R2 000 6 18 1 7 

Home-made medicines 
for livestock

Nothing 21 63 14 100 
R1 than R200 7 21 0 0 
R200–R500 3 9 0 0

R500–R1 000 2 6 0 0
Livestock dips Nothing 6 18 4 27 

R1–R200 3 9 4 27 
R200–R1 000 17 51 6 40 

R1 000–R5 000 4 12 1 7 
R5 000–R50 000 3 9 0 0

Food supplements 
(e.g. licks and drought 
feeding)

Nothing 11 33 4 27 
R1–R200 4 12 1 7 

R201–R2 000 10 30 6 40 
R2001–R5 000 6 18 4 27 

More than R5 000 2 6 0 0
Infrastructure (e.g. fencing, 

windmills)
Nothing 11 33 11 74 

R1–R500 9 27 1 7 
R501–R2 000 8 24 1 7 

R2 001–R5 000 2 6 2 14 
R10 000–R50 000 1 3 0 0
More than R50 000 2 6 0 0

a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 5: Commonage farmers’ operational expenditures (open-ended questions) in 2009

Reasons for farming independently
Carnarvon Williston

No. % a No. % a
Autonomy: own decisions, independence, responsibility, 

better supervision, management, own approach
24 56 8 40

Expand own farming operation, make progress 5 12 3 15
Able to own one’s own farm 2 5 0
Able to earn a higher income 6 14 0
Able to avoid conflict 0 0 6 30
Able to market animals better, farm commercially 2 5 0
Children will be able to inherit 2 5 1 5
Can build own knowledge base 2 5 2 10
Total number of responses 43 100 20 100
a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 6: Reasons for farming independently, not part of a group (open-ended question, multiple responses) in 2009

Reason for farming on own
Carnarvon Williston

No. % a  No. % a
Sentimental and personal 

reasons
Place to retire, create a family heritage 6

23

4

65
Be independent 2 6
Spiritual reasons 2 0
Goal and ambition and dream 1 3

Economic and management 
reasons

Expand operations and contribute to economy 19

73

1

20
Better veld management 2 1
Better general management 4 0
Better income 3 2

Social reasons Community development, create jobs 1 3 3 15
Total number of responses 40 100 20 100
a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 7: Reasons for wanting to own their own farm (open-ended question, multiple responses) in 2009
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The real test of farmers’ goals and intentions is to measure 
their performance over time on a person-by-person basis. 
Several interviews were conducted in 2018 with farmers in 
Carnarvon and Williston to compare their livestock holdings 
with the 2009 figures (Table 10). At least five farmers in 
Carnarvon and seven in Williston have expanded their 
livestock holdings significantly during the last decade.

Table 11 shows the fortunes of the farmers during the 
2009–2018 period (note that not all of the farmers were 
located and interviewed in 2018).

The 2018 survey also included farmers who had 
accessed the commonage during the interval years 
(2010–2017). In Carnarvon there were nine new farmers, 
and in Williston there were six. The total number of farmers 
in 2018 and the current profile are presented in Table 12.

The profile of commonage farmers often differed in 
Carnarvon and Williston. This can be explained in several 
ways. The town of Carnarvon is larger than Williston, with 
a stronger sense of commercialism. An important outstation 
of the provincial Department of Agriculture is located in 
Carnarvon, and this probably favours local farmers with 

regard to training and assistance. Carnarvon’s climate is 
slightly less arid than that of Williston. All Karoo towns are 
likely to differ in subtle ways, which will be reflected in the 
commonage users’ profiles, but the basic trend towards 
more productive and resilient commonage farmers remains 
the same.

At least three of the commonage farmers in Carnarvon 
are leasing land from commercial white farmers, which  
suggests a determination to ‘go commercial’, as the rentals 
would need to be paid from a substantial and reliable 
commercial income.

Are commonage users a new economic class?

Broadly, it appears that there are three different types 
of commonage farmers. First, there are those who are 
‘survivalists’ and simply complement their household food 
supply. Second, there are those who prefer to farm at a 
relatively small level, often as part-time farmers, of whom 
some are content to remain on the commonage. Third, 
there are those whose production ambitions exceed the 

Type of training Courses
Carnarvon Williston

No. % a No. % a
Technical Grading of sheep and meat 3

49

0

56

Welding 0 2
Livestock management and 

animal health
9 12

Horticultural training 2 1
Veld and soil knowledge 7 0

Business Farm management 8

47

1

44
Marketing 0 1
Financial and business 

management
12 10

Lifeskills Literacy 2 5 0
Total number of responses 43 100 27 100
a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 9: What training would you like to develop more skills? (open-ended question, multiple responses) in 2009

