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Abstract

This study examines how decolonial political ecology can address social justice through
small-scale urban farming in Cape Town. Ethnographic analysis reveals that farming
practices at the Ocean View Organic Farm extend beyond food production and include social
reproduction, resource-sharing, and resistance to ecological apartheid. The Farm supports
food justice, equitable resource access, and environmental sustainability. However,
challenges such as limited land access, economic marginalization, and structural inequalities
manifest as slow violence, undermine the Farm’s viability. The analysis suggests that
decolonial political ecology, as a methodology, critique, and analytic, challenges extractive
commercial agriculture and hegemonic environmentalism. This study highlights how
structural impediments favour large-scale farming over sustainable, community-centred
approaches. The study advocates for adopting a decolonial political ecology to address
inequalities and reimagine farming as a means of care, empowerment, and planetary

connection for marginalized communities.

Key Words: Multidimensional farming, decolonial, ecology, slow violence, care,

conviviality.



Chapter 1

Introduction

Cultivating Livelihoods and Better Futures

It is a warm late November 2022 summer morning. There is a freshness in the air. I am on my
first visit to the Ocean View Organic Farm. I am enthusiastically welcomed by three women -
Merna, Nicky, and Sophia - who introduce themselves as the coordinators of the Farm.
Merna, Nicky, and Sophia always refer to Ocean View Organic Farm as ‘the Farm’. I am
instinctively drawn to a section that is an expansive garden of herbs and vegetables. When I
look across the Farm, I see flourishing multi-coloured foliage everywhere. The Farm is abuzz

with activities concealing what, according to Sophia, was once a rugged and rocky landscape.

These three women, and others who helped start the Farm, refer to themselves as the ‘Kos
Gangsters’. The name was chosen to challenge the stereotype of people classified as
‘Coloured’! under apartheid logic and to counter the image of Ocean View as a community
dominated by gangsters. In apartheid discourse Black people including those classified
‘Coloured’ were defined as violent and dangerous. This hegemonic gaze ignores the social
dynamics shaping the origins and development of Ocean View, as well as the community’s

struggles for improvements in their overall quality of life.

Nicky, Merna, and Sophia want to assert generative forms of social activism to bring
progressive change in their immediate community and society. As the ‘Kos Gangsters’, they
want to re-establish lost relations with nature. In their stories about the Farm, they describe

their lives and their community’s imagined future in a terrain dominated by men and large-

! “Race’ is a socio-political construct, not a biological fact. The use of ‘race’ continues to be debated. While
some scholars support class-based categories to address inequality, others argue that race-based policies are
essential for addressing persistent injustices and tracking progress (see Alexander 2007; Mare 2001; Posel
2001). In some parts of the thesis, [ use the term ‘Black’ to refer to all those other-than-white and to denote
resistance to apartheid nomenclature.



scale commercial farmers. In these first introductory moments at the Farm, I have a sense that
the women think about their farming in transformative ways without resorting to anti-

capitalist or anticolonial rhetoric and language.

Ocean View lies between Scarborough, Kommetjie and Masiphumelele, and is about forty-
five kilometres from the centre of Cape Town (Figure 1.1). Ocean View was established in
the late 1960s under the apartheid government’s Group Areas Act and was designated for
people classified ‘Coloured’ referring to people of mixed origin who were forcibly removed
from coastal areas like Simons Town, Noordhoek, and Fish Hoek (Ajam 1987). The first few
residents, dislocated from these coastal areas, moved into Ocean View in August 1968

(Catholic Church Kommetjie n.d.).

Ocean View sits in stark contrast to its surrounding neighbourhoods. Scarborough and
Kommetjie were declared ‘White’ residential areas by the apartheid government, and still are
predominantly White seaside villages, known for their picturesque beaches and affluent
lifestyles (Ajam 1987). Masiphumelele, a densely populated, predominantly African
township, is characterised by informal homes, built mainly from corrugated iron and wood.
Though physically close to affluent areas and Imhoff’s Farm?, Ocean View is disconnected
from the seaside beauty and economic opportunities that surround it, highlighting the
enduring socio-economic and racial divides, as well as the hierarchy of racialised privilege
that define the Cape Peninsula. The people from fishing communities who were forcibly
relocated to Ocean View, lost their homes, beautiful gardens, means of subsistence, and a

sense of community cohesion, that once characterised their lives (Salo 2004).

2 Imhoff Farm, near Ocean View, was founded in the 1740s during the Dutch colonial period to supply produce
to settlers in the Kommetjie area. Located by Slangkop Ridge, the land was reportedly gifted by Baron Gustav

Wilhelm van Imhoff to Christina Rousseau. Today, a reminder of Cape Town’s colonial heritage, it stands as a

tourist site en-route to Cape Point (Guelke 2019; https://imhofffarm.co.za/about/).



<@ Noordhoek:
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Figure 1.1 The location of Ocean View in the Cape Peninsula. Source: Isaacs (2013).

Notwithstanding the advent of democracy in South Africa in 1994 and the democratically
elected government’s promises of socio-economic upliftment, the history of apartheid
displacement continues to impact the residents’ quality of life. Ocean View grapples with
overcrowding, inadequate infrastructure, and insufficient social and health services. Many
households consist of extended families. Informal structures built on existing properties,
further intensifies the housing strain. High unemployment rates are compounded by
widespread drug abuse, alcoholism, gang violence, and family dysfunction, contributing to

rising crime and social instability (Living Hope 2021).

Despite the hardships, whenever I drive or walk through Ocean View, I sense an underlying
generative energy. | see women having fun with their children, chatting from their doorsteps
with their neighbours, or running small informal businesses to support their households.

Children, seemingly aware of the dilapidated park facilities, play in the streets, their laughter

10
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rising above the bustle of daily life. Many young people, despite the challenges of
unemployment and the enticements of gang life, gather at street corners and dusty open
fields, engaged in animated conversations about how to become successful. The elderly sit
outside their homes, as if they are keeping watch over the young people gathered in the
streets. Alongside the signs of poverty, unemployment, and a neglected physical environment,
there is a vibrancy and spirit of hope in the smiles of those I meet in the streets of Ocean

View and interact with on the Farm.

In this context of massive structurally induced disadvantage and socio-economic disparities,
the Farm is a crucial and dynamic node, established to support the community’s
development, and contribute to poverty alleviation. The Farm aims to eliminate hunger by
localising the provision of healthy foods and reversing the negative connotations associated
with Ocean View. Merna’s, Nicky’s, and Sophia’s stories are about a desire to reclaim their
power through quiet agricultural activism. As Sophia explains the women, and other
volunteers “want to earn a decent living and make a better future for ourselves and our

community”.

Questions, Research Focus and Conceptual Resources

Agricultural researchers, like Hazell and co-authors (2010), highlight how small-scale
farming is sometimes considered a strategy for alleviating hunger and poverty. Several South
African scholars have explored the factors that enable or constrain small-scale urban
agriculture. Dyer et al. (2015) identified the importance of production scale, land size, and
compost and seedling use in boosting financial benefits at farms in Nyanga and Khayelitsha.
In Gauteng, Sucha et al. (2020) emphasised the role of land tenure in the success of urban
farming initiatives. Wingfield (2022) explored the impacts of industrial agriculture and

systemic pressure on small-scale farming in Cape Town's Philippi Horticultural Area (PHA).

11



Following on such research I want to understand how farming may either reproduce or
challenge dominant social, political, and economic relations. I have questions about how the
terrain of small-scale farming may be indicative of larger social contradictions and a
microcosm of struggles for social justice. I am interested in understanding how small-scale
farming driven by social justice may be undermined through unavoidable entanglements with
racial-capitalism, neo-liberal economics, and the legacies of colonial-apartheid. 1 seek to
understand how the enduring effects of whiteness and white privilege shape dominant forms
of environmentalism and complicates the livelihood strategies of marginalised communities.
All these interests centre around one research question: “How can we think about a
decolonial political ecology focused on social justice through small-scale urban farming

in Cape Town?”

According to authors like Biersack and Greenberg (2006) decolonial political ecology
provides a critical framework for understanding how capitalism and entrenched power
structures shape environmental change and produces significant implications for urban
agriculture and food security. Rooted in critical anthropological thought (see Wolf 1972),
political ecology has evolved to explore the environmental impacts of global development,
especially in the Global South. Roberts (2020) notes that decolonial political ecology exposes
how capitalist extractive systems disrupt local environments, livelihoods, and land
ownership, and how the binary view of humans versus nature legitimizes agro-extractivism.
Defined by Giraldo (2019), agro-extractivism refers to the cultural, political, and economic
forces that drive agricultural development within a capitalist framework, prioritising
extraction and accumulation over environmental health and small-scale farmers’ livelihoods.
Although often promoted to achieve food security, industrial agriculture exacerbates
environmental degradation and alienates communities from their resources, reinforcing

unsustainable practices and diminishing local control over food systems.
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Political ecology’s critique of these extractive systems connects to social justice, which
according to anthropologist Kerrigan (2006) interrogates power structures embedded in
societal norms and practices. Social justice is both an analytical method and a practice aimed
at confronting oppression and domination across various social dimensions, such as race,
gender, and class (Kerrigan 2006). Through its roots in social justice, political ecology
exposes how capitalist exploitation and environmental degradation disproportionately affect
marginalised communities, advocating for more inclusive and equitable democratic
processes. Within the context of my study, the decolonial approach, rooted in social justice,
underscores the need to address hierarchical human-nature relationships and promote

sustainable, community-led solutions that resist hegemonic and capitalist systems in farming.

During my first visit to the Farm, I explain my research to Merna, Nicky, and Sophia,
requesting permission to conduct fieldwork and volunteer at the Farm. They support the
research project. I encourage them to raise questions or any doubts they may have. Over the
next 13 months, through ethnographic immersion and conversations with them, I observe and
understand how the ‘Kos Gangsters’ and others practice farming. I embed myself as both a
participant observer and volunteer, gaining their trust as a friend and intern. While they tease
me for not being fluent in Afrikaans and perceive me as an outsider, whenever Sophia
introduces me to visitors she says, “This is Aziz from Joburg who stays in Woodstock. He is
my friend who wants to learn about the Farm”. I document the social, political, and economic
dynamics that either support or hinder organic farming practices at the Farm. With their

consent, | take photographs of the Farm’s activities, people, and environment.
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The Farm

The Farm at Ocean View Secondary School, a community-based project launched in 2019,
was initiated with support from Neighbourhood Farm, a Non-Governmental Organisation
(NGO) based in Cape Town (Neighbourhood Farm 2024). Neighbourhood Farm was founded
by Justin Bonello®, a well-known chef, filmmaker, and advocate for sustainable food systems.
Sophia explains, Neighbourhood Farm promotes awareness around organic farming and
trains individuals interested in starting their own urban farming projects. The NGOs
initiatives integrate education with a focus on sustainability. Neighbourhood Farm assists
schools in creating permaculture classrooms and helps local farmers sell their produce at
community markets. The initiative converts underutilised land at schools and hospitals into
market gardens, thereby facilitating employment and entrepreneurship opportunities for
residents of marginalised communities. The NGO is supported by local and provincial
government and fosters food security and economic growth while integrating education with
sustainable practices. The Farm at Ocean View has been handed over by the Justin Bonello to

trained community members from Ocean View.

The Farm spans 6 500 square metres and is separated from the Ocean View school grounds
by fencing. On my first visit, I discern a subtle organisation on the Farm. There is a section
referred to as the ‘Food Forest’ at the front end facing the entrance of the school with a sign
declaring ‘Enter to Learn’. There is a section referred to as ‘The Garden’, another section of
tanks used to harvest and store rainwater alongside the main road, and there is an area with

several containers used as storage facilities.

3 An accomplished author, Justin Bonello has published seven recipe books with Penguin Publishers, reflecting
his commitment to healthy and creative cooking. For more information on Justin Bonello and the
Neighbourhood Farm see https://neighbourhoodfarm.org/about/).
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On all my early visits Merna and Nicky lead me to The Garden, which makes up the largest
part of the Farm. The Garden consists of thirteen individual plots separated by black netted
fencing. I see purple, red, green, and yellow vegetation flourishing across the Garden. At the
farthest end bordering a mosque, is a field of sunflowers dancing and facing the sun. The
meadow of sunflowers induces a cheerfulness and calmness, standing out amongst the many
other plots of cabbage, broccoli, kale, carrots, and spinach that are rooted in beds of dark

earth covered by compost and garden waste.

The Farm's development is directed by my three interlocutors and a range of ‘significant
others,” encompassing a broader network of individuals and organisations. These include
international and local volunteers, Justin Bonello from the NGO Neighbourhood Farm, as
well as the Ocean View Secondary School management staff. During my ethnographic
immersion I meet many residents of Ocean View, especially women and young people, who
regularly visit the Farm to volunteer, seek work opportunities or simply to relax. These
significant others help to shape the Farm as a space of learning, empowerment, and mutual

support.

The Kos Gangsters and Social Justice

As I spend more time on the Farm it becomes clear to me that Merna, Nicky, and Sophia’s,

entry into small-scale farming is inherent to their respective struggles for a better life.

Merna June Booysen is 53 years old and has three daughters. She grew up in Ocean View and
was raised by her maternal grandmother. Merna dropped out of school before completing her

matric and “had to find work early in life”. She undertook all kinds of “piece jobs™ (part-time
work) as a young woman. I recall Merna telling me that “growing up in Ocean View was very

tough. “Sometimes I would go to bed without food. Eventually I worked at the City of Cape
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Town as a contractor. It was a good experience. Then I worked at Spur in Fish Hoek for

twenty-three years before it burnt down. I was left without work for a very long time.”.

