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introduction

*

In the world’s rural areas people are rising up against the
hunger, exclusion and disrespect that present day society
seeks to impose on them. They will no longer tolerate eviction,
dispossession, exploitation and the silence and violence it
induce and depend on. Nor will they accept labels such as
‘idiots’, ‘pack animals’ or ‘backward’ by which otherwise quite
decent people have referred to them at different times. They
are fighting back, they are fighting forward. Through this fight
they offer humanity and each of its members an unrefusable
gift – for all of us, the possibility of a completely emancipated
society in the future; and for each of us, the possibility of an
ethical life full of meaning, fulfillment and contribution in the
present.
The following pages tell the major parts of the story thus far
of one of the smaller and lesser known of such struggles. It
speaks of the Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty
Campaign (Food Sovereignty Campaign for short) as an
attempt to live the age old longing of humanity for freedom,
equality and solidarity, without denying either its difficulties
in developing the necessary support and vision, or its possible
failure. Revolutionary struggles for emancipation are risky
things. Repression, exhaustion and co-option are always
threats.

The present is characterised by American imperial wars,
global economic recession and an ultra exploitative neoliberal order under increasing strain. All of which constitute
the current make-up or equilibrium of a social system based
on the humiliation of the vast majority on the bases of gender,
class, race and status. It is also characterised by attempts,
centred mainly in Latin America and South East Asia but
reaching globally, to once again create mass movements to
abolish this social order. Movements such as the MST in
Brazil, La Via Campesina and the Zapatistas have played and
are playing a crucial role in discrediting neo-liberalism and
raising the banner of emancipatory revolution.
But they go further. They also express and encourage a
determination to avoid the oppressive practices of anticapitalist movements of the past. Except for in a few places
such as South Africa, Stalinism is thankfully discredited.
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introduction continued...
This does not relieve activists of the responsibility
of creating practices and relationships that avoid
and undermine the sexism, authoritarianism,
violence, opportunism, racism and sectarianism of
which Stalinist Marxism was the worst, but by no
means only, representative among the opponents
of capitalism. Movements such as the Zapatistas
take this responsibility very seriously, and refuse to
fall for the self-serving lie that the struggle against
one type of oppression requires that struggles against
other types of oppression must be postponed. The
struggles of the MST and the Zapatistas are
undoubtedly class struggles for the emancipation
of the poor. But they also insist in every moment to
focus on fighting sexism, bureaucracy, racism and
all forms of oppression.
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The Food Sovereignty Campaign finds inspiration
from and maintains friendly relations with La Via
Campesina and the MST. Yet it is not answerable
to these movements and does not copy what they
do. It seeks to develop its own practices based on
its position in South Africa and the general principles
of human liberation it holds in common with them.
The major focus is therefore on local issues and
people. It seeks to mobilise South Africa’s rural poor
against the neo-liberal capitalism that has enlisted
the ANC in government as its main agent. Its vision
of food sovereignty arise out of its efforts to oppose
and abolish the racism, sexism and class oppression
that this capitalism consist of. The Food Sovereignty
Campaign therefore makes a claim for the support
of all those opposed to these evils and all those
who want to contribute to an emancipated society.

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: GLOBAL CONTEXT

The Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty Campaign can
best be understood in its global context.
In March 2009 there is a feeling that change is coming...
Something is indeed changing - the dominance of
the *Washington Consensus, also known as
neo-liberalism or globalism, has come to an end.
Who are the agents of these changes?
If we believe our televisions, radios, ipods and computers, then its:

These men differ from each other in important ways, but in one way they do not.
They are all top-ranking members of state power elites.
It is misleading to think of them as the most important agents of change. The real
agents of change are the people in the bottom parts of the pyramid of state power.
It is their capacity to constitute movements for social change that have
brought about the end of the Washington Consensus.
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washington consensus
It fell to the people that took neo-liberalism to its extreme
to officially sign what could be considered its note of
expiry. With the launch of their War on Terror George
Bush and his Neo-Conservatives took the neo-liberal
view that nothing should restrict American corporate
capital in their quest for profits to the level where they
asserted the right of the US government to use armed
force whenever and however this quest so demands. The
last bits of the welfare state must go forever. The warfare
state must be the instrument of the market, or rather of
the super-rich corporations controlling it. This, the NeoConservatives believed, would lead to a "New
American Century" of unbridled dominance of the world
by the alliance between the armed forces and corporations
of the USA.
Strategists in Pentagons, Kremlins and Forbidden Cities
are always tempted to view the instruments of popular

resistance as too feeble to take seriously. In the face of
the might of the US power elite, why worry about a ragtag
band of triply dispossessed peasants in an obscure corner
of Mexico, an 'army' of rowdy Italian youngsters in white
overalls with little discernable organisation and no
commanders, or a festive gathering in a port city in
Southern Brazil that refuses beforehand to lay down a
line about anything. And yet it is the activist movements
inspired and typified by the Zapatistas in Mexico, Ya
Basta in Italy and the World Social Forum started
in Porto Alegre, Brazil, that were mainly responsible for
the Bush administration spending its last months in power
backtracking on many of the key ideas of their own
philoshophy.

The Zapatista movement based in
Chiapas in Mexico is a good example.