Problems
Carnarvon Williston

No. % a No. % a
Happy with farming on the 

commonage
No problems mentioned 3 5 2 8

Land management Expensive rentals 5
10

0
8Conflict within the committee 1 2

Crime and lawlessness Theft of stock 15
55

6
38Stray dogs 19 4

Vandalism 2 0
Natural environment Veld is poor, overgrazing 2

18
2

27Jackals and predators 8 5
Drought 2 0

Infrastructure Infrastructure poor 2
5

2
8No house on the farm 1 0

Production Poor-quality livestock 1 2 0 0
Access to land Insufficient land 4 6 3 12
Total number of mentions 65 100

 (rounded off)
26 100

a The decimals for percentages have been rounded off

Table 8: What are the most serious problems on the commonage? (open-ended question, multiple responses) in 2009
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constraints imposed by commonage land. Do the latter form 
a new agrarian class, who are busy leveraging themselves 
into commercial capitalist agriculture by a combina-
tion of subsidised municipal commonage and their own 
entrepreneurial effort?

If the numbers in the present study towns are anything 
to go by, then it is likely that every Karoo town has about 
10 farmers with around 200 sheep or even substantially 
more. Given that the Karoo consists of an estimated 
60 towns (depending on how the region is defined), this 
gives a figure of about 600 farmers with substantial land 
holdings. When we add non-Karoo towns, the figures would 
be much higher. This must be seen as a significant cohort 
of farmers operating at medium-to-large scale, many of 
whom are diversifying their land holdings from a base in 
municipal commonage.

To return to Wegren et al.’s (2006) definition of ‘class’, 
in the context of Russia’s kulaks, the authors offer five 
indicators of a ‘class’: income stratification, land holdings, 
capital stock, class consciousness, and shared attitudes 

and values. Clearly, the most successful commonage 
farmers are in a higher income bracket than other 
commonage farmers because of the capital value of their 
livestock (which enables regular sales and therefore cash 
incomes), and often additional income streams as well. 
They often have assets such as vehicles. They seem to 
have shared attitudes: a love of farming, a willingness to 
re-invest in the enterprise, a desire for autonomy, and a 
wish to leave their farming enterprise to their descendants. 

This leaves two indicators that need further clarifica-
tion and investigation. In terms of land holdings, relatively 
few commonage farmers have had the opportunity to 
‘step off’ the commonage onto their own land (purchased 
by the Government). By 2018, at least three Carnarvon 
farmers were leasing land from white farmers. This reflects 
a serious desire to farm commercially, even without the 
benefit of a land redistribution grant from Government.

The final indicator, according to Wegren et al. (2006), 
is some kind of class consciousness. One way of testing 
this would be to examine commonage farmers’ collec-
tive lobbying abilities, vis-à-vis municipalities and govern-
ment more generally, to secure additional land and improve 
government management practices. This question deserves 
much additional research, both in terms of the theoretical 
underpinning of this term, as well as its application to the 
commonage farmers. 

Finally, it is important to note what the definition of 
‘class’ of Wegren et al. (2006) does not include. It makes 
no reference to either exploitation (of labour) or exclusion 
(of poorer groups). For a South African audience, this is 

Farmer (initials)
No. of 
sheep 
in 2009

No. of sheep in 2018 Comparison: change in 
livestock holdings 

(large increases in livestock
 numbers highlighted)

On 
commonage

On own farm 
(i.e. land redistribution 

programme)
Carnarvon
AK 30 20  Slight decline
WV 30 60  100% increase
JM 20 20 20 Static
EM (female) 30 49  66% increase
WdB 350 800 More than 100% increase
MM (female) 200 250  25% increase
Mr M 800 500 Decline
DS 830 500  Decline
HdB 33 30  Slight decline
JG and MG 17 64 400% increase
SW 20 50  More than 100% increase
MM 45 87  Almost 100% increase
SJ 45 25  Decline
DW 30 17 Decline
Williston
JC 10 130 1 300% increase
BL 80 200 More than 100% increase
FL 50 66 Slight increase
JdW 5 72 1 400% increase
GvW 25 42 Almost 100% increase
BC 41 150 300% increase
KJ 53 Not known Farming on own farm
FB 16 136 1 400% increase
WI 37 160 400% increase

Table 10: Sheep ownership in Carnarvon and Williston in 2009 and 2018

Fortune Carnarvon Williston
2009 and 2018 farmers Sample size: 33 Sample size: 15
Still farming in 2018 17 10
Gave up farming 10 5
Passed away 6 0