Vierna

Figure 1.2 The Co-ordinators of the Farm

After a lengthy period of unemployment Merna was approached by someone in the
community to consider joining the Ocean View Organic Farm initiative. She recounts “I
knew nothing about farming, but I saw it as a job opportunity”. She remembers that “training
to become a farmer was extremely hard. We trained for three months. The difficult part was
the labour. The land was bare. We had to push wheelbarrows, mix cement, and set up
fencing”. Merna points out that she has been tending to the same plot of land ever since she
started farming in Ocean View four years ago. Even though Merna entered small-scale urban
farming to secure some form of subsistence living she says, “I love what I do, I love to plant

and grow”.

Nicky Jacobs was born in Ocean View and is 40 years old. Nicky struggled during many

stages of her life. She was raised by her single mother. Nicky completed her FET training in

16



construction through Tjeka College which is a private training institution specialising in skills
development for the construction and civil engineering sectors. Nicky now aspires to be a
certified trauma care facilitator so that she may be better skilled at assisting individuals who
experience trauma. Prior to joining the Farm, Nicky earned a meagre income through
occasional work opportunities as a cashier and packer at a supermarket chain. Her livelihood
tends to be precarious. For Nicky, working at the Farm is a positive psychological experience.
She says, “you have to communicate with the land and stay in touch with the feelings of the

plants to make sure they get what they need. The plants need sunlight, water, and nice soil”.

Sophia Grodes is 48 years old. She was born in Noordhoek, an affluent, laid-back suburb
overlooking a long stretch of beach. Sophia moved to Ocean View when she was a young
child. Sophia completed high school in Ocean View. She worked in the evenings as a
preschool teacher in Ocean View before her involvement in farming. Sophia is one of the co-
founders of the Farm, and part of the co-operative that manages and develops the Farm.
Through her involvement at the Farm, she takes part in training courses, travels extensively,
and trains children to raise food consciousness. Sophia tells me that farming for the women is
social welfare work. She explains, “this Farm benefits the community of Ocean View because
we give back to the community through feeding schemes. We feed about 200 kids”. The
feeding scheme is called ‘Open Door’ and provides food to abused women and children. One

of the women on the Farm runs the feeding scheme.

Over the course of my initial engagements, Merna, Nicky, and Sophia clarify the social
justice orientation of the Farm, even though they do not adopt the language of social justice
explicitly. Sophia who is the most eloquent of my interlocutors explains that following
training by Justin Bonello, she and other women participated in the initiative because they
wanted a local farm that could assist the hungry and poor in Ocean View. My interlocutors do

not desire to accumulate huge profits through their farming work. In their descriptions of the
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aims of the Farm, which I discuss in the next chapter, my interlocutors clarify their adoption
of small-scale farming as a livelihood strategy and as a way of re-connecting to nature. They
view small-scale farming as a crucial means of ensuring food security in their community,
aligning with the definition set by the 1996 World Food Summit, which states that food
security is achieved when people have both economic and physical access to enough

nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and preferences for a healthy life (Shaw 2007).

Chapter Outline and Representation

My thesis is structured into five chapters. In this introductory chapter, I recounted my initial
entry to the Farm and Ocean View. I outlined the focus of my research, highlighted the key
conceptual ideas that guide my study, described the Farm, and introduced my interlocutors to

the readers.

In Chapter 2, drawing on my intensive ethnographic immersion, participant observation, and
conversations with Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, I describe the multidimensional farming
practices at the Farm. I argue that the complex practices of farming, representing contestation
of industrialised urban agriculture, is also an exemplification of farming as care work and

conviviality rooted in social justice.

In Chapter 3, I explain how dominant socio-political, economic, and environmental structures
and the subtle, yet pervasive forces of whiteness and privileged environmentalism entangle
and limit small-scale farmers who view farming as an act of care rooted in social justice. |
analyse the journey of Ocean View’s small-scale farmers to the Scarborough market as a
microcosm that reflects broader tensions between environmental preservation and the pursuit

of social justice.
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In Chapter 4, I discuss the layered impacts of systemic injustice and structural inequality
within small-scale farming contexts. I explain how at the Farm, obstacles like restricted
access to water and electricity, financial precarity, dwindling volunteer support, and
interpersonal conflicts contribute to a decline in both productivity and economic stability. I
argue that these compounded challenges erode the Farm’s commitment to care work and
community spirit—qualities that differentiate it from extractive, commercially driven forms

of farming.

In Chapter 5, I conclude by returning to my primary question that concentrates on how we
may think about decolonial political ecology that is social justice based through small-scale
farming. I synthesise salient insights gleaned from the analysis described in the preceding
chapters and argue that we may comprehend social justice rooted decolonial political ecology

as methodology, critique, and analytic.

Throughout the thesis I use the present tense to describe the interactions with my
interlocutors and represent the women’s activities, hopes and aspirations for the Farm. The
use of the present tense in ethnography has been criticised by critical anthropologists like
Fabian Johannes (2014) for portraying cultures and cultural practices as static, disregarding
their evolution over time. However, | use the present tense to convey the immediacy and

ongoing relevance of my interlocutors’ aspirations and struggles they face on the Farm.
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Chapter 2

Inside the Farm: Dimensions of Small-Scale Organic Farming

Jovial Welcome

The sun hangs low in the early morning summer sky as I disembark from the commuter
minivan taxi and walk towards the Farm. On entering the Farm I greet Merna and the other
farmers in Afrikaans. Nicky laughs at my accent and pronunciation. Nicky says my Afrikaans
is “leilik” which translates to “ugly.” I enjoy the welcoming conversations, filled with
humour and camaraderie. Sophia spots me and calls me over to the vegetable plot she is
tending and asks me to assist her with weeding and replanting some of the seedlings that need

to be re-rooted.

As I work alongside Sophia and the other farmers, the Table Mountain range and their
rounded peaks, stand as quiet guardians over the Farm. Small white clouds dot the clear blue
sky. Birds and insects flutter between the crops, bringing cheerfulness to the women’s
movements. Barefooted following Merna, I move on to covering the beds with rich compost.
The soil beneath my feet is cool and damp and the aroma of the fresh earth is calming. I gaze
at the other farmers with their worn hands and sun-kissed faces. I am observing and learning

about the complex elements of farming as practiced by the women on the Farm.

In this chapter, I use intensive ethnographic immersion, participant observation, and
conversations with Merna, Nicky, and Sophia to explore the multifaceted nature of small-
scale farming at the Farm. I discuss how my interlocutors experience farming as an
environment of healing and sanctuary, where they participate in multisensory practices,
embrace gifting and solidarity, and deal with issues of livelihood, food security, and
environmental stewardship. I conclude by suggesting that small-scale urban farming is both

care work and a form of resistance to industrialised, extractive agriculture.
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Ecological and Healing Sanctuary

The Farm, with its lush vegetation and vibrant colours, offers a striking contrast to the barren,
desolate surroundings of Ocean View, where the natural landscape is mostly dry and dull. The
Farm, especially ‘the Garden,’ stands out as an oasis amid this bleak environment, providing
a temporary sanctuary from the harsh realities that defines daily life for the residents of
Ocean View. The homes in Ocean View, though painted in vivid hues, are unable to escape
the rigid, uniform design that reflects the legacy of apartheid social housing, and urban
planning in township settlements. The Farm’s vibrancy stands in stark contrast to the
surrounding monotony, its visual appeal accentuating the pervasive bleakness of the broader

Ocean View landscape.

The Farm is experienced as a place of healing by those who work on it. One of my
interlocutors, whose name I omit here for ethical reasons, tells me she struggled with
depression after her mother’s sudden death. Her mother had been her source of emotional
support during tough times, including unemployment and relationship break-ups. Soon after
her mum’s death, her father was diagnosed with cancer, and she nursed him through his
illness, while finding solace in farming. The Farm became her refuge, where the vegetation
and landscape were her silent companions. Alone with the plants, she would weep and mourn
her losses, engage in silent prayer and conversations, as if the vegetation were her attentive
audience. She explains that “the garden healed me. The Farm was my best friend when I

wanted to cry.” She adds, “and the other women were so loving and gave support to me.”

Another one of my interlocutors also expresses how farming promotes a sense of well-being
and emotional health. “I love farming here in Ocean View, it keeps me happy and healthy. I
get sad when | am away from the Farm for too long because | do not feel useful. If I am not

around the Farm for a long time, it calls me back, because it needs care and needs to be
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looked after. My plants need me. And I like praying quietly when I’m here by the herbs and
vegetables by myself.” This interlocutor experiences mutuality and reciprocity in the Farm as

a place of sanctuary.

Research from several studies reflects the women’s experiences of farming as a source of
well-being, purpose, and fulfilment. Assuming a psychological analysis, Capaldi et al.
(2015), shows that engaging physically in agricultural activities, exposure to nature, and the
satisfaction derived from producing one's own food, may enhance physical and mental well-
being and life satisfaction. Emotions like loneliness and anxiety often dissipate in natural
environments. Researchers like Cacciatore, Gorman, and Thieleman (2020) also highlight
how farming promotes social, physical, mental, and emotional well-being among individuals
who experience traumatic loss. The women’s experiences of the Farm as a healing and
spiritual sanctuary also articulates with Robin Kimmerer (2013: 151, 154), an environmental
biologist, who describes how "gardens are simultaneously a material and a spiritual

undertaking," and "medicine for broken land and empty hearts."”

The Farm is exceptional in that it was initiated in a context of striking inequalities in the
distribution and quality of public green spaces across Black and White neighbourhoods in the
Cape Peninsula. Whenever | travel from Woodstock, the urban neighbourhood where | live,
to Ocean View and drive through the southern suburbs, | am struck by the stark differences in
the natural habitat. Woodstock?, a working-class neighbourhood, has a few well-maintained
green parks and the landscape in the southern suburbs is surrounded by the Kirstenbosch
Gardens and the Newlands Forests. In contrast, there are very few trees in Ocean View, the

Cape Flats, and the Black townships of the Cape Peninsula. Numerous studies highlight these

4 Woodstock, approximately four kilometres east of the Cape Town city centre, is situated between the eastern
slopes of Table Mountain and the harbour. Originally a working-class community Woodstock has undergone
rapid gentrification; its contemporary character is shaped by a diverse socio-cultural legacy and anti-apartheid
political influences (Garside 1993; Teppo and Millstein 2015).

22



contrasts, with Venter et al. (2020) noting that White areas have significantly more green
spaces, tree cover, and park access than low-income, African, ‘Indian,” and ‘Coloured’ areas.
These environmental inequities, rooted in apartheid, have persisted, and even worsened since
1994, a phenomenon termed green apartheid—the deliberate manipulation of the
environment to marginalize Black people (e.g., Checker 2008; Venter et al. 2020; Shackleton

& Gwedla 2021).

Multisensory Farming

I carefully observe how Merna, Sophia, and Nicky kneel. Their knees touch the earth each
time they are in ‘the Garden,’ cultivating their anticipated harvests. While discussing their
families, neighbours, or daily challenges, they remain deeply attentive to their farming tasks.
When weeding, their fingers move carefully around the crops to avoid uprooting the
vegetation and the organically fed soil. The three women have a protective, conserving
relationship with the earth beneath them. Merna repeatedly tells me how she enjoys “touching
and smelling the plants and the sand.” Despite the labour and time-intensive nature of organic
farming and weeding, Nicky explains that “touching the plants and breathing in the sweetness
of the herbs makes the plants and us live happily. We depend on each other for our good

health.”

My own immersive experience blend touch, smell, and movement. Running my fingers
through the soil, inhaling the freshness of harvested fruits, and moving to remove weeds
evokes inexplicable sensory experiences. I experience a sense of calm each time [ am at the
Farm. Sometimes when I am on the Farm weeding and planting, I am pleasantly overcome by

childhood memories of rolling in the sand in our home garden.

As my immersion on the Farm deepens, I become acutely aware of how olfactory sensations

evokes nostalgic memories for the women. For instance, Merna recalls her early childhood
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experiences while inhaling the rich fragrances of the surrounding herbs. She shares stories
about the games she played as a child and the joyful times she spent with her grandparents.
Merna’s stories of her happy childhood experiences demonstrate the evocative power of
olfactory sensations, resonating with psychological researcher, Herz's (2016) findings that
memories triggered by scents are more emotional and vivid than those prompted by visual or

auditory sensations.

For Merna, Nicky, and Sophia when the tactile and kinetic converges, the act of farming
induces a sense of rhythm and flow and connection to the land. Sophia tells me “I am one
with nature, whenever I am in the Garden. I forget about the world outside and I forget that I
am here to try to earn a living in some way.” Resonating with Merna, Nicky, and Sophia’s
deep connections with nature, Hale et al. (2011) show that the sensory aspect of gardening is
a vital link between people and their environments. Their findings indicate that gardeners’
sensory experiences foster meaningful engagement in activities that yield positive health
outcomes. The sensory and social elements of gardening enhance learning, emotional
expression, and social interactions that support well-being. The multisensory experiences
described by my interlocutors and observed in my research diverge from the technical, yield-
focused approaches of commercial farming, which prioritise rational, science-based methods
and profit over sensory connection (e.g. Martin et al. 2013; Jordi-Sanchez and Diaz-Aguilar

2021).

Gifting: Solidarity and Demonetisation

On several occasions, when I join Merna and Nicky on a walkabout with visitors on the
Farm, I witness gifting that takes on several forms. I notice how volunteering is a form of
reciprocal gifting. Merna and the other women practice gifting when they offer training to

those interested in farming at no financial cost to participants. They volunteer their time to
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guide students and other Ocean View young people around the Farm and raise awareness

about organic farming techniques and the benefits of organic foods.

| observe how Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, as a standing practice, invite their visitors to pick
vegetables and herbs from ‘the Garden.” They help their visitors bundle their picks into
recyclable paper bags. Sophia frequently tells me that she loves giving vegetables as gifts:
“When I give the people of Ocean View fresh vegetables, | feel good. It is my way of saying
thanks. 1 also think that the vegetables will help those who are unemployed or having
problems in life.” Merna also tells me, “We always try to share the little we have with others,

and information and opportunities we get here on our small Farm.”