In January 1994 we rose up against the
North American Free Trade Agreement, which
imposed neo-liberalism on the people of Mexico,
Canada and the USA and thereby helped rich
corporations increase their exploitation of poor
farmers, workers and entire societies
through raiding public resources.

In another example in November 1999
a diverse range of movements acted
together to blockade the city of Seattle.

We won’t allow the World Trade
Organisation to continue impose
trade liberalisation

Since then movements have kept up their protest and political actions
against the major institutions and actions of neo-liberalism.
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Other important manifestations
of this global movement were:

˛

The World Social Forum,
ever growing in size and
radicalism and encouraging the
growth of many local and regional
forums based on the same principles.

Against USA imperialism, specifically in
March 2003 when the world saw the biggest
demonstrations ever against the impending
invasion of Iraq.

˛

The election of left leaning governments
in important countries in Latin America
accompanied by popular mass movements.

˛

The rise of international movements of
small scale farmers and landless people like
La Via Campesina, the MST and the Zapatistas.

These popular movements destroyed the credibility of neo-liberalism and made change
not only possible but inevitable. For the Obamas and Zumas to claim credit for change
without reference to the movements that brought it about is not only a fraud but a
direct attack. The purpose of the attack is to keep change within limits that are safe
for the elites these men represent. The movements were strong enough to force change
but have weaknesses and shortcomings that for now are allowing these elite figures
to claim the credit.
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CHAPTER 2

THE RIGHT TO AGRARIAN REFORM FOR FOOD SOVEREIGNTY CAMPAIGN

The Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty
Campaign is a relatively small but typical example of the
world-wide popular mobilisations against *neo-liberalism.
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neo-liberalism
Neo-liberalism can be summed up in two propositions:
1. All aspects of social life must be subordinated to
economic considerations.
2. All economic considerations must be subordinated to
the interest of capital to profit fully and freely from
everything and everyone.
From being the confession of faith of less than three nutty
professors in the 1960s, it became by the 1990s the
unchallenged global orthodoxy, repeated faithfully by
governments and opinion-makers of every nation. So
much so that the watchword became TINA - there is no
alternative.
The policies implemented the world over to carry out this
faith included the following:
• privatisation of the public sector
• liberalisation of trade and investment
• global centralisation of economic decision-making in
institutions like the World Bank, the International Monetary
Fund and the World Trade Organisation
• deregulation of the financial sector
• floating currencies
• cuts in corporate taxes
• restrictions in spending on social welfare and services
• outsourcing and casualisation of labour
• the priorisation of production for export markets.
A recent edition of Newsweek, a magazine speaking for
corporate America, referred to Barack Obama as a socialist.
Obama had intervened in the economy, introducing some
regulation of capital and some state ownership of key
businesses with the expressed purpose of protecting
workers against job losses. In some capitalist eyes this
made him a socialist.

*

This is very far from the truth, as an article by Paul Street
on zcommunications.com points out. Firstly, socialism
properly speaking is the ownership of the economy by
society as a whole organised on the principles of direct
democracy, coupled with the management of individual
enterprises by the workers themselves again based on
the principles of direct democracy. It cannot be introduced
by a president from above. It can only be constituted by
popular, anti-hierarchical mobilisation from below.

Secondly, Obama is just continuing a course on the
economy started by the rabidly anti-socialist and antipopular Bush administration in its final months. Far from
aiming to establish socialism, this kind of state intervention
aims to stabilise capitalism in the context of the economic
crisis brought about by neo-liberal waste and greed, and
the ideological discredit of neo-liberalism brought about
by activist movements.

That said, it is important to recognise the shift that has
taken place. Neither neo-liberalism as an ideology, nor
the policy and institutional framework that was created
in its name and known as globalisation, has come to an
end. The thing that has ended is its unchallenged
dominance - the Washington Consensus. In its place is
the hope for a better alternative and the struggle to define
it either as a new way to serve the old elite, or as a new
round of rebellion and conquest by women, workers, the
poor, the marginalised and all those oppressed and
exploited by these elites.
This kind of shift at an ideological and cultural level is
a crucial precursor and part of the deeper structural
change to insitutions that constitute revolutions.

It fights the neo-liberal approach to land
reform and agriculture of the South African
state, which supports:

These are the things that are important to us:
• property rights for white farmers and agribusiness that acquired
land under and through conditions created by colonialism and Apartheid
• “market based” land reform operating through “willing sellers” and
“willing buyers” trading land at “market related” prices
• commercial agriculture striving to produce for export
• chemical industrial agriculture with concentrated land ownership
and maximum use of machines, pesticides and genetically
modified organisms.
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At least in the thinking of its officials
South Africa has been the picture
of the neo-liberal state. In October
2008 there was a small disturbance
in this picture. In a letter to her
provincial office a regional official
of the Department of Land Affairs
wrote:

To discuss and plot a way forward on, but not limited to, the new
approach of SPP and the Food Sovereignty Task team on matters
pertaining to vulnerable groups in rural areas in relation to food
sovereignty in land and agrarian reform, and more specifically...

