
SOCIALIST POLICY ANDTHE RESERVESBy EDWARD ROUX

AS S U M I N G  that there were a 
Socialist Government in South 

Africa, what policy should it adopt 
towards the Native Reserves? Th is  
is a very difficult question and it is 
not easy to give a clear and concise 
answer. The facts are complicated 
and not too well known. Looking at 
the problem from different points of 
view, the economist, the agricultural 
scientist, the anthropologist and the 
politicians may formulate contradic
tory policies. In this article I can 
only attempt a brief outline of the 
position as I see it and some tentative 
conclusions.

A R E A ,  P O P U L A T I O N  A N D  
F E R T I L I T Y

The N ative Reserves a t  present 
occupy about ten  per cent, of the  
area of th e  Union. The additions 
promised by th e  amended Land Act 
of 1936 should increase them  by about 
half as much again. A little  over 
3,000,000 people have th e ir  homes in 
the  reserves. Much of the  additional 
land handed over since 1936 was al
ready occupied by native squatters. 
Some of th e  m ost densely populated 
rural areas are found in the  Reserves 
and there is no doubt th a t  they are 
overcrowded both relatively (as com
pared with the  white ru ra l areas) and 
absolutely (in term s of the  ability of 
the ir N ative inhabitants, with the ir 
backward agricultural methods, to  
make a living in them ).

M ost of the  reserves in th e  T rans
vaal, N atal, the  N orthern  Cap© Pro
vince and the Ciskei were a t  no tim e 
very fertile. They were th e  poor 
areas into which th e  Africans were 
crowded when th e  Europeans appro
pria ted  th e  more fertile regions. 
On the o ther hand the  Transkei, th e  
largest Reserve, originally contained 
some of th e  best grazing and agricul
tu ra l land  in  th e  country. B u t the  
soil in the  Transkei is rapidly deteri
orating  as a  resu lt of overcrowding 
and w asteful agricultural methods.

A griculture in th e  Reserves pro
duces little  b u t maize, kafir-corn and 
cattle . I t  barely suffices to  feed the  
inhabitants. There is practically no 
surplus available for conversion into 
money for purchasing other require
ments. In  certain  years i t  has been 
necessary to  im port mealies into the  
Reserves. The standard  of living, 
such as i t  is, is dependent largely on 
money earned outside th e  Reserves by 
m igrant labourers.

L A N D  T E N U R E
W ith some exceptions, land in the 

Reserves is held on tribal tenure. The 
chief holds the  land from the Crown. 
He, in tu rn , in accordance with tribal 
custom allocates arable portions for 
the  use of th e  different households. 
In  practice every family has a patch 
of land for its  private use and this 
land rem ains in the  possession of the  
family. The chief m ay m ake land 
available for widows and may re-allo- 
cate land which has been abandoned 
for any reason. Each family works 
its  own patch or patches and the  pro
ducts belong to  th e  family. The chief 
usually has a larger patch and may 
requisition the labour of other families 
for use on his patch. M ost of the 
work (hoeing, weeding, etc.) is done 
by women. Ploughing (where ploughs 
are available) is done by the  men. 
There is a certain  am ouunt of co-oper

ative labour, particularly  during har
vest tim e. An individual peasan t may 
invite his neighbours to  a “ work 
p a rty ” and a fte r the work is done, 
reward them  with beer.

In  addition to arable patches or 
strips, the re  is usually a  communal 
grazing ground on which all the  tribes
men are entitled to graze the ir cattle. 
A fter the mealies are reaped, the  
arable lands also become tem porarily 
p art of the grazing area and the  cattle 
are driven in to ea t up the  stalks. 
Fences are generally unknown. C at
tle are p rivate property, and religion 
and triba l custom m ake every man 
anxious to  own as many as possible. 
Africans only slaughter cattle  when L L  

eompelled to do so by religious neces
sity  (for special ceremonies, to  pla
cate th e  spirits of the  ancestors). The 
lobola custom requires a bride price 
in cattle . C attle  may be demanded 
back in the  event of a wife proving 
unfaithful. For these and o ther rea
sons Africans are loth to  sell the ir 
beasts and usually only do so to raise 
money for taxes. A part from a  little  
milk, and the flesh and skins of ani
mals which have died of old age, 
Plunger or disease, th e  tribe  gets very 
little  value from its  cattle .

S O I L  I M P O V E R I S H M E N T  A N D  
W A S T A G E

The twin scourges of soil impover
ishm ent and soil erosion are  rapidly 
converting th e  reserves in to  deserts. 
This is no t an exaggerated statem ent. 
D e-forestation has destroyed nearly 
all the  trees in th e  reserves. In  th e  
absence of o ther fuels, such as wood, 
coal or paraffin (which poverty places 
beyond reach) Africans burn  cow- 
dung in th e ir  fires. Thus mineral 
salts and hum us are continually re
moved from the  land and never re
placed. Africans know little  or noth
ing about artificial composts or fertil
isers and in any case cannot afford to 
buy the la tte r.