Merna, Nicky, and Sophia value gift exchanges rooted in non-hierarchical relationships.
During a visit in March 2023, | witness a representative from the Rotary Club discreetly give
Merna cash to purchase a water tank and other infrastructure for the Farm. Merna
immediately reciprocates by presenting a basket of fresh produce to the representative. On
this same day in March 2023 Merna invites me to take vegetables home, emphasising the
reciprocal nature of our relationship: "Aziz, go pick some vegetables to take home with you.
We like that you bring readings to help us improve our farming. We like learning from other
farmers around the world. Hope you also learn something from us. We are now friends; go

take some vegetables home".

| argue that the exchange of volunteer labour, seeds, and farming expertise on the Farm-
representing non-monetised circulation of resources and expertise- subverts dominant
capitalist frameworks and their commodification practices and contributes to social order and
cohesion. Although my interlocutors do not explicitly express anti-capitalist sentiments, their
gifting practices rooted in reciprocity and community building empower individuals and

strengthen social bonds within a marginalised community. My interpretations of gifting
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practices on the Farm seems to resonate with the explanations of Mauss (1990 [1925]), a
French sociologist and anthropologist. For Mauss’s (1990 [1925]) gift-giving is deeply
embedded in social relationships, entails obligations for both giver and receiver, and contains
symbolic meanings related to social status and community relationships. We may accordingly
understand gifting practices at the Farm as reflective of a broader socio-cultural system
wherein giving, receiving, and reciprocating form a cycle of exchange that fosters social
cohesion. Yan (2012) helps us further complicate gifting by distinguishing between
horizontal and vertical exchanges. Horizontal gifting among social equals fosters egalitarian
relationships, while vertical exchanges can reinforce hierarchical power dynamics. Merna's
actions reflect a conscious effort to navigate these dynamics. By reciprocating the Rotary gift,
she implicitly challenges asymmetrical power relations, striving for an egalitarian

relationship.

Farming as Food Security and Livelihood

Sophia tells me “So many people here in Ocean View don’t have food in the house. When a
mother or father is unemployed, families don’t know where their next meal will come from.
The Farm tries to make fresh vegetables available to our community at reasonable prices. As I
told you, during COVID we distributed food hampers to needy families.” On a different
occasion, during a telephonic conversation in February 2023, Merna points out, “on the Farm
me, Nicky, and Sophia and a lot of the other women try to make a small income. But the
Farm also worries about the poverty and hunger in Ocean View. Through the Farm we want
to stop hunger in Ocean View and give organic food to the people. The Farm is right here in
the community, easy for people to walk to.” Without using the technical term, the

interlocutors are referring to food security as articulated by the 1996 World Food Summit
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(see Shaw 2007). My interlocutors are also alluding to the localisation of food systems and

nutritional diversity. I discuss both these issues below.

Localisation

Merna repeatedly points out that localisation is significant for the Farm. For her it means
situating food production and distribution locally and providing affordable, nutritious organic
produce within the community of Ocean View. Sophia explains how she together with other
women trained by Justin Bonello and volunteers from Ocean View repurposed unused land
within the Ocean View Secondary School premises. They started the Farm with the aim to

provide organic vegetables to the residents of Ocean View and earn a living for themselves.

Over the course of my ethnographic immersion, I observe an excitement and sense of
satisfaction among the women whenever Ocean View residents walk into the Farm to
purchase vegetables and herbs. Sometimes, unemployed women, men, and youth come to the
Farm requesting spinach, tomatoes, and carrots, indicating that they haven’t eaten for days.
Sophia is always the first to respond and would ask the women to walk through the Garden
and pick whatever they find. When the women and men leave with brown bags filled with
freshly selected vegetables, they express gratitude that the Farm is accessible and easily

reached on foot by residents.

The Farm, as an initiative localising the food system, articulates with the concerns raised by
food system and agroecology researchers. Kesselman (2024) for instance argues that South
Africa’s current food system, deeply rooted in colonialism and apartheid, (re)produces food
access disparities that, in turn, results in negative health impacts, environmental degradation,
and strained social relations. Black people, the poor, and women, are impacted

disproportionately, and contemporary policies privilege industrialised and extractive food
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systems that are entrenched in prohibitive costs of essential nutritious food items (see also

Siebert 2020).

Nutritional Diversity

At the Farm, Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, supported by a small team of volunteers, have
erected a rectangular wooden structure within the Garden. This structure is enclosed with
chicken mesh wires for ventilation, and houses about ten wooden tables and forty wooden
chairs, all contributing to a rustic aesthetic. Known as ‘TCG's Kitchen and Eatery,’ it is a
space where patrons, including Ocean View residents, can enjoy meals prepared with fresh

produce harvested directly from the Garden.

On a warm summer morning, I sit at one of the tables, engaging in conversation with a few
patrons who have come to enjoy a mid-morning meal. As they peruse the menu, which
features pizzas, wraps, vegetable curry, herb breads, and other dishes, a sweet-smelling
fragrance fills the Eatery, tempting us to place our orders. My companions, unsure of what to
choose, seek Merna’s recommendations, and we eventually settled on pizzas, and curry and

rice. We all relish the meal, each expressing our delight and satisfaction.

TCG's Eatery is open to patrons every weekend, attracting a diverse group, including
residents of Ocean View, international tourists en-route to Cape Point, and families detouring
from Imhoff’s Farm. Those I speak to about their dining experience express surprise and
delight, particularly at finding a rustic eatery on an organic farm within a township
environment. Merna, Nicky, and Sophia often mention that the Eatery is designed to provide
Ocean View residents with affordable®, organically prepared meals in a garden setting. They

hope the dining experience will raise awareness about the origins of food, encourage the

5 Whereas the cost of a large pizza at leading fast-food stores may range between ZAR 180 to ZAR 250 at the
Farm a large pizza is priced at ZAR 130.
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preparation of healthy meals, and promote the benefits of organic foods over fast foods.
Sophia shares that dining at TCG's Eatery has made her family more conscious of healthy
eating, “My family don’t want to eat Kentucky or McDonald’s whenever they know that I
will be cooking supper using the fresh vegetables and herbs from the Farm.” She adds, “My
family would rather come to TCG's Kitchen on a Saturday at month end than go for junk
food.” Similarly, Merna mentions that her family insists on meals prepared with vegetables

harvested at the Farm.

Elaborating on purpose of the Eatery Merna explains, “We don’t just want to feed hungry
people, but we want to make sure people are able to enjoy different foods that are important
for us to stay healthy.” This focus on nutritional value is significant, considering that
supermarkets serving Ocean View residents often offer few healthy or quality products.
Sophia and Merna’s family accounts of the Eatery further suggest that when poor people have
access to locally sourced and organic options, they may choose nutritious foods, challenging

food inequalities and advocating for healthier lifestyles.

As discussed in Chapter 4, working-class residents with limited incomes frequently rely on
fast food chains, street vendors, and corner shops due to their lower cost, leading to higher
consumption of processed foods. Thus, the significance of TCG's Eatery as a node of
nutritional justice becomes clearer when we consider research on food insecurity and
nutritional diversity in South Africa and the Southern African region. Several researchers
(e.g. Battersby 2011; Labadarios et al. 2011; Vilar-Compte et al. 2021; Godbharle et al.
2024), have highlighted how urban poverty creates barriers to accessing healthy foods and

has resulted in a lack of dietary diversity and food insecurity due to budget limitations.

Sophia and Merna’s allusions to food security and the motivations for the establishment of

TCGs Eatery resonates with conceptualisations of food security in the agricultural
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anthropological literature. Food security is a state in which all people, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and
preferences for an active and healthy life (Shaw 2007). Food security relies on four pillars:
availability, access, utilization, and stability (Capone et al. 2014). A sustainable food system
supports food security by optimising natural and human resources, is culturally acceptable
and accessible, environmentally sound, and economically viable in the long-term (Capone et
al. 2014). Accordingly, Capone et al. (2014) argue that achieving food and nutrition security
requires changes in both consumption and production patterns. I discuss this issue further in
chapter 4 where | focus on the challenges encountered by my interlocutors in their farming

practices.

It is important to reiterate that my ethnographic observations and conversations with my
interlocutors described above reveal that the Farm, as initially prompted and supported by
Justin Bonello, views agriculture as a viable strategy for helping the impoverished Ocean
View community achieve livelihoods and obtain locally grown diverse types of vegetables.
At the Farm, food security is intertwined with a social justice-oriented sustainable livelihood
approach. The Farm’s emphasis on independence, localisation, dietary diversity, and food
security indirectly articulates with the idea of food sovereignty. My interlocutors do not make
explicit references to the exploitative hegemonic food system, but in their explanations, they
repeatedly tell me about their desires to be independent from large scale farming systems.
The Farm’s approach highlights the importance of urban agriculture as a crucial strategy for

aiding a poor community to secure their livelihoods, and have a balanced, diverse diet.

The food security focus of the Farm articulates with another urban farming movement in
George, Western Cape, called the Kos en Fynbos (KEF) movement. Information gleaned
from Siebert’s (2020) study indicates that KEF emerged in the context of unemployment,

rising food prices, and social inequality, driven by the legacy of apartheid as well as
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nutritional deficiencies among marginalised urban residents. The KEF movement illustrates
how urban agriculture can counteract socio-economic exclusion by fostering local food
production and improving access to healthy food and land. Although members of the KEF
movement do not explicitly label their efforts as food sovereignty, Siebert’s (2020)
descriptions reflect key aspects of this concept, including local production, community
solidarity, and self-management. This form of what Siebert (2020) calls ‘quiet food
sovereignty’ demonstrates that social justice-based farming can thrive in urban settings

without formal organisational backing.

Over the past few decades, food sovereignty has emerged as a powerful organising concept
for social movements opposing neoliberal global food policies. Social justice from the
perspective of food sovereignty integrates grassroots voices, addresses food and land
inequality, and considers the broader socio-economic structures that affect food security. The
concept of food sovereignty, popularised by La Via Campesina in Latin America, refers to the
right of communities to access nutritious, culturally suitable food grown through sustainable
practices, and to have control over their food and agricultural systems. Food sovereignty also
resist the entanglements of racial capitalism, persistent colonialism, and extractive

agricultural practices (Grey and Patel 2015).

Farming as Sociability and Reciprocity

Farming is intertwined with dynamism, thoughtfulness, and sociability at the Farm. I observe
how Merna, Nicky, and Sophia create a welcoming environment and engage beyond
traditional farm management. They build relationships with both human and non-human
members of the Farm's ecosystem. The nurturing and relational atmosphere is evident in how
they foster planetary connections, farm alongside their respective families, and welcome

children and other members of Ocean View who visit the Farm.
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Farming Along with Family

The Farm is a family space. Each of my interlocutors are regularly accompanied to the Farm
by a family member, transforming farming into a shared family and bonding activity. The
presence of family members also adds an affective dimension to farming. Sophia is often
effusive about the happiness she experiences spending time with her nephews who enjoy
being on the Farm. She says, “they don’t like weeding that much, but they really enjoy
planting and harvesting the vegetables. They run up and down here and they laugh a lot.
These two boys used to fight me when I first asked them to come to the Farm but now, they
love it, and they always ask to carry veggies home.” Whenever Sophia’s sister visits the Farm
to volunteer, I observe the two sisters talking affectionately, gesturing, and sharing stories of
their recent pleasant and unpleasant encounters with young men in Ocean View. They laugh,
hug each other, and then go about weeding and planting and recounting events of their week.
Nicky tells me that her brother was also initially uninterested in helping on the Farm. After
his first few visits his reluctance dissipated. He now accompanies her regularly to the Farm
and to weekend organic markets. When Nicky’s brother accompanies her to the Farm, he
confides in her about his worries and aspirations and the challenges he faces as a young man
in Ocean View. When Merna’s grown-up children and brother accompany her to the Farm,
even though they seem hesitant to get involved in farming activities, they walk around with
her or sit alongside her while she goes about weeding, planting, or harvesting. I notice that

they enjoy Merna’s company, often in silence. There is a manifest affection between them.

Child Centredness and Community Embeddedness

The Farm women also extend their relational connections beyond their own families. When
Merna and Nicky organise workshops with children from the local schools, the Farm turns

into a playground and educational space. They use games, practical activities, and interactive
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discussions to raise consciousness about healthy and organic food options, and the benefits
and joys of organic farming. The children play in the sand and vegetable plots and laugh as
Merna and Nicky encourage them to plant seedlings and even do some weeding. My
interlocutors tell me they adopt a child centred approach to farming that aims to create

nurturing environments that support children’s holistic growth.

Significantly, the child and youth centredness is reflective of a broader community
embeddedness of the Farm. Merna often says “if you want to know anything about the people
here in Ocean View, and the troubles people in Ocean View have, come sit here at the Farm.
So many of my friends and neighbours like coming to the Farm to talk and just release their
worries.” Sophia concurs, “Our Farm here is like an information centre. You want to know
anything about Ocean View just spend time with us here". I often notice how Merna and
Nicky welcome unemployed young people and adults who visit the Farm to stroll, relax,
and/or enquire about work possibilities. Sometimes, at the Farm, I participate in
conversations with young men who discuss events and challenging developments occurring
in Ocean View. Teenage males tell me about upcoming soccer tournaments and the incidents
of violence in the community. The young women speak effusively about the welcoming and
relaxing atmosphere at the Farm. I observe young men and women socialising freely at the

Farm.