What is the meaning of this disturbance? What are its causes?
It is a small shift in the debate around land and food. Before this the state did not even acknowledge the
existence of the concept of food sovereignty. Although the state remains neo-liberal in structure and
policy, this shift indicates the kind of changes in thinking that the Food Sovereignty Campaign needs.
And no, this does not demonstrate the capacity of the state to transform itself in the interests of its citizens.
It shows that activism can pressurise the state into changing, but when the state does so it will claim
the credit for itself and seek to enhance its own power. This is built into the structure of the state.
The experience of the Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty Campaign, or Food Sovereignty
Campaign for short, therefore demonstrates both the strengths that must be built up in order to win social
change against the state, and the weaknesses and shortcomings that must be overcome in order to
prevent the state from turning such change into a win for itself and a loss for the people.
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CHAPTER 3

POPULAR EDUCATION

The Food Sovereignty Campaign was born out of a
process of *popular education in 2006 and 2007.
The workshops was hosted by the Surplus People Project, a non-government
organisation working with rural communities in the Western and Northern
Cape provinces of South Africa to promote development and agrarian
reform that benefit people oppressed by Apartheid and colonialism. The
participants were mainly small-scale, emerging farmers from the areas

where the Surplus People Project works - the Hantam Karoo, Namaqualand
and the West Coast. The workshops turned out to be lively forums of
passionate discussions that became turning points for the farmer-activists
that attended them.

• the land reform and restitution programmes of the government
failed to end inequality, poverty and oppression in the rural areas
• one of the main reasons for this failure is the policy direction of the
ANC and all the other political parties that commits the state to
neo-liberal capitalism - the further enrichment of the rich through
increased exploitation of the poor
• there is a great need for the disadvantaged rural poor to use their
democratic rights, big numbers and organisational capacities to
put pressure on the state and the rich for change that
advantage the poor.

The time has come for the
Right to Agrarian Reform for
Food Sovereignty Campaign!!
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popular education
The practice of popular education is as old as organized
resistance to oppression. The concept came to prominence
in the 1970s through the work of the Brazilian Paolo Freire
and others who developed a critique of hierarchical and
bourgeois education and put forward popular education
methods as an alternative that did not reproduce oppression
but assisted liberation. Popular education was thus born
as a method of reflective practice that could not be separated
from struggles and movements to overthrow oppression.
Today the situation is different. Big business corporations
are of course specifically organized to make profits through
exploiting workers and consumers. They would therefore,
as a type, seem inherently opposed to the purpose and
methods of popular education. But a few of the smarter
managers noticed that the procedures and style used by
popular educators encouraged creativity. They then thought
they could pick some of these procedures and the style
and use it to convince their employees to be more creative
about making profit.
In a move led by oil corporations such as Shell, the time
came of the management and training consultant skilled
in methods that in the workshop setting temporarily suspended hierarchy, though never the profit motive. They
even developed very useful methodologies such as the
World Café. The whole thing worked so well that it quickly
became a new, little religion with its holy books, insider
language, congregations and highly paid high priests.
Old Mammon, of course, remained the god.
.
The resulting practice in some ways might look like popular
education, but it is actually its corruption and subversion.
It is using the style and some of the methods of popular
education, while murdering its revolutionary
spirit.
The biggest current threat, however, to the revolutionary
ethos of popular education comes not from the infusion
of some of its parts into capitalist corporations; it comes
from the intrusion of capitalist norms and relations
into popular education itself. The agents of this intrusion
are not savvy corporate managers who were leftists in
their youth; it is popular educators themselves, or rather
the institutions for which they work.
One of the conquests of past struggles such as those of
the 1960s and 70s is the possibility to make a living as
a popular educator. Institutions that employ professional
popular educators include:
• Trade unions
• Departments of adult education at universities
• Non-profit, non-government organizations
• Churches
• Political parties.
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The problem is that none of these institutions were started
to overthrow hierarchy and capital. In fact, most of them
have a stake in maintaining these oppressive relationships,
which they impose on the supposed popular education
process. There are many reasons and methods for doing
so. All of them have to do with who answers to whom. If
the content and process of education are controlled by
union officials, university authorities, NGO boards, bishops
or party heads, instead of by the participants themselves,
it means popular education has been subverted. It is as
simple as that.
If hierarchical institutions provide the resources that
support a process of education, they must give up control
of both content and process in order for that process to
be popular. Of course they can have views on content and
process. But in a popular education process the decisionmaking power belongs to the participants.

There have been examples of genuine popular education
facilitated by educators employed by the type of organisations where power resides at the top. It is not impossible.
But it is rare and usually fraught with the tension between
the egalitarian nature of popular education and the hierarchical nature of the supporting organisation.
The more usual situation is where participants control
some aspects and the “higher ups” others, depending on
various factors. This may very well be a fake popular education process, where the leadership of the “supporting”
organisation retain real power by dictating or manipulating
the limits of participant control. It may also be a case of
a suitable temporary division of tasks agreed to through
free dialogue on a basis of equality between the participants and the supporting organisation. In such a case
the dialogue will be on-going, the content and process
will adapt to the needs of the participants, the education
will include regular reflection on its own process, and the
supporting organisation will seek to remove uncertainty
about the levels and preconditions of the resources it is
committing to the process. This will not remove tensions,
but it will create the conditions to address it selfconsciously.
Such an approach might be unpopular with people whose
power depend on the hierarchical structure of their organisations. But it offers the opportunity of retaining both the
gains made for popular education since the 1970s and
its revolutionary orientation that alone can make further
gains.