Soil erosion is an even more serious 
danger. There is no a ttem p t to  lim it 
cattle  to the  num ber which a given 
area  of grassland can support w ithout 
deterioration . Paddocking (ro ta
tional grazing) is in  general no t 
practiced. Donga form ation goes on 
unchecked. Already large areas of 
surface soil have disappeared in  al
most all the reserves and the  num ber 
of starved cattle  they are able to sup- 

: port is steadily declining.
R E M E D I A L  M E A S U R E S

Th e  capitalistic Government of 
South Africa is aware of what is hap
pening in the Reserves. It  realises 
that soil wastage is resulting in human 
malnutrit ion and disease, and it 
knows that the chief economic asset 
of South Africa— Native man-power—  
is in danger of withering at its 
source. It  'has, therefore, taken cer
tain remedial measures. B u t  these 
measures are hopelessly inadequate, 
and I think I am justified in saying 
that they 'have not halted or even 
appreciably slowed down the advance 
of soil deterioration in the Reserves.

Government effort so far has been 
mainly concentrated in the  E astern  
Cape, where four native agricultural 
schools exist. These carry  on propa
ganda and tra in  native agricultural

dem onstrators, who are paid by the 
d istrict councils. Government sup
plies pedigree bulls a t  special low 
prices and will exchange one good bull 
for two scrub oxen. The Ciskeian 
General Council a year or two ago be
gan to enforce compulsory culling of 
scrub bulls w ithin its  area. 1 hese 
efforts to  improve th e  breed of cattle 
are proceeding slowly. In  certain  
d istricts ten ta tiv e  a ttem pts a t  pad- 
docking and cattle  lim itation have 
been started .

Nearly everywhere these efforts 
have m et w ith the  open or covert hos-
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tility  of the  v ast m ass of th e  African 
peasants. The new methods come up 
against the  old-established triba l cus
tom s and prejudices. Government 
decrees are always regarded with sus
picion and, when they in terfere  with 
triba l ideas about cattle , th e  suspicion 
may develop in to  open hostility  or 
sabotage. In  certain  p a rts  of the  
Transkei, where erosion was very bad, 
certa in  areas w ere fenced off by th e  
authorities to allow grass cover to  re
generate. The local tribesm en broke 
down th e  fences a t  n igh t and drove 
the ir cattle  into th e  enclosures. In  
the H erschel d is tric t much money was 
spent on contour ditches and o ther 
anti-erosion works. W ithin  a  few 
years erosion was going on as badly as 
ever, because th e  tribesm en did not 
keep the  works in repair. From  N atal 
come reports of chiefs using the ir in
fluence w ith the  Government in an a t
tem pt to  stop compulsory paddocking. 
In  th e  N orthern  Transvaal a political 
ag ita tion  of some m agnitude recently 
developed because the  authorities 
tried  to  stop ploughing on the  river 
banks. The feeling about land and 
ca ttle  is so strong th a t  even some of 
th e  native representatives in P arlia
m ent are shy of speaking openly to  
the ir constituents aboufc^these m atters 
for fear of losing vot$»
T H E  N E E D  F O P  V f l O N .

There are two poasioie ways of deal
ing with a  backward peasantry  th a t 
refuses to  adopt modern, .ideas about 
agriculture. One is to  use force. The 
other is to  convert the peasan ts by 
education and propaganda. In  Soviet 
R ussia th e  Communists began the ir 
collectivisation programme with edu
cation, b u t progress was too slow and 
finally they had to  supplem ent per
suasion with more d rastic  methods.

Our South African Government is in  
an even more difficult position. I t  
do no t wish to  educate th e  Africans, 
to get them  to break completely w ith 
superstition, backwardness and ignor
ance. T ha t would mean th e  end of 
w hite domination in th is  country. 
This tribalism , th is  “ developing along 
the ir own lines,”  is useful to  the  
mine-owners, th e  farm ers, and all 
who batten  on cheap black labour. 
The chief, too, is a useful Government 
agent for collecting taxes and keeping 
his people quiet. And w hat au thor
ity  would the chief have if the  cattle 
cu lt and triba l land tenure were to 
go? Force, also, our Government 
cannot use effectively, because force 
a t  least- m ust be supplemented by 
other methods. The R ussian Com
m unists had to use education and pro
paganda and th e  support of the poor 
peasants in order to  liquidate the 
kulaks and establish the  collectivo 
farm s.

A  S O C I A L I S T  P O L I C Y

I  have said enough to  indicate th a t  
a Socialist governm ent will be faced 
w ith difficulties. I  will assum e th a t  
such a  governm ent will have th e  help 
of the  masses in carrying ou t a pro
gressive policy.

I t  has been said th a t  Africans will 
be able to by-pass a good deal of capi
talistic  developm ent and will be able 
to go from prim itive tribal communism 
to  modern socialism w ithout passing 
through th e  in term ediate historical 
stages. There is probably much tru th  
in th is. We should realise, however, 
th a t  B an tu  “ communism” had already 
developed very strong individualistic 
tra its  long before the  Europeans came 
to  th is country. This is particularly  
tru e  w ith regard  to  th e  ownership of 
cattle . (See above).
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