Planetary Relationality and Stewardship

Merna, Sophia, and Nicky also demonstrate a relationality with the non-human species on the
Farm. I watch how they tend to and engage with their crops. Merna and Nicky talk about the
carrots, birds, and insects as species that they live in harmony with on the Farm. They tell me
that these species hold unseen forms of life and energy. In a tone, underpinned by a sense of

awe, Merna explains “Aziz, most people just think about carrots as food. But do you know,
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carrots are like people. If you care for them carefully and treat them softly, it is as if they can
hear you and feel you. Sounds silly Aziz, but it is true.” Nicky laughs and offers her own
thoughts. “Merna is right you know. People think we are mad when we tell them that the
birds and insects bring nice vibes to the Farm. If we don’t use chemicals, they are like our

friends. They share our food.”

I also notice that my interlocutors are hesitant to use any chemical-based pesticides. When I
ask them about this, Nicky explains, “sometimes we must spray neem to protect all our crops
from getting eaten. If we do not spray, the crops can be eaten up in like a week by these
insects. | know organic means we mustn’t spray, but neem oil is natural, and if I don’t spray

then I lose a lot of crops that I could have sold at the market.”

During a Saturday morning of weeding, Merna relates that she once spotted a porcupine on
the Farm. When I probe and ask for more details, Merna laughs and is brief. I gather that the
women purposely avoid introducing any measures that may harm the porcupine. In March
2023, during one of my visits, I ask Merna about the porcupine once more. This time she is
more forthcoming. She says, “one of the international visitors on the Farm was telling me that
porcupines are kind creatures even though they look fierce. The visitor told me that seeing a
porcupine on the Farm means that we will be successful no matter what difficulties we may
face. I thought the lady is right. When I saw the porcupine on the Farm, I saw it as bringing

good luck to us.”

I propose that the use of natural pesticides, like neem oil, and the protection offered to species
such as the porcupine, underscore a commitment to biodiversity and environmental
stewardship. My observations show that the relational practices at the Farm, integrates the
needs of various species into a sustainable agricultural system. The Farm, with its emphasis

on community, planetary relationality, environmental sustainability, and care, serves as a
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space where genial social and ecological practices flourish. Merna’s explanation about the
generative presence of the porcupine, which may have come from the nearby Table Mountain
National Park®, articulates with other studies that describe how porcupine digging activities
disrupt plant group structures and create fecund areas for plant germination and growth,
thereby fulfilling essential ecosystem functions (Bragg et al. 2005). Likewise, the welcoming
atmosphere created by women exemplify a warm sociability and stewardship, as they move
beyond production-oriented farming to engage meaningfully with visitors, volunteers, and
researchers like me. The Farm women’s engagement fosters a sense of belonging and
community, reinforcing the idea that farming can be a collective, companionable activity that
nurtures both social and ecological well-being. The stewardship approach on the Farm aligns
with Bavec and Bavec’s (2015) concept of sustainable farming, which prioritizes

biodiversity, soil health, and minimizing negative environmental impacts.

Discussion: Care and Conviviality

Farming at the Farm is a multi-dimensional practice deeply woven into the lives of Merna,
Nicky, and Sophia. For these three women, farming is both sanctuary and psychological
refuge, providing an escape from the harsh realities of Ocean View—a township marred by
poverty, unemployment, violence, and enduring social and environmental injustices rooted in
colonial apartheid. Unlike industrial agriculture, focused on maximising yields, their
approach to farming is restorative, nurturing multisensory experiences and reciprocal

exchanges of resources like food, time, and expertise. Such non-monetised exchanges foster

8 Porcupines are among at least seventy-six mammal species that live on Table Mountain National Park (Fraser
2022).
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social bonds and mutual support, echoing Mauss’s (1990 [1925]) theory of gifting as a

practice that strengthens communal relationships.

Their work on the Farm not only provides affordable organic food to a low-income
community but also exemplifies a relational approach to care and social justice. This
commitment is especially visible during crises, as seen when the women provided food relief
during COVID-19. Despite considerable challenges (explored in Chapter 4), they persist in
supporting their community, exemplifying a form of justice that extends beyond food

production by fostering resilience and social cohesion in a community shaped by inequality.

This approach to farming also contests the capitalist logic of extraction, presenting an
alternative rooted in care for both human and non-human life. The women’s practices
transform limited resources into meaningful contributions to community well-being,
promoting a shared sense of responsibility. At the Farm, Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, alongside
others, cultivate the land, share produce, and build social ties, embodying principles of
degrowth that prioritise human relationships over profit. Conviviality and care manifest in
their interactions—with each other, volunteers, and the community—as well as in the

multisensory richness of farming and their acts of reciprocal gifting.

The Farm thus becomes a space where social justice is enacted through shared knowledge,
skill-building, and the empowerment of marginalised individuals. Their practices align with
Kerrigan’s (2006) idea of social justice as a lived, relational practice that challenges systems
of exclusion. Anthropological and political ecology perspectives further illuminate this
analysis of care work at the Farm. Scholars like De la Bellacasa (2017) and Mincyté et al.
(2020) describe agricultural care work as inherently relational, engaging with land, plants,
people, and broader ecosystems. Mincyté et al. emphasise that care is shaped by specific

cultural and ecological contexts, while political ecologist Rutt’s (2020) concept of
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conviviality suggests that centring social relations over accumulation fosters collective well-
being. Conviviality marks a departure from scarcity-driven productivity and competition,
instead elevating shared experiences as farming and more broadly life’s most valuable
dimensions. These perspectives reveal the women’s practices as non-extractive, community-
driven agriculture that values human and ecological health alongside social equity. By
nurturing social bonds, sharing resources, and fostering resilience, they embody a justice-

oriented approach that respects both human and non-human life.

Conclusion

Insights from my fieldwork and conversations with Merna, Nicky, and Sophia reveal that
small-scale urban farming operates as a dynamic practice far beyond mere food cultivation. It
intertwines livelihood security and food access with the creation of safe, beautiful spaces,
forming a sanctuary that resists ecological marginalisation. This approach encourages non-
monetised resource sharing and empowers marginalised groups, fostering social bonds and
resilience. By providing spaces for collaboration, education, and community well-being, the
Farm embodies a holistic vision of environmental and social justice, reinforcing sustainable
resource access, community participation, and a collective connection to the natural world

within urban settings.

In the next chapter I discuss how my interlocutors’ practices of earning a livelihood are
complicated by the legacy and unrelenting influences of colonial-apartheid dynamics and
contemporary manifestations of white privilege and hegemonic forms of environmentalism.

The complications help us to elaborate on our thinking about decolonising political ecologies.
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Chapter 3

From Ocean View to Scarborough: A Livelihoods Journey of Entanglements

Scenic Scents

It is a serene October Saturday Summer morning around 6h45. I am driving from Woodstock
towards Ocean View. I am excited about accompanying Nicky and Merna to the Scarborough
Biodynamic Centre’s Saturday organic food market. Nicky and Merna invited me to join and

help them sell their fresh produce, harvested from the Farm, at the Biodynamic Centre.

At Ocean View Secondary School, I am greeted by the sun as it peeps up above the horizon.
Just as the sun raises its full head Nicky and Merna arrive. The three of us pick thyme,
spinach, several types of kale, leaks, spring onions, turnips, and variety of herbs. As we
arrange our yields into bunches an aromatic fragrance and sense of anticipation fills the air. I
watch Nicky and Merna raise some of the bunches towards their noses as they inhale the
freshness and the promises of their yields. I follow suit and draw in the sweetness from the
bunches of herbs in my hand. I feel a calmness traveling through my body. I turn to look at
Nicky and Merna and we smile at each other as we survey the beds from which we had just
picked the variety of herbs. We then turn to lift the crates in which we had carefully packed
and arranged our bundles, ready to be transported to a social and natural ecology, different to
this one in Ocean View. All the crates are loaded into the boot of the car that a friend has
loaned me to use for the day. The bundle of herbs now ready for sale and consumption carry

Nicky’s and Merna’s aspirations for a better life and struggles for survival and livelihood.

The route along Red Hill Road, from Ocean View to Scarborough, is spellbinding. There is
beauty everywhere. With the rugged and bare terrain of Ocean View receding behind us, the
landscape ahead is colourfully painted by the azure, blue Atlantic Ocean, and earthy brown
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Table Mountain range. In silence, Nicky, Merna, and | are hypnotised by the majestic
scenery. When we turn left at ‘“Witsand Pad,” the main road into Scarborough, | notice that
there are surfers and kite boarders on the white-golden sandy beach stretching along the
coast. ‘Witsand Pad,” when translated from Afrikaans to English means ‘white sand road,’
alluding to the long stretch of white sandy beaches all along the Scarborough coast. Bathers,
who appear to be white, are surfing along the beach. Looking ahead | see Fynbos’ and other
bulbous vegetation covering the rolling hills. To my left a mix of contemporary beach houses,
cottages, and modern villas overlooking the sea blend in seamlessly with the natural coastal
setting. The homes have a luxurious and expansive presence, contrasting the monolithic and

unimaginative architecture of the social housing schemes in Ocean View.

When we arrive at the Biodynamic Centre, the site of the weekly organic food market, |
become acutely conscious of how affluence, structural advantages, and hegemonic norms
dominates both the built and natural environments, which Bhopal (2023) conceptualises as
marks of white privilege and whiteness. We quickly unload the boot of the car and display
and arrange our freshly harvested crops on a table assigned to us by the organizers of the
Saturday organic market. I immediately notice even though the term ‘Centre’ may suggest a
formally built physical structure, the Centre is a small physical area covered and surrounded
by Fynbos and other vegetation overlooking the ocean. I wonder if the organic market’s

location among the shrubs and bushes is meant to exemplify the Centre’s conservation ethos.

Nicky and Merna tell me that the plan is to remain at the stall until all the produce is sold out.
For about four hours, residents of Scarborough and others who visit the stall fill up brown

paper bags with fresh produce they select from our table. | listen to several conversations

" Fynbos vegetation refers to evergreen shrublands that grow on nutrient-poor soils, primarily featuring plants
native to the Cape Floristic Kingdom. These include a variety of shrubs with small to medium-sized, tough
leaves, along with evergreen plants that either lack leaves or have narrow, resilient leaves (see Moll and Jarman
1984).
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among patrons extolling the health benefits of their fresh produce purchases, noting how
these are punctuated by subtle tones of exclusivity. The customers all make payments in cash.
A few of the clients buy fresh warm vegetable wraps prepared with the vegetables harvested

at the Farm.

Moving beyond the conventional role of a detached observer researcher (see Geertz 1973), |
spend the morning eagerly advertising the fresh produce that I had helped to harvest earlier.
Adhering to the principles of participatory research engagement, and as a participant observer
as well as advocate and consumer of organic produce (see Wolcott 1999), I actively direct
people to our stall. I am aware that all those that | engage are appropriately polite, but our
conversations are restricted to the benefits of organically harvested produce. | use my middle-

class appearance to assure the buyers that the crops we sell are organically produced.

The sun has moved passed its zenith, radiating heat that is tempered by a sea breeze wafting
through the organic market. Nicky and Merna successfully sell all the produce. They maintain
a record of each sale in their notebook. Nicky and Merna talk in jubilant tones about the
morning as they count their earnings. I estimate that they have earned seven hundred rands
through sales. They tell me about how their customers value the freshness and health benefits
of their produce. We depart from the Centre and drive back to Ocean View around mid-
afternoon. I leave Nicky and Merna at their respective homes and make my solitary journey
back to Woodstock. I ponder on my experiences and observations at the market in

Scarborough.

Colonial-Apartheid Entanglements

In my reflections below, I examine the story embedded in our twelve-kilometre journey from
Ocean View to Scarborough. I highlight how my interlocutors’ journey for livelihood is

entangled by a privileged environmentalism practiced at the Centre, and the enduring legacies
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of colonial-apartheid. Drawing on Leslie Green's (2020) ideas of environmentalism, along
with concepts from Haderer (2020), and Bhopal (2023), I argue that despite its health-
oriented, liberal environmental ethos, the Biodynamic Centre, and its organic market, are
deeply embedded in white privilege, whiteness, and neoliberal commerce. The entanglements
Nicky and Merna encounter in their pursuit of livelihoods at the market, are evident when
critically examining three interrelated issues: the hegemonic environmental practices at the
Centre, the dynamics of whiteness and white privilege that shape the Centre’s environmental
practices, and the colonial and racial-capitalist origins of Scarborough and Ocean View that

continue to influence their social and natural ecology.

Privileged Environmentalism

The Centre, directed by the Scarborough Environmental Group (SEG), is a resident-driven
initiative. | observe that the Centre is part of what residents refer to as a Village Hub. The
Hub includes a deli, juice bar, coffee shop, art gallery, restaurant and a bakery that offers
organic foods to customers. From the Centre | have a full and clear view of the Ocean and the
white sandy beach, as well as the luxurious residential and holiday homes. I introduce myself
to the co-ordinator of the Centre and tell him about my masters’ research project. The
coordinator explains that the Centre serves as an area-wide focal point for environmental
conservation as well as a gathering space for like-minded individuals, primarily from the area

to share knowledge, resources, and experiences related to environmental sustainability.

Through informal conversations with a few residents of Scarborough, | learn that the Centre
focuses on conserving the areas pristine character. The Centre implements educational
programmes, experiential workshops, and other initiatives, aimed at promoting eco-friendly
behaviours and reducing the community’s ecological footprint. A few of the residents tell me

that the Centre promotes awareness of non-toxic practices, supports community biodiversity
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through tree planting and indigenous plant nurseries, and educates the public on the
importance of pollinators. Additionally, | observe that the Centre functions as a recycling
depot and a hub for community book exchanges, highlighting the benefits of reusing and
sharing resources. One of the women | talk also emphasises the value of the weekly organic

food market, which offers fresh produce to health-conscious residents and visitors alike.