CHAPTER 4

THE GOALS OF FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

On Friday 9 May 2008 about a thousand rural people gathered in the morning cold
across the Cape Peninsula University of Technology. They had come to march to
parliament and show their anger at the government and the commercial farmers.

We are the rural poor excluded
by privatisation and neo-liberal
land reform

We want all the land, houses, services
and democratic control of it all.
The police were hostile and rude.
The media was everywhere.
The ministers were nowhere to be found.
People were furious. Some did not want to hand over the memorandum to the officials that came. This led to tension between this group
and others who felt it would be a waste not to hand it over. In the end they handed the memorandum to the senior officials while strongly
objecting to the absence of the ministers.
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the goals of the food sovereignty campaign
The idea that people should fight for a right to agrarian reform
that aims at food sovereignty is new in South Africa. In its
simplest form it means that people suffering because they
cannot access land and food actually need and deserve more
than just access to land and food.
The ANC government and party, for example, are thoroughly
aware that the current pattern of land ownership do not meet
the needs of the people and is not fair. They therefore talk of
land reform, which has the goal of transferring 30% of the land
from white to black people by 2014. It is clear that this will not
be achieved by current government practice. Since 1994 only
4% of land was transferred. But even if this goal is reached,
will it end the poverty and social problems in the rural areas?
No! The land dispossessions of the past were just a part (a big
and important part yes) of a bigger system that oppressed
people on the basis of race, class and sex. The proposals of
the ANC and others for land reform are therefore not enough.
It is not enough to give people land while the relationships that
were established through generations of oppression continue
to exist.
Together with the need to reform the patterns of land ownership
there is also an urgent need for total transformation of social
institutions and relationships. Typical of rural society is the
privileged position of white people over black people, men over
women, and the rich over the poor. This is what the Food
Sovereignty Campaign wants to end, together with all forms of
oppression. That is why the campaign says “land reform” is
not enough; “agrarian reform” is the way forward.
The same is true for the food issue. The politicians and the
state officials talk about “food security”, which means people
should have secure access to enough nutritious food. But one
could have “food security” in a prison.
The idea of “food sovereignty” says that “food security” is not
enough; it is not enough to have secure access to nutritious
food. A human being need and deserve more. As humans we
have the capacity and need to make our own decisions. Presently
a small group of super-rich
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companies like Monsanto control the food system of the world.
By fighting for food sovereignty the campaign wants people to
democratically control the production, distribution, preparation
and consumption of food, while also making sure that agriculture
is ecologically sound and protects the environment for future
generations.

In the memorandum handed to the government on 9 May 2008,
the Food Sovereignty Campaign spelt out their goals in detail.
At a meeting in 2009 the campaign summarised its objectives
as follows:
• To struggle to achieve food sovereignty and support any
struggle for food sovereignty in the world.
• To actively fight against the neo-liberal system and all systems
responsible for poverty and underdevelopment. Thus to bring
about a better system of government that guarantee direct
democracy.
• To access land for agricultural and housing purposes, rejecting
the market based land reform framework.
• To end the privatisation of our natural resources and services.
• To promote agro-ecological farming methods, which are
socially just, environmentally friendly and that ensure local
control by small-scale farmers and communities.
• To actively resist the chemical industrial corporate model of
agriculture, which promotes genetically modified organisms
and the control of seeds. This includes the control of food and
seed by agri-businesses.
• To end the evictions and forced removals of farm workers
and dwellers.
• To promote an alternative system that would eradicate poverty,
unemployment and the upliftment of the living standards of
people.
• To promote and implement agriculturally sensitive practices.
• To promote solidarity and unity amongst the landless, smallscale farmers, farm workers, poor and workers in rural and
urban areas.
To fight racism and sexism.

Then... nothing.
CHAPTER 4
No response from the ministers, no response from the officials.
What were they hoping for?
That the landlessness, hunger and oppression would just disappear?
Or that the people who took it up would do so?
The latter, more likely.
But it was not to be...