Table 11: The fortunes of commonage farmers in Carnarvon and 
Williston from 2009 to 2018
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significant, as our understanding of class analysis in the 
past has been tightly linked to ideas of exploitation and 
exclusion (e.g. Wolpe 1972; Greenberg 1980). The South 
African Marxist tradition (c. 1970–1990) was primarily aimed 
at explaining the functional status of cheap, ultra-exploited 
black labour in a white-dominated capitalist economy. In 
the Russian case, the emerging kulaks in the twenty-first 
century have extremely modest economic origins and 
capital resources; similarly, the commonage farmers in 
South Africa generally start their farming operations with 
almost nothing. The important issue is the rapidity with 
which these new economic agents are carving out a niche 
for themselves, in the hope of becoming bigger players. 
Their period of tenure on municipal commonage serves a 
valuable purpose, by way of accumulating experience, 
confidence, skills, networks and capital.

Crucially, if members of such an economic cohort 
become sufficiently confident and resourced to leave the 
commonage and embark on their own farming enterprises, 
they will strengthen local economic networks in the black 
and coloured communities. By stimulating wealth creation, 
they would generate local economic opportunities for other 
local people, in terms of food production, food processing 
and local jobs. For this to happen, the important question is 
whether it is possible to ‘step off’ the commonage onto their 
own private land. Can the state accelerate this process?

There is already a rapid process of social stratification in 
black and coloured communities in rural towns (Atkinson 
2018). At least one dimension of this phenomenon is 
commonage farmers, who use municipal land resources 
to build economic enterprises, and who almost inevitably 
outgrow the constraints involved in municipal commonage,  
i.e. South Africa’s version of the ‘kulak phenomenon’.

The need for further longitudinal studies, with more 
diverse economic and sociological indicators, is evident. We 
know very little about the way in which modern land reform, 
land sales and land leases work in South Africa, although 
some of the dysfunctions of the Government’s current 
redistribution policy have been identified (Hall and Kepe  
2017). We need to know whether commonage farmers, 
after years of patient perseverance on municipal land, 
are better placed to respond to land reform. Our research 
suggests that they might well be.

Conclusion

This paper examines data from the Karoo towns of 
Carnarvon and Williston to assess whether the aspirant 
farmers on the municipal commonages comprise a new 
agrarian class. Given the experience of similar ‘emergent’ 
entrepreneurial agriculturalists in modern Russia, we 
suggest that a significant number of commonage farmers 
have developed new resources, new values and new levels 
of confidence in their own agricultural abilities. 

We argue that these proto-commercial farmers constitute 
a new embryonic class, based on economic stratification, 
but also predicated on their goals, values and ambitions.  
This topic merits further empirical investigation, including 
the question of any incipient ‘class consciousness’. 

Generally, it is heartening to uncover a ‘class’ of 
producers who have shown such tenacity in building up 
their enterprises and to which they seem fully committed. 
Their accumulation of livestock and other assets, their 
desire to escape the constraints of collective farming 
and their ‘land hunger’ for additional farmland reflect 
their growing confidence and ambition. Like the kulaks 
in Russia, they reveal economic energies that are 
being directed in commercially astute directions, often 
under challenging local circumstances. Many of these 
commonage farmers have not benefited from government 
land reform grants and they continue to operate amidst the 
frustrations of poor municipal land management. They are 
self-made men and women, pulling themselves up by their 
own bootstraps.

There is some significance in this phenomenon for land 
redistribution debates taking place in contemporary South 
Africa. The slow but steady evolution of a class of kulak 
farmers in South Africa shows that farmer development can 
take place in tandem with land redistribution. Commonage 
land is a useful learning site where farmers can spend a few 
years deciding on their future economic trajectory. When 
the state provides land for ambitious commonage farmers 
to ‘step off’ the commonage, the likelihood of launching 
successful commercial agriculturalists is enhanced. This 
approach to land reform deserves a much higher profile in 
current land policy debates.

Level of farming No. of  
sheep

Carnarvon Williston

No.
Percentage of 
active farmers  
with data (23)

No.
Percentage of  
active farmers  
with data (10)

Survivalist Up to 10 1 4 0
Small-scale farmers 11–30 8 (of which 4  

farm on own land
35 0

31–50 4 17 4 36
51–100 3 13 2 18

Large (proto-commercial) 101–200 0 5 46
farmers 201–500 5 23 0

501–1 000 2 8 0
Total 23 100 11 100

Table 12: Current livestock holdings in Carnarvon and Williston in 2018
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Note

1 Racial terminology is still widely used in South Africa, because of 
inherited patterns of stratification. ‘Black’ refers to people descended 
from the Bantu groups (e.g. Xhosa, Zulu and Tswana); ‘coloured’ 
refers either to people of mixed black/white descent, or people 
descended from the aboriginal Khoisan peoples.
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