A female Scarborough resident clarifies the operation of worm farm stations across
Scarborough. These stations convert restaurant and community kitchen waste into valuable
compost for gardening. Garden waste is composted to enrich the soil and reduce organic
waste. | notice worm-bins stationed along the beach, and the co-ordinator says that these bins
are distributed throughout Scarborough and the main beach to address pet waste in an
environmentally sustainable manner. Another male customer also shares that "rainwater
harvesting is one of the main activities of the Centre. The Centre runs educational
programmes to get people involved in water conservation and self-sufficiency. We encourage
residents to reduce their reliance on municipal water sources”. This initiative aims to help

residents mitigate the impact of droughts and potential water scarcity in the area.
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Figure 3.1 Scarborough Biodynamic Centre

I argue that the Biodynamic Centre promotes an environmentalism shaped by privilege, one
that overlooks the lasting impacts of whiteness, white privilege, and colonial-apartheid
legacies on the social and natural landscapes of both Scarborough and neighbouring Ocean
View. Despite its varied environmental initiatives, the Centre’s activities and the narratives of
its patrons often omit any mention of Scarborough’s colonial history, including the forced
dislocation of Indigenous and Ocean View’s people. This silence obscures the ways colonia-
apartheid I displacement reshaped relationships with the land, distancing Indigenous
communities from the environments they once inhabited the area. Moreover, the Centre’s
approach suggests a view of environmentalism that centres human mastery over nature, rather

than partnership or coexistence. Conversations with residents and the coordinator, for
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example, reveal a focus on projects like water conservation and worm farming framed in
terms of extracting utility from nature, treating natural elements as materials to be managed
or controlled. This attitude enforces a binary view where humans are separate from and
dominant over nature, perceiving resources as objects to serve human needs. Comments such
as “In Scarborough we try to encourage people to recycle so that rainwater and things like
food waste can be re-used as resources” exemplify this utilitarian approach, treating elements

like rainwater and food waste as commodified resources primarily for human benefit.

Haderer (2020) offers a useful term for describing this kind of environmentalism: "lifeworld
environmentalism." According to her, lifeworld environmentalism tends to prioritise making
cities greener and cleaner for localised communities, focusing on visible improvements that
serve immediate, often aesthetic, needs. This type of environmentalism concentrates on
beautification, pollution reduction, and conservation within circumscribed urban spaces, but
it lacks a critical perspective on systemic power dynamics. Haderer (2020) contends that
lifeworld environmentalism, by focusing on local government and the immediate needs of the
electorate, ignores broader environmental injustices and does not confront the dominant

power structures and economic interests that drive unsustainable practices.

Green (2020) further critiques this form of environmentalism by highlighting how colonial
and capitalist ideologies have historically imposed a vision of human dominance over nature.
In ‘Rock, Water, Life,” Green (2020) recounts how Dutch colonial settlers in South Africa
violently displaced Khoi and San societies from lands they had coexisted with for centuries.
This displacement was not merely geographical but ideological, reshaping Indigenous
people’s understanding of their relationship with nature. While the Khoi and San traditionally
viewed themselves as partners of the earth, colonial settlers enforced a view of themselves as
controllers over both the land and its inhabitants, a perspective that has left lasting

environmental and social impacts. Green’s (2020) decolonial perspective challenges the
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human-centred, materialist approach, advocating instead for a planetary environmentalism
that respects the agency, spiritual meaning, and inherent value of non-human entities. She
suggests that events like the Cape Town drought of 2015-2018 reveal nature’s undeniable
power and agency, pointing to the need for a planetary environmentalism that recognises the
interconnectedness of human and natural worlds, beyond mere utility. I unpack the
constraining and lingering influences of whiteness and white privilege and colonial

dispossession on the lives of the women on the Farm further in the sections below.

Whiteness and White Privilege

At the end of our day at the Scarborough market, Nicky and Merna focus on their earnings
and are silent about the evident racial and class demographics. | am aware of several markers
of whiteness and white privilege. I notice we are among only five or six Black individuals
present, while most customers are young to middle-aged. The customers seem health-
conscious, having walked or jogged to the market. The primary language spoken is English,
with some Afrikaans. Despite the politeness extended to us by buyers at the market, | feel
subtly othered in this predominantly White space. This sense of othering is difficult to
pinpoint but seem rooted in a paternalistic attitude and a civil tolerance of our presence.
Several patrons at our stall explain the health benefits of our produce in a way that assume we
are unaware of these benefits, reflecting a subtle exclusivity. In addition, the market’s
location in an affluent, predominantly White neighbourhood, inherently limits access for
lower income Black communities. Merna and Nicky highlight the financial and transportation
challenges that prevent them and other working-class residents from Ocean View and nearby

townships from easily accessing the market.

Conversations with customers reveal a sense of entitlement to the market’s offerings. Many

patrons discuss their preferences for organic produce without acknowledging the economic
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barriers these items present to Black working-class people. For example, in a brief
conversation, a middle-aged white man dressed in a smart tracksuit enthusiastically explains,
"We come here on Saturdays. It’s just so much more natural than the environments in the
supermarkets.” In a subtle patronising tone, concealed by his overt friendliness he adds, “We
also get to support local small-scale farmers like yourself". Nicky and Merna smile. When the
man leaves Merna says, “we know that the people who come here support us, but they have
no idea about the money and transport problems we have in trying to get here. Aziz if you
didn’t have your friend’s car to transport us, we would not be here today.” Another young
person’s comments, "I only buy organic because it's better for my health. I don’t eat anything
else,” while supportive, implicitly assumes that everyone has the means to participate in the

market.

In addition, while walking through the nearby shopping hub, I notice that the prices of
organic goods were significantly higher than conventional market prices, reinforcing the
economic barriers for people like Merna and Nicky. When | ask why there was not a similar
hub in Ocean View, Merna explains that they try to offer organic foods at the Farm but

cannot charge the unaffordable prices seen in Scarborough.

Following Merna’s explanation, | become acutely aware of how while individuals from
Ocean View may be invited to sell their produce at the organic market, they remain excluded
from environmental programming and decision-making processes at the Centre. This
exclusion undermines the voices and interests of Ocean View, thereby reproducing social and
environmental disparities between Scarborough and Ocean View. Furthermore, the Centre’s
emphasis on preserving the area’s pristine character contributes to ongoing racial segregation
and exclusivity predicated on the idea of landscape distinctiveness. Geographers Guyot et al.

(2015), reinforcing this critique, highlight how assumptions of landscape distinctiveness
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ignore histories of privilege, power differentials, and economic disparities, foster a racialised
sense of belonging that in turn perpetuates the legacies of colonial apartheid and residential

segregation.

To deepen this analysis, I turn to Bhopal (2018; 2023), who provides a critical explication of
whiteness and white privilege. Bhopal defines whiteness as encompassing the social, cultural,
and political privileges associated with being identified as White in a racialised society. This
concept extends beyond mere skin colour; it denotes a set of norms, beliefs, and power
dynamics that advantage certain individuals and groups based on their political and socio-
economic locations in society. In the context of colonial-apartheid systems, white privilege
has manifested through discriminatory laws, explicit segregation, and economic practices that
have historically marginalised Black communities. Neoliberal policies designed to uphold
property values have also prevented working-class Black individuals from purchasing homes
in neighbourhoods traditionally reserved for White people. Bhopal (2018; 2023) argues that
the normalisation of whiteness can render those classified as White unaware of the privileges
they enjoy due to their ‘race’. This lack of awareness perpetuates systems of privilege and
inequality, reinforcing racial hierarchies and marginalising those who are not identified or

classified as White.

Green (2020) helps us complement this analysis with her critique of privileged
environmentalism. She illustrates how environmental activism in South Africa is often
dominated by White interests, as demonstrated by the exclusivity of game reserves and
hunting lodges. Green (2020: 109) describes this phenomenon as "the unbearable whiteness
of green," asserting that environmentalism has become a space where South African
whiteness and white supremacy are reconstituted with minimal political accountability. To

achieve genuine environmental justice, Green (2020) argues that the intertwined issues of
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race, ecology, and development must be addressed. However, this endeavour is complicated
by a settler-colonial saviour mentality, reinforced by scientistic claims of objective truth,

which fosters white supremacy under the guise of environmentalism.

A Tale of Two Neighbourhoods and Dispossession

The establishment of Scarborough, one of the many European settlements in the Cape, was
integral the colonial-apartheid logics of residential segregation. As is the case with
Scarborough, the establishment of Ocean View is entangled with colonial-apartheid urban
planning dynamics and forced removals in the country. Merna, Nicky, and Sophia recount
their respective families’ experiences of forced removals and dislocation during
conversations with me about the many challenges they encounter in small-scale farming.
Although Merna grew up in Ocean View, she was raised by her maternal grandmother who
was among the thousands of people displaced by the apartheid state from Glencairn in the
1950s. As Merna says, her grandmother and others were “thrown into Ocean View.” Merna
recalls her grandmother often speaking about the trauma of the forced relocation, her
encounters with “rough policemen,” and attempts to protect her family from apartheid police
who would “beat the young people in their area just for no reason, just because they didn’t
want to move.” Merna’s grandmother told many stories of life in Glencairn, the connection
with the ocean, and the ways in which the people “use to fish for food and do farming to get

vegetables at home and sometimes sell.”

Nicky and her parents were born in Ocean View. Her maternal grandfather and his family
who resided in Simon’s Town, were displaced, and forcibly relocated to Ocean View. Nicky
remembers her mother telling her that her grandfather’s extended family and immediate
community worked on the harbour and earned a living through subsistence fishing. She

recalls the pain in her mother’s voice whenever she spoke about how, after their forced
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removal to Ocean View, her grandfather’s extended family “had so many financial problems

and didn’t have enough money in the house to live.”

Unlike Merna and Nicky, Sophia was born in Noordhoek and moved to Ocean View when
she was still a young child. Her mother and father lived in Noordhoek and Kommetjie
respectively before they were relocated to Ocean View. Like other people who were forcibly
relocated, Sophia’s parents earned a living through casual employment and struggled to

provide the family with the basic life necessities.

The three women’s recollections, which underscore a recurring theme of dislocation and
marginalisation, driven by apartheid-capitalism, articulates with what I learn during my visit
to the Simonstown Museum in October 2023. Supported by the Government of the Western
Cape Province®, the museum highlights the rich cultural history of Simon's Town, tracing its
connections to the Dutch East India Company and the Royal Navy. It offers a detailed
exploration of the area's past, including the history of slavery, apartheid-era forced removals,

and subsistence fishing practices. The Museum also touches on the history of Ocean View.

8 The Simon's Town Museum, originally housed in the old municipal complex and later moved in 1982 to "The
Residency," a historic building from 1777, has expanded its offerings online. In collaboration with South
African History Online, the museum's website now features interactive elements, including user-contributed
stories and an educational section, ensuring continuous content updates.
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Figure 3.2 Visual Archive of Ocean View and its Origins at Simons Town Museum

I learn that before their forced relocation by the apartheid government, residents of Simon's
Town and Kommetjie engaged in gardening and farming as integral parts of their daily lives.
Kommetjie families cultivated vegetable gardens, which not only provided food for their
households, but also served as a source of income through sales to their White neighbours
and visitors. These gardens were nurtured with care and played a vital role in the
community’s self-sufficiency. The families also cultivated and sold wildflowers, further
contributing to their livelihoods. One of the older women, Aunty Mona, introduced to me by
Sophia, was forcibly evicted to Ocean View. Aunty Mona tells me that in Simon's Town,
gardening was a special activity. She tells me many residents cultivated dahlias and roses.

And took pride in their gardens.

From such conversations and my visit to the Museum, I learn that agricultural practices once
formed an essential part of the community’s lifestyle, providing both sustenance and
economic support. The forced removals, which created segregated neighbourhoods like
Ocean View, had lasting socio-economic impacts. Many relocated residents had depended on

fishing and agriculture, practices central to their socio-cultural identity and belonging. The
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abrupt shift to life in Ocean View severed these connections, disrupting identities and

aspirations.

Helping us deepen our understanding of the colonial-apartheid logics of forced removals,
anthropologist Elaine Salo's (2004) provides a detailed analysis of how segregationist laws,
beginning in 1913, intensified spatial segregation in South Africa. The Group Areas Act of
1950, central to the segregation process, reserved prime urban areas for those classified as
'White', displacing Black communities to the periphery. The Act, alongside other apartheid-
era policies, restricted those classified ‘Coloured’ and ‘Indian’ to the margins of urban spaces,
while African urbanisation was tightly controlled through measures like the introduction of
passes in 1937, and the 1945 Urban Areas Amendment Act. These policies collectively
entrenched a racial hierarchy that placed those classified as ‘Coloured’ and ‘Indian’ above
Africans, yet still inferior to Whites—a system Salo (2004) refers to as the Black hierarchy of
deprivation. Land researcher Evans (2019) argues that these dislocations were not just about
physical removal but part of a broader strategy to dismantle the socio-economic structures of
Black communities. By severing people from their traditional livelihoods, these removals
deepened poverty and exacerbated existing inequalities, reinforcing a system of asymmetrical
power relations. Isaacs (2013), a land researcher, also notes how relocations from areas like
Simon’s Town, Redhill, and Noordhoek undermined food security and dismantled informal
markets essential to artisanal fishers. The forced removals did more than displace; they
disempowered, stripping communities of their economic independence and social cohesion,

leaving them vulnerable to enduring socio-economic challenges.