What next?
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the state and the food sovereignty campaign
For every movement for social change there is the question of
the state. This colossal institution that claims the right to
represent and rule society at the same time. We have become
habituated to this claim. How extraordinary it would feel in daily
life for a sales representative, for example, to claim the right to
rule over all of the affairs of the company that have appointed
her or him. Or for a lawyer, a shop steward or any of the
representatives we appoint as a matter of routine to make the
same claim. The only comparable situation is that of the guardians
of legal minors. In the face of the state we are all minors. With
the difference that guardians do not construct cages and amass
weapons for the express purpose of locking up or killing their
subjects should they threaten the institution of their guardianship.
The struggle for food sovereignty is undoubtedly a struggle to
transform the state. It is premised on the awareness that left to
itself, the state as presently constituted would never deliver food
sovereignty. The people who will lose power, wealth and status
if the kind of changes that food sovereignty requires were to
take place, are precisely the people who have the most control
over the present state. In general, the more someone stands to
lose through the achievement of food sovereignty, the more
control they have over the activities and structures of the state.
The state’s power elite of neo-liberal political and administrative
heads, together with their business counter-parts of the richest
senior managers and share owners, make up the biggest obstacle
to food sovereignty for the very reason that it can only be won
at the expense of their power and wealth.
The attitudes of the senior state officials and politicians to the
Food Sovereignty Campaign are therefore hard to stomach but
easy to understand. Their first reaction is to wish the campaign
away. When it does not just disappear they try to off-load
responsibility for it onto someone else. At this stage the
appropriate forum for these issues is always some other level
of government or branch of state. When a particular state
institution can no longer avoid responsibility, they argue that
their existing structures and practices are fundamentally adequate
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and the campaign must just fit in appropriately after maybe
some minor changes. In future as the campaign grows in strength
and radicalism, their options are to make concessions to it if
they fear its strength, or to suppress it if they think they can.
Always their starting point is not what is good for the campaign
and its participants, but what is good for the state. For them its
about state (not food) sovereignty. Their responses resemble
the way many people react when they notice a wart on their
body that may or may not be dangerous - a mixture of denial,
irritation, fear and outright hostility.
Election is the designated method through which the people
can change the leaders and, presumably, structure of the state.
The Food Sovereignty Campaign has rejected this method in
favour of direct action. They base their attitude on the fact that
none of the contesting parties in the 2009 national elections
present a viable alternative to neo-liberal capitalism. History
and logic both suggest an even deeper justification for this
attitude.
The kinds of deep structural changes wanted by the Food
Sovereignty Campaign have only ever been achieved by
movements whose basic orientation was towards direct action.
Many of them used elections as a supplement to direct action,
but not as a substitute for it. The logic is fairly simple.

Elections are structured by the state-capitalist elite, for the statecapitalist elite. It is almost impossible to win without the backing
of a sizable section of this group. They control the money, the
media and the law, all of which are set up to make revolution
impossible. Long before a movement for social change has
gathered the support and resources needed to win capitalist
elections, they would be strong enough to win change through
direct action. Why wait then? And even if they tried to wait, the
state-capitalist elite will not. They will attack with money, power
and guns and thereby force the movement to engage in direct
action.

CHAPTER 5

RESPONSES OF THE STATE

On 13 August 2008 the employees of the Western Cape provincial office for land
reform thought they were in for just another day at the office. But at about 11h00
sixty members of the Food Sovereignty Campaign had gathered outside the building.
A few minutes later, with a little bit of luck and
cunning, they were in. Slogans and cries echoed,
officials ran, and the cameras of the accompanying
journalists flashed non-stop. This was a sit-in!

Where is Terence?

The activists demanded to meet Terence Fife, the
then director of the Land Reform Office who had
made a patronising speech and all sorts of promises
on the day of the March.
At first he was “not available”, but when it became
clear that the sit-in was serious business, Terence
appeared.
The response of the state officials was quite
different from the day of the march:

˛

They admitted that they were in the
wrong and apologised.

˛

They allowed the Food Sovereignty
Campaign access to internal correspondence
of the Department of Land Affairs.

˛

They phoned the office of the minister
of Land Affairs to set up a meeting with the
Food Sovereignty Campaign.

˛

They were respectful.

On 27 August 2008 twenty delegates
of the Food Sovereignty Campaign
met with Thozi Gwanya, the directorgeneral of the Department of Land
Affairs.

Sorry, we were wrong not to get back
to you. I will phone the minister
immediately

The minister was nowhere to be found. Nothing had been done about the memorandum except to refer it
15
to the provincial officials. And the struggle had to continue.

CHAPTER 6

LOCAL ACTIONS

The Food Sovereignty Campaign now turned to local actions. On 6 September 2008
during Arbour Week they, like many other people, planted trees in their communities.
They also planted seeds of revolution.
Take this home and plant it in your
heart. It is the seven principles of
food sovereignty of La Via
Campesina

La Via Campesina is a worldwide movement of small-scale
and landless farmers. Its seven principles of food sovereignty
are:

˛
˛
˛
˛
˛
˛
˛
The enemies of these principles
are neo-liberal governments and
multi-national companies

16

Food is a basic human right.
Land and agrarian reform is a necessity.
Natural resources must be protected.
Trade in food must be reorganised.
The globalisation of hunger must end.
We must strive for social peace.
Their must be democratic control over food.

resisting neo-liberalism in agriculture
People across the globe are resisting neo-liberalism in agriculture.
In some places they have been able to create mass movements
of millions of members and supporters, that have become well
known for giving voice to the rural poor and for providing
alternatives to the chemical industrial model of large-scale
agriculture favoured by neo-liberal governments and corporations.
La Via Campesina, the Zapatistas, the MST and Navdanya are
among the best-known examples. Millions of people, including
many in South Africa, have drawn lessons and inspiration from
these movements. The name of the Landless Peoples Movement,
for example, is an English translation of the Portuguese name of
the MST. The LPM, and through them many community groups,
are also affiliated to La Via Campesina. Another example is the
campaign for “the Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty”.
Its use of the idea of food sovereignty expresses the facts that
activists in South Africa are in political solidarity with these bigger
global movements and are learning from them.
This is a good thing for struggles against exploitative neo-liberal
agriculture. Inspiration, solidarity and support that cross the
boundaries of particular localities are crucial to successful
movement building. Big activist movements of the past such as
the ANC and the Black Consciousness Movement are clear
examples of this. Land, food and rural activists in South Africa
will therefore continue to pay close attention and build deep links
with movements such as La Via Campesina, the Zapatistas, the
MST and Navdanya. Especially given the fact that the system of
neo-liberal agriculture with its promotion of rich multi-national
corporations, chemical industrial farming methods and
liberalisation of food trade, and its accompanying exploitation,
dispossession and impoverishment of small farmers, farm workers
and consumers, is the same system causing social problems in
South Africa AND in the countries where these movements operate.