Salo’s (2004) analysis also underscores how apartheid, as a continuation of colonialism,
transformed the meanings of territory and space, embedding racial and class divisions into the

urban landscape. Racial segregation was not only a social policy but also a spatial strategy,
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shaping the organisation of cities like Cape Town. This strategy began as early as 1902, with
the forced removal of African dock workers from Cape Town's city centre to Ndabeni and
was continued through the relocation of the ‘Coloured’ petite bourgeoisie to the Cape Flats in
the 1930s and '40s. The forced removals during apartheid further entrenched racialised
divisions, creating an apartheid geography that persists today. Salo (2004) theorizes that these
urban relocations were not just about physical displacement but were part of a broader
apartheid control over social relations and the natural environment. The South African state's
legislative process used space as a tool to reinforce apartheid ideology and shape social
relations of marginalised communities. In Salo (2004) explanations racial capitalism
deepened solidified a racialised spatial order that remains evident in Cape Town’s
contemporary urban demographics. The 2016 community survey by the City of Cape Town
reported a metro population of just over four million people including 45.7% identified as
African, 35.1% as ‘Coloured’, 16.2% as White, and 1.6% as ‘Indian’. Sixty percent of the

population live in townships and informal settlements (see Small 2016).

Whenever | drive or walk around Ocean View, | observe groups of young men who are
unemployed. Sometimes children ask for food or money, and occasionally I notice women
seeking casual employment. | am always struck by a sense of desperation prevailing in parts
of Ocean View. My observations signal how the legacy and contemporary forms of racial
capitalism continue to shape the socio-economic landscape of Ocean View. Elevated levels of
unemployment, poverty, and social inequality persist. The structural inequalities and systemic
injustices produced by apartheid have created enduring challenges for Ocean View residents,

contributing to social tensions, crime, and intergenerational poverty.

Neville Alexander, a seminal South African intellectual provided a cogent theorisation of

apartheid-capitalism. During the institutionalised reign of apartheid racial capitalism, the
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White minority and monopolistic White capital-maintained control over the economy, land
ownership, and access to resources, while systematically excluding the Black majority from
the economy and equitable economic development opportunities (Alexander 1979).
Apartheid racial capitalism remains evident in the limited access to quality education,
healthcare, and employment opportunities, as well as in the unequal distribution of resources
and services in townships like Ocean View. Moreover, the lack of investment in
infrastructure and development in township areas exacerbates economic disparities between

Black and White neighbourhoods.

Environmental Apartheid

The colonial-apartheid capitalist legacies also have had lasting shaping influences on the
natural ecology of Scarborough and Ocean View, respectively. Scarborough is situated near
the Table Mountain National Park (TMNP), known for its abundant biodiversity, varied
ecosystems, and iconic landmarks such as Table Mountain and Cape Point. Scarborough was
declared a conservation village in April 1996 (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scarborough, Western
Cape). When I look across Scarborough from the vantage point of the Biodynamic Centre, I
am in awe of the rich landscape. In contrast the landscape of Ocean View is marked by
apartheid-style housing, minimal infrastructure and zero or limited policy and financial
investments in its natural habitat. The natural landscape in Ocean View is sparse. Only those

living close to the Main Road have a view to the Noordhoek coastline.

Anderson et al. (2020), help us understand the political dynamics shaping plant diversity
across urban gradients in Cape Town. Anderson et al.’s (2020) findings reveal significant
disparities between natural and urban plant communities, with urban areas exhibiting lower
plant diversity and grasslands. The socio-economic gradient highlights a stark contrast:

wealthier, predominantly White neighbourhoods possess more extensive and diverse green
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spaces, while poorer, Black neighbourhoods have limited green spaces and lower plant
diversity. The 1913 Land Act dislocated Africans “from forests and cattle plains; they were
forced off farms, off riverbanks and seashores, out of villages, and into mines, farms, and
factories” (Green 2020: 119). In her analysis, Green (2020) explains that the Act separated
Africans from their natural ecology and severed their planetary connections with nature.
Anderson et al. (2020) concludes that these differences in plant diversity not only reflect
historical environmental injustices linked to apartheid planning but also increase vulnerability
to environmental changes in poorer communities. Prevailing urban greening strategies
neglect the diverse needs and cultural perspectives of Black South Africans. This neglect
perpetuates historical inequalities and reflects a broader failure to integrate diverse

worldviews into contemporary urban planning (see Shackleton and Gwedla 2021).

Critical Reflections and Conclusions

Over the course of a few hours, I accompany my interlocutors on their journey of earning a
meagre livelihood. We travel from the working-class and neglected township of Ocean View
to the affluent neighbourhood of Scarborough. We start our morning by picking a variety of
herbs and plants that we held delicately in our hands. I watch how Nicky and Merna engage
with their harvest when they hold the herbs to their noses, as if there is no separation between
them and their yields cultivated after months of patient labour. Once transported to the
weekly organic market at the Biodynamic Centre, those yields of herbs and vegetables are
transformed into commercial merchandise to help Nicky and Merna earn a small livelihood.
Organically harvested yields packaged in brown paper bags by marginalised women make
their way to White affluent homes in Scarborough, and elsewhere, where they are to be
relished and consumed by affluent health-conscious consumers, holiday makers, and people

other than the working-class and poor residents of Ocean View.
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In this chapter I discussed how accessing a consumer market for small incomes is complex,
hindered by colonial-apartheid urban planning, conservation policies, and hegemonic
environmentalism that persist in forms of whiteness, white privilege, and neoliberal market
structures. The forced relocation of Black communities to areas like Ocean View dismantled
established agricultural networks, isolating urban farmers from buyers and distribution
channels. Following Holt-Giménez and Altieri (2013) I argue that neoliberal policies favour
large-scale commercial farms, making it difficult for small-scale farmers to compete in

mainstream markets.

The overlapping legacies of colonial-apartheid, persistent whiteness, and neoliberal
restrictions highlight the ongoing struggle against social inequalities and ecological
fragmentation. The histories of Scarborough and Ocean View reveal how colonial-apartheid,
hegemonic environmentalism, and modern socioeconomic disparities shape these
communities' social and environmental landscapes. Exclusive developments like those in
Scarborough continue to marginalise Ocean View, while disparities in their landscapes

underscore the interconnection between social and natural ecologies.

In the next chapter, I explore my interlocutors' accounts of the challenges on the Farm, where

these dynamics converge to create obstacles leading to its gradual decline.
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Chapter 4

Abandonment and Slow Violence at a Township Organic Farm

A Crane in a Forlorn Garden

It is a Saturday morning, February 2024, fifteen months since the start of my ethnographic
immersion and entry at the Farm. My brother Zaheer accompanies me. He agrees to be the
photographer for the day. We look silently at the forlorn Garden. The plots of lush vegetation,
cultivated by Merna, Sophia, and Nicky over the last 24 months, have been replaced by
bushes of weeds, wild-flowers, and shrubs. Plastics and paper litter the Garden. Steel and
plastic pipes cover one of the plots. The plot, which was once home to a field of dancing
sunflowers, is now a sanctuary for a lone silver blue feathered crane, South Africa’s national
bird. As Zaheer tries to edge closer to take a photograph we hear a hasty flapping of grey
wings and watch the crane take flight. We regret having hastened the displacement of the

crane which in African mythology symbolises happiness, elegance, and fertility (Allan 1997).

As I look across to the plots of the Garden closest to the school building, I notice small strips
of recently planted cabbage, spinach, and kale. I wonder if Merna and Nicky are attempting
to resuscitate the Garden. Then as I edge towards the furthest end of the Farm, I see signs of
the crane nesting in these bushes, feeding its chicks on worms, insects, and weeds. I wish the
crane would return to restore hope and abundance to this forlorn landscape and aid Merna,
Sophia, and Nicky in their attempts to reinvigorate the Farm. I feel a sense of loss and
abandonment. Yet I am happy that the crane is making home and building family on the

Farm.
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Figure 4.1 Indicators of Decline at the Farm

Early Signs of Abandonment

Zaheer expresses dismay about the state of the Farm and asks “why has the Farm
deteriorated. I remember when I first accompanied you to the Farm in December 2022. It was
a happening place. What has happened bro?” Zaheer’s question prompts me to recall the early
signs of slow violence on the Farm. Slow violence is the subtle and indirect forms of violence
that are not immediately observable or acknowledged (Nixon 2011) and will be discussed

later in this chapter.

In my early ethnographic immersion, I observe subtle signs of decline. The 'food forest' is
fenced and locked, its small area overgrown with shrubs, weeds, and thorny bushes, with no
one tending to it. Merna explains that one of the women trained by Justin Bonello had been
responsible for its care. Similarly, a container labelled bakery remains closed, though it once
offered fresh bread and pastries to visitors. These closed areas hint at neglect. Over time,

further signs of decay emerge. Between July and December 2023, my interlocutors spend less
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time on the Farm, their enthusiasm waning as overgrowth spreads, weeding becomes
sporadic, and school and tourist visits decline. Through conversations with Merna, Nicky, and
Sophia, I identify water scarcity, power outages, uncertain lease arrangements, declining

volunteerism, and theft as key factors in the Farm's gradual decline.

In this chapter, I explore the three women’s explanations of the challenges they face in their
farming practices, which contribute to the Farm's gradual decline. To deepen the analysis, |
situate their accounts of water scarcity, dynamics of volunteer labour, and theft within
relevant anthropological and agricultural research. In the later sections, I interpret the Farm's

decline as an instance of slow violence.

Water Troubles, Energy Poverty and Lease Uncertainty

At the edge of the Farm, near the main road and school entrance, four 5,000-liter water tanks
store rainwater for crop irrigation. Merna, Nicky, and Sophia received funding from the
Western Cape’s Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme in 2019, to purchase these
tanks and construct a borehole as part of their conservation efforts. However, the tanks cannot
hold enough water to last through the relatively dry months of spring and summer, and they
lack funds for more tanks. Both Merna and Sophia explain that from 2019 to early 2022, they
used municipal water provided by the school. However, after a new principal was appointed,
the School’s Governing Board cut off the water supply, citing financial constraints. Sophia
shares, "at first there were no issues with the school and the principal. Now the school has cut
off our water because they say we are giving them unnecessary expense. We only use
borehole water now, and the high costs of electricity prevent us from using the borehole all
the time". Sophia reveals “Justin Bonello negotiated the water arrangement, but now, "we are

stuck and have to accept what this new school principal is saying". Merna says they have lost
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contact with Justin Bonello, and "the new principal has closed the door", refusing to meet

with them.

Figure 4.2 Water Tanks on the Farm

After the Board withdrew its support, Sophia, Merna, and Nicky began using borehole water.
However, rising electricity® costs mean they can only pump water intermittently. Frequent
load shedding'® worsens the situation. Merna explains, “Aziz, you know this power story.
Our electricity is going off every now and then. Whenever we don’t have electricity, we don’t
have enough water to water all our plots.” Nicky echoes her frustrations: “I thought this
farming was going to help us and the community, but now with these power failures, we just
get stopped. We don’t know how to move forward.” The water shortage makes farming

multiple plots difficult. Sophia also raises concerns about the land lease: “Justin Bonello

% The city implemented a 9.6% tariff increase for 2022/2023 above the rate increase of 7.47% approved by the
National Energy Regulator of South Africa (NERSA). The following year, a further increase of 17.6% was
implemented above NERSA’s approved increase of 15.1% (Good 2024)

19 Load shedding refers to the temporary shutdown of electricity by the country’s power utility to prevent the
entire power grid from overloading and failing when demand exceeds supply. Load shedding is usually
implemented when the demand for electricity exceeds the available supply, often due to issues like insufficient
power generation, infrastructure problems, or unexpected surges in usage (du Venage 2020).
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never told us how he went about getting the land for the Farm. That’s a problem because the
lease will expire, and we need to know how to renew it to continue farming.” Although the
women registered a cooperative to manage the Farm, they were excluded from key
discussions with the school about land and water access. Besides the registration, they held
no documents on agreements with the school. My attempts to meet with Justin Bonello and

the principal for clarification were unsuccessful.

The concerns raised by the three women underscore how power dynamics and local politics
shape access to water, framing water as a contested resource. The school’s redefinition of
water reflects a neoliberal commodification approach, which sidelines community-driven
practices and exacerbates inequities, mirroring broader socio-economic divides in resource
management. Initially, water was shared between the school and the Farm under an informal
agreement—a tacit understanding suggesting a balanced power relationship. However, in
2022, financial motivations prompted the new school management to redefine water as a
commodity, restricting the Farm’s access and creating an asymmetrical dynamic. Merna’s
comment that the “new principal has closed the door” reflects an awareness of this power
shift, where the women find themselves excluded from negotiation spaces in a landscape

where water-sharing norms are unstable and shaped by financial pressures.

This shift aligns with Karen Bakker’s (2007) critique of neoliberal water management, where
water is increasingly treated as an economic good, subject to pricing and control, by private
entities. In contrast, the ‘commons’ approach, as assumed by the earlier school management,
emphasises water’s irreplaceable nature and calls for community-based governance that
honours its socio-ecological and cultural significance. The ‘commons’ approach promotes
decentralised, inclusive governance to address socially produced scarcity and counterbalance

economic power.
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Volunteer Labour: Paradox and Misalignments

Nicky recalls the early days of the Farm with animated enthusiasm, describing how
volunteers from Ocean View once played a vital role in planting, weeding, irrigating, and
harvesting crops. This community effort created a critical mass of volunteers, enabling the
Farm to thrive. Yet, as she speaks, disappointment surfaces. Nicky highlights how volunteer
numbers dwindled after COVID-19 restrictions were lifted. Reflecting on the partial
lockdown period, Nicky shares that “people needed food during that horrible COVID time,”
adding that she, Merna, Sophia, and other women banded together to ensure food security for
their community. “We wanted to make sure we can help and have food for ourselves.”
Merna recounts, “during COVID, we saw a lot of people coming together here in Ocean
View. There was a strong feeling to help those who were having problems.” The Farm
became a place of support and hope at a time when there was widespread sadness and

uncertainty.