What are some of the lessons local activists are learning
from these global movements?
Solidarity is crucial. None of these movements would have gotten
to where they are without positioning themselves from the beginning
as part of broader movements and struggles. These include
building nation-wide and trans-national rural movements as well
as linking up with urban movements against neo-liberal capitalism.
Towards universal emancipation. All the movements focus on
specific sets of problems around land and agriculture. At the same
time they have encouraged the development of a practice of
emancipation that takes into account sexism, caste oppression,
racism, educational elitism and capitalism in general. They have
shown that both a focus on the specific problems that brings the
group together as well as a broad humanist orientation are
important.
Guard against impositions. Activists seem to be easily tempted
to impose ideas and leaders on local communities. These
movements oppose this and believe that it is bad when activists
disrespect the powers and processes of local communities even
on behalf of generally good ideas and leaders. Movements have
therefore put lots of energy into developing forms of local autonomy
that work.

*

Developing activists cannot be neglected. Movements see education
and reflection as a high priority. They see this as a means to
develop their members’ understanding of society and their skills.
They know that movements cannot succeed in emancipation if
their members do not grow as critical thinkers and competent,
independent individuals.
“As corporate-driven economic globalization and runaway free
trade policies devastate rural communities around the world,
farmers organizations are coming together around the rallying
cry of food sovereignty.”
- Rosset, Peter. 2003. “Food Sovereignty: Global Rallying Cry of
Farmer Movements.” Institute for Food and Development Policy,
Fall 9:4. www.foodfirst.org

Food sovereignty is:
‘The right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture
policies, to protect and regulate domestic agricultural production
and trade in order to achieve sustainable development objectives;
to determine the extent to which they want to be self reliant; to
restrict the dumping of products in their markets. Food sovereignty
does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of
trade policies and practices that serve the rights of peoples to
safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable production.’
- La Via Campesina, 2007. “What is La Via Campesina?: the
international peasant’s voice.” www.viacampesina.org

“I think what really unites us is a fundamental commitment to
humanism because the antithesis of this is individualism and
materialism. The common problems of land, production,
technology, markets, ideological formation, training, poverty - all
of these we have in common. But what also unites us are great
aspirations. We are all convinced that the current structures of
economic, political and social power are unjust and exclusionary.
What unites us is a spirit of transformation and struggle to change
these structures all over the world. We aspire to a better world,
a more just world, a more humane world, a world where real
equality and social justice exist. These aspirations and solidarity
in rural struggles keep us united in the Via Campesina.”
- Rafael Alegria, Former Operational Secretariat of the Via
Campesina
“To our way of thinking, and what we see in our heart, we have
reached a point where we cannot go any further, and, in addition,
it is possible that we could lose everything we have if we remain
as we are and do nothing more in order to move forward. The
hour has come to take a risk once again and to take a step which
is dangerous but which is worthwhile. Because, perhaps united
with other social sectors who suffer from the same wants as we
do, it will be possible to achieve what we need and what we
deserve. A new step forward in the indigenous struggle is only
possible if the indigenous join together with workers, campesinos,
students, teachers, employees’ the workers of the city and the
countryside.”
- Zapatista Army of National Liberation, 6th Declaration of the
Selva Lacandona, 1 July 2005
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*

We are invading this municipal
commonage land as a symbol of
what is to come

resisting neo-liberalism
in agriculture [cont.]

“We are carrying out occupations of land, marches
and protests to demand the settlement of 150,000
families living in camps and greater investment in
rural development.”
- Communiqué released by Brazil’s Landless
Movement (MST) in April 2008.

“Our vision of Earth Democracy is translated into a
mission of creating biodiversity and seed sovereignty,
food sovereignty and water democracy.
The defense of seed, food and water sovereignty (Bija
Swaraj, Anna Swaraj, Jal Swaraj) is necessary for
fulfilling our mission of bringing prosperity to
communities of small agricultural producers thus
sowing the seeds of peace and prosperity. We are
therefore committed to resist patents on seeds and
life forms promoted by the TRIPS agreement of WTO
which lead to the privatization of biodiversity and
piracy of traditional knowledge (Bija Satyagraha). We
have successfully challenged biopiracy patents on
neem, basmati and wheat. We are building the living
democracy movement “Jaiv Panchayat” to defend
biodiversity as a commons. We are committed to
promoting alternatives to non-sustainable agricultural
technologies based on toxic chemicals and genetic
engineering. We are committed to changing the rules
of unfair trade force on small peasants through the
WTO Agreement on Agriculture, which are leading to
destitution, debt and farmers suicides.” - Navdanya
mission statement on www.navdanya.org May 2008

On 25 October 2008 the
scene of the action was
the West Coast town of
Vredendal.
There was a growing feeling
among activists that the Food
Sovereignty Campaign must
take over land.
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So called land invasions by the poor
is legitimate. It has been used in many
places. The government and the
commercial farmers are leaving
us no other option

*

municipalities and
agrarian reform
for food sovereignty

Municipalities are seen as the sphere of government that is closest
to the people and that should be the main institution of service
delivery. This is only true in the sense that it is here that the failures
of the state around service delivery has been most visible. The
biggest proportion of protests against lack of service delivery has
been directed at local governments. Many demands and appeals
to national government were intended to pressurise them to intervene
with unresponsive local governments.
What is true in general has been also true in the case of the Food
Sovereignty Campaign. Most actions and demands were directed
at municipalities. The memoranda and statements of the campaign
constantly speak of inadequate and absent services from local
governments.