Merna reflects on the early optimism, saying, “we felt good we would earn enough money to
live from selling our crops at weekend markets. We did make money.” But she emphasises
that “it wasn’t only about the money. You see how we enjoy coming to the Farm. We talk to
each other, share our stories.” They were, in her words, “trying to do something different, not
like those big business farms in Stellenbosch.” Laughing, she says we have a “special
relationship with the plants and herbs.” However, Merna’s tone shifts to sadness as she
describes how the situation has changed: “We do not have enough volunteers on the Farm
anymore to grow and pick crops, even to take home and give to our neighbours and the old
people.” The once-thriving spirit of mutual support and community has faded as people face
new post-COVID economic pressures. “People don’t come to the Farm,” she observes,

“because they know we don’t have paying jobs here.”
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When I ask Merna about what may account for the decrease in local volunteer assistance and
the decline in number of apprentices on the Farm, she says “there is a lot of talent here in
Ocean View but there are no opportunities and work here for the youngsters in Ocean View.
Many youngsters are not interested in this Farm because they see that there is no big money
here.” Merna goes on to add, “kids think farming is boring and for old people.” In her
explanation Merna attributes the decline in local volunteerism to negative attitudes about
farming among youth, the Farm’s limitations in creating employment opportunities, as well
as the Farm’s difficulties in offering adequate compensation for young people. As discussed
in chapter 2, when youth do volunteer, they are offered a share of the crops that they may

harvest as a gesture of appreciation and as non-monetary compensation for their labour.

Nicky gives me her explanation for the decline in volunteerism on the Farm. “Remember
Aziz, many people from Ocean View use to help on the Farm. But after a while they want to
earn some money. Even if they go home with fresh vegetables from the Farm here, they need
money for other expenses. The Farm vegetables help with food in the house. But what about
people’s other expenses?” She elaborates “even me, if I get a job to be a cashier for a week
somewhere here by the supermarkets, [ will go. That cash money helps me for many things I
need at home. I must pay for electricity and water and other stuft.” Nicky pauses and then
adds in a caring tone, “the plants are like my close friends. The Farm is not just a job. You see
how we are with our plants and each other. But we get desperate when we need cash for our

home expenses.”

In a nostalgic tone, Sophia recalls a time before the outbreak of the COVID pandemic, when
the Farm was flourishing and hosted many volunteers and representatives from various local
and international organisations who visited the Farm. Numerous visitors made generous

monetary and in-kind contributions to the Farm. There was a period when Sophia and others

received invitations from NGOs to attend permaculture and other training courses. During

62



these workshops, Sophia says they would receive donations of seeds and tools and network
with influential people who were keen to support their farming initiative and contribute in
diverse ways to the development of the Farm. Recalling the lost period of engagement,
Sophia expresses disappointment at the waning state of the Farm. She is especially frustrated
that so many people who had initially volunteered actively are now disengaged and
uninvolved. Reflective of the chicken and egg conundrum, Sophia is uncertain about whether
a decrease in volunteerism led to shrinkage in their crop yields, or if signs of difficulties with
maintaining the Farm discouraged volunteers from returning. She thinks “maybe the people
from the Rotary International Club saw that it was just three of us here (referring to Merna,
Nicky, and herself) and that parts of the Farm are not operating. The bakery stopped and our
small restaurant stopped offering pizzas and other meals after the COVID lockdown.” In a
frustrated tone, she adds “our foreign visitors used to like the food we served here at the
Farm. But we just couldn’t do everything like before. We not enough people.” Sophia thinks
that a few of the women who were initially involved in the Farm were affected by the
COVID pandemic. Sophia tells me that when she walks around Ocean View, she notices that
many people’s health was affected by the COVID-19 virus, including those who use to
frequently assist the Farm as volunteers. Despite her uncertainty about the sequence of factors
that led to the deterioration at the Farm, Sophia attributes the decline of the Farm in part to
the withdrawal of local volunteers and Farm’s failure to meet the expectations of the
international volunteers. As I listen attentively to Sophia, I sense that, according to her,
international volunteers visited and volunteered on the Farm in anticipation of holistic

farming and organic food dining experiences in a rustic township environment.

A young man who introduces himself as Shaun, tells me that he visits the Farm “because I
want to earn some money. I need to do a course on electrical technician. I want to be an

electrician. But the Farm has no paying jobs. When we volunteer, we can take some fresh
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vegetables home. The vegetables bring food to our tables, but I’'m stuck without money to
study further.” Similarly, a young woman, Patricia sitting between the vegetable beds says “I
really want to be a doctor. My parents are poor and can’t send me to university. I have to go
find work to support our family.” I ask Patricia about what brings her to the Farm. She replies
“I like the peace and quiet here. There is lot of arguments in our house. But I can’t volunteer

forever without getting some money.”

The Farm initially relied on local and international volunteers to provide free labour for
various activities, including clearing the school property, farming tasks, and distributing food
hampers. However, over time, the alignment between the volunteers' aspirations and the
Farm's development goals weakened. For local volunteers, from Ocean View, there was a
disconnect between the expectations of the younger volunteers and the older female farmers.
The three women explain that the training and crops provided in exchange for labour did not
meet young volunteers’ expectations of paid employment. In the context of poverty,
unemployment and survival needs, young people are more inclined to seek work in the

prevailing labour market, favouring market-related labour opportunities over farming.

The international volunteers, primarily North American and European students, facilitated by
organizations like Rotary International, came with different expectations. They hope to learn
about South Africa’s political developments and gain practical farming experience. As
Sophia notes, the international volunteers view their time at the Farm as part of an organic
farming and culinary experience. However, as the Farm’s ability to provide such experiences
declines, so does the interest from international volunteers. Sophia speculates that the decline
in international volunteers might be due to their perception of deteriorating conditions at the
Farm. The challenges at the Farm echo the findings of Mostafanezhad et al. (2015), who

studied organic farm volunteering in Hawaii and observed that while volunteers often join
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with the expectation of learning about organic farming, they become frustrated when
assigned routine chores are unrelated to farming. Farmers, on the other hand, rely heavily on
these volunteers but struggle with training and managing temporary, inexperienced volunteer
workers. This disconnect in expectations also highlights the transient nature of volunteer
involvement and that it is an inadequate strategy for fulfilling the needs for consistent, skilled

labour on small-scale farms.

(Un)Productivity

The labour challenges facing Nicky, Merna, and Sophia reveal the complexities of
maintaining small-scale organic farming under intense productivity pressures and amid
competing demands. Despite their long hours and carefully coordinated efforts, they find it
increasingly difficult to sustain the cultivated plots without the volunteer support they once
had. Their schedule is often interrupted by family obligations, training sessions, and hosting
duties, straining their ability to maintain consistent production. As Nicky notes, “you must be
passionate, and you must put a lot of time into this. I wake up very early, before sunrise, to
start work on the Farm.” She emphasises that “when there are crops available, customers do

support and do buy vegetables from us,” but fulfilling this demand is becoming harder.

To manage their responsibilities and retain a sense of enjoyment, the women introduce a
roster. Sophia explains, “we have tried to create a roster showing working hours for each
farmer and try to rotate equally at weekend markets so that we can all earn some money.
When we had volunteers, we didn’t need a roster. But now it’s just the three of us.” However,
as Merna points out, unexpected home responsibilities frequently disrupt these plans:
“Everybody has something happening. They can’t just change plans to come to the Farm just
like that.” The challenges they face reflect a broader issue of insufficient labour, intensified

by the demands of productivity and efficiency in a market-driven economy.
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The unavailability of fresh produce for the Scarborough organic market further highlights the
pressures these small-scale farmers face. Customers occasionally express frustration at supply
gaps, and Merna acknowledges that crops like onions and sweet potatoes “take very long to
grow, so I have to be patient before we can harvest and make money.” The time needed to
replant and grow certain vegetables, combined with external issues such as water scarcity and
power outages, disrupts their capacity to meet the market’s demand reliably. The structure of
the Centre’s roster system—allocating specific slots to farms each month—further
compounds the pressure, as missed opportunities due to low crop availability carry a

reputational cost, making it even harder for the women to secure a stable market presence.

These challenges echo what Rutt (2020) describes as the “productivity imperative,” the
relentless demand on individuals to increase their output within capitalist systems. Rutt’s
(2020) study on small-scale urban farming in Copenhagen identifies this productivity drive as
part of a capitalist structure where individuals are continually measured by their productivity
and ability to contribute to the economy as both workers and consumers. Hegemonic ideas of
well-being and success emphasise income and goods accumulation beyond basic needs,
leaving those who cannot keep up with this economic model vulnerable to precarity. In the
case of the Farm, this is evident in the difficulty of sustaining labour without volunteers and

in the limitations placed on their access to resources like water and energy.

Theft

In late September 2023, Nicky and her friend relate the impact of theft on crop availability.
Nicky’s friend says “Ocean View is the only farm that is struggling with theft of tools and
crops. Sadly, it is our own people doing so. At the other farms baboons raid the gardens,
which is understandable. Our situation is theft.” Nicky elaborates “the theft is a problem

because we put a lot of work in, and someone just destroys that. We must wait several
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months for our crops to grow and then someone just comes and steals the crops.” She recalls
“one day I was sitting in the storage container and suddenly I saw this guy in the field
stealing crops. I tried to run after him, but it was too late, he was faster than me.” Nicky adds,
“I have been through a lot of challenges here on the Farm. A lot of theft. A lot of heartache
here, but I never give up. I love what I do.” I ask her to elaborate about the circumstances
driving theft of crops from the Farm. Merna tells me “It’s mainly the young guys who don’t
have a job. We are too small on the Farm to create jobs for all the unemployed. At first, we
didn’t care about the stealing. We know and experience poverty ourselves.” Nicky’s friend
adds, “these guys steal because of hunger. But it’s getting too much. Nicky and they don’t
have enough vegetables to take home for their families. It’s like the poor taking from the
poor.” Nicky elaborates further, “when our spinach and carrots get stolen, we don’t have

vegetables to sell at the markets.”

As | observe at the Farm the escalation of theft not only threatens individual livelihoods but
also destabilises local agricultural systems and community cohesion. The women’s
experiences resonate with findings from numerous studies in Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Cape
Town, which similarly link crop theft to socio-economic factors such as youth unemployment
and hunger (Asadu et al. 2016; Chiwona-Karltun et al. 2017; Olivier 2018; Kabane 2020).
For example, Kabane (2020) identified theft, drought, and high transportation costs as
significant challenges faced by urban farmers in Cape Town, hampering their ability to
sustain production. Olivier (2018) also found that farmers in the Cape Flats often avoided
cultivating high value crops due to theft risks. Chiwona-Karltun et al. (2017) noted that
Ethiopian farmers viewed minor pilfering, such as children picking beans, as tolerable;
however, as theft intensified, it disrupted food security, with broader dietary and economic

consequences. Many farmers ceased cultivating beans, a staple for nutritional security
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(Hwalla et al. 2016), further degrading soil fertility through diminished nitrogen fixation,

thereby perpetuating cycles of poverty and hunger (Chiwona-Karltun 2017).

Slow Violence at the Ocean View Farm

Through my ethnographic observations and conversations with Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, it
is evident that the challenges faced by the women at the Farm create a dynamic that
undermines its sustainability over time. Limited access to essential resources such as water
and electricity, alongside financial precarity, reduced volunteer support, and interpersonal
tensions, collectively diminish production capacity and threaten the viability of their farming
efforts. While the three women tend to avoid directly addressing the root causes of
interpersonal tensions, their comments regarding poor communication, disagreements about
working hours, and difficulties in establishing cooperative work arrangements hint at
struggles in fostering a collaborative environment. During the first six months of my
engagement (November 2022 to April 2023), Merna, Nicky, and Sophia initially express
enthusiasm about their farming activities, sharing laughter and personal stories. However, as
time progresses, their frequency at the Farm declines, and by late 2023, Sophia is often
absent. Conversations with my interlocutors reveal frustrations about their inability to earn a

sustainable income from farming and a waning sense of care and camaraderie.

The decline in volunteer support exacerbates their challenges, as competing commitments
limit the time available for farming. This reduced engagement negatively impacts their
harvesting quality and volume, making it difficult to meet the growing consumer demand for
fresh produce. The result is a cycle of low productivity, diminished earnings, and reduced

savings, trapping the women in a state of persistent poverty.

Beyond affecting productivity, these challenges reflect broader structural obstacles that erode

the ethics of care within the community. Initially, principles of planetary relationality and
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non-monetised resource circulation fostered solidarity among the women. However, as 2023
progresses, signs of decline become more apparent, characterised by a breakdown in
communication and increased absences from the Farm. By the end of the year, none of the
women are present during my visits, signalling a significant shift in the dynamics that once

underpinned their shared agricultural endeavours.

I suggest that we may conceptualise the gradual decline on the Farm as an instance of slow
violence. Nixon (2011: 2), refers to slow violence as “a violence that occurs gradually and
out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an
attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all”. In his elaboration Nixon
(2011: 2) explains that in contrast to “violence (which) is customarily conceived as an event
or action that is immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space, and as erupting into
instant sensational visibility”, slow violence ““is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but
rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of
temporal scales”. We understand from Nixon (2011) that slow violence encompasses subtle
and indirect forms of violence that elude immediate perception and ascription. The harms of
slow violence unfold gradually across time and space. While conventional understandings of
violence tend to focus on direct and dramatic acts of aggression, physical assaults, and
extraordinary events, the slower, less visible forms of violence have profound and lasting

impacts on vulnerable communities and ecosystems.