A few days before the national elections of 2009, the members of
the Food Sovereignty Campaign marched to the offices of the
Hantam municipality in Clavinia. They were busy handing over a
memorandum of demands to the mayor and complaining about the
absence of the Kareeberg and Karoo-Hoogland municipalities when
a noisy motorcade campaigning for votes for the ANC interrupted
them. They spotted the mayor of Kareeberg in the motorcade and
challenged her as to why she was campaigning in a national election
while she could not meet them, her municipal constituents. They
were outraged when she responded in the rudest possible way
telling them to ‘Go shit’.

Most mayors and municipal politicians and officials did not respond
in this manner. They were usually far more conciliatory telling
people that they would love to give them what they want but that
the municipality lacked the resources. People must therefore take
it up with national government. In other words a polite way of saying
the same thing.
So far the activists in the campaign have reacted mostly by threatening
more radical action, media exposure and complaints to higher levels
of government. The fact of the matter is that the neo-liberal approach
of the ANC government has included cutting transfers from national
to local governments by as much as 90% over 10 years.
Municipalities took this as mandate to cut costs and raise their own
funds through privatisation and commercialisation of services,
increased rates, cost recovery and outsourcing. All but the richest
municipalities have failed to deliver even the most basic services.
But this does not absolve municipal politicians. They are elected
representatives of their constituents, not agents of national
government. If national government act in a neo-liberal manner that
undermines the well-being of their constituents they should join
hands with the struggle of the people against neo-liberalism and
the national government. The most elementary principles of
democracy require it. Yet none of the municipalities have ever done
this.
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CHAPTER 7

AGAINST A FARM EVICTION

On 20 November 2008 it was the town of Piketberg’s turn.
This time the issue was farm evictions.
We are here to stop Rob Duncan
from evicting Michael Morobi
from Pemonia farm

Rob Duncan is a white man who owns
the farm Pemonia in the mountains
above Piketberg. He has applied at the
magistrate’s court for an eviction order
against Michael Morobi a former
worker on the farm who was retrenched
a few years back. Michael felt this was
unfair for two reasons.

If I was not an activist
and had kept quiet
Or if I was a man who was
injured while working
on this farm

We could have stayed
on the farm
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The Food Sovereignty Campaign
supported Michael and targeted not
only the white farmer but also the
Department of Land Affairs:
Johnny Slingers, Western Cape acting
director of Land Affairs
and municipal manager in the
Bergriver municipality

The Food Sovereignty
Campaign supported
Michael Morobi not only
from a legal perspective,
but also from a human
and social one.
What are the human
consequences of evictions
for farm dwellers?
“I am afraid. I will lose my
house, my friends and my
schooling will suffer.”
Michael is going from a small house to a bigger one.
That is good. But it does not solve the problem. We
must prevent evictions and make the tenure security
promised by the Extension of Security of Tenure Act a
reality. The Food Sovereignty Campaign helped Michael
and proved that we are not only for emerging farmers,
we are also for the rights of farm workers.

On 22 January 2009 after another court
appearance, another mass march by
the Food Sovereignty Campaign and
another meeting between the
stakeholders, an agreement was
reached. Michael Morobi would leave
Pemonia farm by 31 July 2009. The
Department of Land Affairs and the
Bergriver municipality would provide him
with alternative accommodation as well
as a plot of land to farm.

Bentley Morobi
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CHAPTER 8

BUILDING UNITY

From its beginning the Food Sovereignty Campaign tried to build unity with organisations
with a similar or supportive agenda to theirs.
At the march on 9 May 2009:
People living on state land in the Southern
Cape and Central Karoo have problems with
housing and service delivery because of the
same neo-liberal approach that undermine
small-scale farmers.

Why is this in the media as people from the
Northern Cape challenging the Department
of Land Affairs? What about those from the
Southern Cape challenging the
Department of Housing

Efforts to reach
out to other
movements
offered a similar
mix of
encouragement
and tension.
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Communities were able to
inspire and encourage each
other. Yet maintaining unity
was not easy. Tensions arose
around media, representation
and what state departments
to focus on.

In July 2008 delegates from
the Food Sovereignty
Campaign attended a
workshop of the Landless
People’s Movement in
KwaZulu/Natal.

We would really like to be part
of LPM, but they have so
many bitter internal divisions
and we don’t want to be pulled
into that.
The town of
Bitterfontein was the
site of a meeting of
the Food Sovereignty
Campaign in
September 2008.
Also present were
some allies:

We are Sikhula Sonke, a social
movement union of farm dwellers
focusing on women seasonal
workers. We supported the Food
Sovereignty Campaign when they
resisted the eviction of Michael
Morobi.

We are ISIS, living in informal
settlements in Cape Town and
are resisting forced relocation.
We identify with the struggle for
land and tenure security.
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Delft Housing and Job
Creation Campaign

We fight for houses and jobs.
We invited delegates of the Food
Sovereignty Campaign to attend
our meeting with Whitey Jacobs,
the Member of the Provincial
Executive for Housing.

In October 2008 another delegation
attended the Southern African
Social Forum in Manzini, Swaziland.
Here they met activists and
movements from many countries.
Delegates at the SASF said: “It was
fantastic for us to be here. We learnt
a lot made many new friends.
People from Malawi to Botswana
now heard of our campaign. But
after the forum how do we keep
the unity alive across great
distances and diverse issues?”
In December 2008 another meeting of the
Food Sovereignty Campaign that included
people living on state land in the Southern
Cape and Central Karoo took place in George.

We resolved misunderstandings resulting
from the march on 9 May and we worked out
a plan for future co-operation. The meeting
was good but the test will be in how we work
together.

The Jubilee movement that campaigns for reparations and the scrapping of the Apartheid debt
invited the Food Sovereignty Campaign to attend a conference in December 2008 on Jubilee’s
10 year anniversary. They used this conference to try to bring the various social movements
together on a common platform around the elections of April 2009.
Delelgates at the Jubilee conference said: “There was no unity in this united front.
People stuck to the conflicting tactical positions they had arrived with”.
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Nevertheless a decision
is taken to establish a
national united front with
regional structures and
meetings. A month
before the elections it
was still unclear what the
front would do.
We decided to implement a position
that says ‘No Land, no vote!’ We
respect the right to vote, but we call
on people to refuse to vote and join
us in direct actions to protest against
the fraud that elections are.

The Food Sovereignty
Campaign decided
to take this further:
We will march to the police
and lay a charge of fraud
against the government for
knowingly making false
promises.

It is not clear what other groups
will take part in this action. But the
desire for unity and the struggle
for it stay strong.
Between 23 January 2009 and 8
February 2009 the Food
Sovereignty Campaign even sent
a delegation to the World Social
Forum in Belem, Brazil.
WSF Delegation said: “This was an
experience of a lifetime. We saw
the global reach and power of
movements just like ours. Now we
have to find a way of taking this
unity forward in our own struggles”.
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conclusion

*

If we imagine South Africa as a theatre then the
events around the Food Sovereignty Campaign
would be a whispered conversation among a
small group of the audience seated at the very
back. Occasionally they would raise their voices
in an attempt to make themselves heard by the
rest of the audience. But only those seated close
to them would hear. Sometimes they feel bold
enough to march right up onto the stage and
address the main actors and the whole audience.
So far, however, every time this has happened
they have been blocked and forced back into their
corner. There they huddle, talking in thoughtful
murmurs, planning their next attempt to break
out. They are encouraged by the fact that in
different corners they can see a few small groups,
similar to them, attempting to do the same thing.
And on the stage itself they would notice a few
of the main actors would sometimes curiously
gaze to the back of the hall.

Most people in the theatre are absorbed by the
drama of struggles to survive grinding poverty,
inequality, competition for resources, violent
crime, rape, unemployment, HIV/AIDS, race and
ethnic conflict, sexist discrimination, xenophobia
and economic recession. Many are trying to do
more than just survive and are working towards
improvements for themselves and others. Centre
stage is occupied by a very small group
overlapping super-rich business people and
super-powerful state officials who use the efforts
of the others to survive and improve as means
to accumulate even more wealth and power. The
poor immigrant survives by doing casual work
and thereby enriches the capitalist business
owner. In order to get documentation she has to
pay tribute and subject herself to the power of
state officialdom. The script is written on the
principle that no one should be able to do anything
without adding to the profits of the capitalist class
and the power of the state. In this drama the
treatment of rape survivors becomes opportunities
to accumulate profit and justify power.
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conclusion
continued...

*

When those like Jacob Zuma and Patrice Motsepe
look out from centre stage at the audience their
view is distorted by the glow of their wealth and
power. It seems to them that everybody is trying
to imitate them, that the people struggling for
survival and a better life are trying to do so by
strengthening their integration into capitalist
business and the capitalist state. This is the only
drama the elite see. It is only part of the story.

People are indeed striving to get hold of at least
some of the resources monopolized by business
and the state. To do so they often have to become
part of the sordid soap operas of capitalist
business and political life. But they are also aware
that these institutions are precisely the causes
of the many threats to their survival and wellbeing. They know that the greed for riches and
power that is the operating principle of capitalist
business and politics cannot be the solution to
the problems it caused in the first place. They
therefore constantly find ways to express their
rejection of this greed. However, more often than
not they do so in indirect ways, either mesmerized
or intimidated by the wealth and power of the
main actors, which allows their rejection to be
written out of the official programme and script.

It is a huge achievement for a small group of
small-scale farmers and farm workers, cornered
in the back of the theatre by the evil power of
generations of hateful discrimination against
black people, rural people, poor people and
women, to stand up and say ‘Enough is enough!
We don’t want the capitalist way of doing things.
We will no longer hide or wait. We will act on
the way we understand freedom!’
The full historic meaning of the Food Sovereignty
Campaign will depend on the extent that they can
unite with the rest of the audience in taking over
the theatre and become the owners, writers,
directors and actors of their own drama.
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