The slow violence is evident on the Farm in the weakening of solidarity among the women
who once worked together with optimism. The initial enthusiasm and shared purpose, give
way to growing frustration and disillusionment as structural barriers, slowly whittle away at
their collective efforts. The Farm's decline illustrates how slow violence operates through the
interplay of socio-economic forces and environmental constraints, unravelling community

ties and eroding livelihoods in a manner that is neither immediate nor spectacular, but
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devastatingly incremental. The challenges faced by the women reflect broader systemic
inequalities, as their struggles are entwined with the very structural and environmental forces

that perpetuate socio-economic disadvantage.

My research parallels Wingfield's (2022) examination of slow violence in the Philippi
Horticultural Area (PHA) of Cape Town, a region historically significant for agriculture since
German immigrants settled there in the mid-1800s. Despite its role as a crucial provider of
fresh vegetables to local and international markets, the PHA faces persistent threats from
urban expansion, spatial policies, and internal conflicts. Wingfield (2022) highlights how
state institutions and dominant media narratives framed Cape Town’s 2015-2018 water crisis
as a dramatic event, overshadowing the ongoing and insidious impacts of slow violence
affecting the PHA. In his analysis, Wingfield (2022) identifies ‘fast infrastructure’ as a key
mechanism through which slow violence manifests in the PHA. Fast infrastructure refers to
the rapid construction processes associated with industrial agriculture, which leverage cheap
labour and resources to benefit a select few whiles inflicting long-term harm on many. He
points to soil degradation and aquifer contamination as structural indicators of this slow
violence, linking these issues to a legacy of commercial farming that has historically
exploited Indigenous communities and degraded local ecosystems. The consequences of this

exploitation are not just historical; they continue to shape the PHA's present landscape.

Wingfield (2022) also illustrates Nazeer Sonday’s innoVvative strategies to counteract slow
violence by adopting agroecological principles that prioritise sustainability over profit.
Unlike the rapid, profit-driven practices of industrial agriculture, Sonday’s labour-intensive
methods—such as intercropping, companion planting, and soil rehabilitation—aim to
mitigate the damage inflicted by fast infrastructure. Despite successfully selling a significant
amount of produce, Sonday grapples with financial hardships exacerbated by an exploitative

agricultural value chain and global economic fluctuations. His struggles with water access
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exemplify "liquid violence," a concept introduced by Marcatelli and Buscher (2019), which
describes the commodification of water under neoliberalism that leads to unequal access,

particularly affecting poorer Black communities.

In contrast to the challenges observed at the Farm in Ocean View, the PHA has seen the
emergence of a Food and Farming Campaign, rooted in the Schaapkraal Civic and
Environmental Association (SCEA). This small-scale farmer-led coalition initially sought to
combat the gradual degradation of the PHA. Despite early successes in influencing regional
bylaws, the SCEA dissolved around 2012 due to its inability to halt non-agricultural
developments. The PHA Campaign, however, has since redirected its focus toward
advocating for sustainable farming practices that prioritise environmental well-being and
community resilience while raising awareness of the slow violence affecting urban

agriculture.

Green's (2020) analysis of this campaign underscores its intersection with social justice,
highlighting its evolution from a struggle to protect farmland from urban encroachment to a
broader critique of systemic injustices tied to dominant food systems. By opposing
supermarket-led models of food provision, the PHA Campaign challenges the financial
policies that neglect local ecological needs, advocating for practices that support both
environmental sustainability and social equity. Central to this movement is Sonday’s
commitment to soil conservation through multispecies partnerships that enhance soil health

while rejecting harmful industrial chemicals.

Green (2020) further posits that the PHA Campaign embodies a transformative
environmentalism that counters prevalent forms of White environmentalism. By amplifying
the voices of marginalised communities, the campaign fosters a collective struggle for

ecological sustainability and social justice, aiming to reshape urban planning and policies to
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prioritise ecological considerations in future developments. This grassroots movement
exemplifies how effectively intertwining environmental and social justice goals can advocate

for a more equitable and sustainable future.

Importantly, the slow violence that Wingfield (2022) analyses in the PHA resonates with the
structural violence | observe at the Farm in Ocean View. Cavanagh (2016) argues that
structural violence—rooted in historical legacies of land dispossession, racial segregation,
and social inequality—continues to influence land ownership and access in South Africa. The
Native Land Act of 1913 and subsequent apartheid policies forcibly displaced Black
communities from their ancestral lands, establishing White-owned agricultural estates and
relegating Black farmers to marginalised, resource-poor areas. Cousins (2010) notes that
despite three decades of democracy, spatial segregation and unequal land distribution persist,
preserving wealth and power within a White minority and exacerbating social disparities that

hinder the development of small-scale organic farming.

Neoliberal policies, as Hall (2015) explains, further marginalise small-scale organic farmers
by prioritising corporate agribusiness and export-oriented production over community-
focused agriculture. The influx of cheap imports and the rise of supermarket chains push
small-scale farmers out of agriculture, often relegating them to informal labour under
precarious conditions (McMichael 2016). Rogan et al. (2017) illustrate how informal
workers, embedded within global production networks, occupy subordinate roles, and endure
exploitative conditions, with neoliberal globalisation shifting economic risks onto vulnerable

populations and deepening their precarity.

In summary, the interconnected themes of slow violence, liquid violence, and structural
inequality in both the PHA and the Farm in Ocean View highlight the urgent need for

systemic change. The experiences of these agricultural communities reflect broader patterns
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of exploitation and resilience, emphasising the critical importance of sustainable practices
and equitable policies that prioritise the needs of marginalised groups in the face of ongoing

socio-economic challenges.

Conclusion

This chapter examines the connection between slow violence and the hardships confronting
small-scale farmers, particularly the women at the Farm. The gradual decline of a small-scale
farm in Cape Town exemplifies how social, economic, and political dynamics systematically
erode these farmers' livelihoods over time. Drawing from my ethnographic research and
Wingfield's (2022) work on the Philippi Horticultural Area, I suggest that the waning of
small-scale urban farming in Cape Town reflects the slow impact of structural inequalities,
socio-economic barriers, and environmental vulnerabilities. The complex interplay of
systemic issues, localised challenges, and interpersonal dynamics undermines the viability,
scalability, and productivity of these initiatives. Restricted access to land, essential resources
like water and energy, economic marginalisation, insufficient training and mentorship, and
obstacles to democratising social relations converge to challenge the sustainability of urban

subsistence farming as a livelihood.

In the next concluding chapter, I provide a synthesised analysis of the insights gleaned from
the three preceding chapters with a view to answering the main research question related to
how we may think about social justice based decolonial political ecology through small-scale

urban farming in Cape Town.
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Chapter 5

The Dimensions of Decolonial Political Ecology

Research by authors such as London et al. (2020), Siebert (2020), and Wingfield (2022)
demonstrate that urban agriculture is a site of complicated entanglements where dominant
social relations and hegemonic modes of farming practices may be either (re)produced and/or
resisted. Recognising the contesting dynamics within small-scale farming, I assume small-
scale urban farming as a fertile terrain to think about decolonial political ecology that is
grounded in social justice. The Farm and the women’s practices of farming, provide a
valuable case study to help us think about the dimensions of decolonial political ecology, as
well as its analytical generativity, in critical ways. In this concluding chapter, I discuss and
interpret the insights I gained from the analysis in the preceding chapters and return to the
primary question of my study which is concerned with how we may think about social justice

rooted decolonial political ecology through small-scale urban farming in Cape Town.

Decolonial Political Ecology as Methodology

A reflection of my ethnographic analysis in Chapter 2 shows that farming at the Farm goes
beyond agricultural production. For the women, farming provides ecological and healing
sanctuary as well as psychological relief and respite from the harsh, desolate environment of
Ocean View, a township still marked by the exclusionary legacies of colonial- apartheid.
Merna, Nicky, and Sophia enact farming as a multisensory, holistic practice, fostering a non-

monetised exchange of scarce resources like food, time, and expertise.

The Farm's emphasis on creating a localised and independent food system that ensures
affordable, healthy, and organically cultivated products for a marginalised community,

reflects a social justice ethos in action. Merna, Nicky, and Sophia engage in farming practices
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that prioritise communal well-being over profit, challenging what Rutt (2020) refers to as the
neoliberal focus on individual accumulation. Their work embodies an ethic of care, where
farming is as much about nurturing relationships—between people, the land, and non-human
beings—as it is about food production. The Farm’s relational and context-specific approach
to farming contrasts sharply with industrialised agriculture. Giraldo (2019) argues that
industrialised farming is based in agro-extractivism, referring to its avaricious accumulation

of profits and farming practices that produces pollution threatening the Earth.

The Farm's localised and livelihood-focused approach directly challenges the neoliberal
capitalist food system that Kesselman (2024) discusses. While large corporations prioritise
profit and monopolise the production, processing, and distribution of food (Kesselman
(2024), the Farm emphasises the creation of an independent food system, resonant with the
ideals of social justice that incorporates a focus on food security that seeks to provide

affordable, healthy, and organic products to a marginalised community.

Although the women on the Farm do not explicitly adopt the language and rhetoric of social
justice in their explanations of their farming practices, the Farm’s focus does seem to
challenge the hegemonic food system. In Kesselman’s (2024) argument, the current
hegemonic food system, rooted in colonial and patriarchal domination, marginalises small-
scale producers, and prioritises profits over people’s well-being. The women’s farming
practices reject the extractive, industrial model which, as described by Kesselman (2024),
privileges profit and efficiency at the expense of equity and sustainability. The Farm operates
as a space where the ethic of care, relationality, and holistic farming offer an alternative to the
colonial-apartheid and neoliberal logic that continue to dominate South Africa’s food

landscape.
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The localisation of food production and the creation of non-monetised reciprocal systems of
resource sharing articulates with Mauss’s (1990[1925]) concept of reciprocal relationships,
directly challenging the profit-driven motives of the large corporations that continue to
control the food system. In Mauss’s (1990 [1925]) conceptualisations reciprocal relationships
are central to building social bonds and sustaining an ethos of care. Through their practices of
reciprocity, the women on the Farm not only address immediate food insecurity but also
implicitly disrupt the broader patterns of exploitation and inequality in the South African food
system, reflecting a tangible expression of social justice in the form of resistance to the

neoliberal-capitalist model of farming.

Central to thinking about decolonial political ecology as methodology, is the idea of farming
as care work. The women’s practices reflect a deep commitment to the land and the broader
ecosystem, aligning with Mincyté et al.’s (2020) understanding of agricultural care work as
the nurturing of social and ecological relationships. At the Farm, this care is expressed
through the tenderness and relationality with which the women engage their environment and
each other. Farming, in this context, becomes a form of resistance against what writers like
Giraldo’s (2019) describe as the capitalist, extractive logics of industrial agriculture. Hence,
the farming practices at the Farm helps us think about decolonial political ecology as a

methodology that is grounded in communal well-being and ecological sustainability.

The concept of conviviality, as enunciated by Rutt (2020), further illuminates the significance
of social relationships in fostering collective well-being at the Farm. Conviviality at the Farm
extends beyond simple cooperation; it encompasses a way of life that values human and
ecological connections, resisting what Rutt (2020) describes as the competitive and scarcity-
driven ethos of capitalist systems. The women’s farming practices cultivate not only the land

but also social bonds and communal resilience. Social justice based decolonial political
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ecology as methodology enables the creation of a transformative approach for sustainable

living.

Decolonial Political Ecology as Critique

When applied as critique in the terrain of small-scale farming, decolonial political ecology
works as a nuanced interrogation of the entanglements small-scale farmers encounter in their
quest for livelihood. As critique, decolonial political ecology raises analysis of the
intersections between environmentalism, race, and power, and their insidious influences on
the livelihood practices of the women leading the Farm. Thinking with the seminal ideas of
Green (2020), Haderer (2020), and Bhopal (2023), decolonial political ecology as critique
reveals how ostensibly enlightened environmental projects, such as those at the Scarborough

Centre, are embedded in structures of whiteness, white privilege, and neoliberal commerce.

Green's (2020) notion of white greenness highlights how environmentalism, in places like
Scarborough, often serves the interests of the affluent White population, reinforcing social
and economic inequalities. The Scarborough market presents itself as a space for health-
conscious environmentalism, yet it reproduces exclusionary practices by catering primarily to
White, affluent consumers, marginalising communities like those from Ocean View. Green’s
(2020) and Haderer’s (2020) critiques of privilege environmentalism helps us understand
how the Centre’s singular focus on greening and aesthetic projects ignores the colonial and

racialised histories that shape the landscapes of Scarborough and Ocean View.

Through the analysis, presented in Chapter 3, we understand how decolonial political ecology
works as critique of privileged environmentalism by exposing its roots in colonial violence
and racial capitalism. Green (2020) explains how colonial settlers viewed themselves as
experts in and ‘masters’ over nature, dislocating Indigenous peoples from their lands and

erasing their cosmological relationships with the environment. Similarly, in Scarborough,
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environmental efforts like water conservation and composting projects are framed within a
materialist perspective that positions nature as a resource to be controlled, rather than as a

relational entity with its own agency.

Thinking with Bhopal’s (2023) ideas of whiteness and white privilege, this critique is
broadened to analyse the ways in which Scarborough’s environmental initiatives perpetuate
racialised privilege. Despite inviting Ocean View farmers to sell produce, they are excluded
from decision-making processes. Merna, Nicky, and Sophia’s needs, and the voices of the
people of Ocean View, are marginalised. This exclusion highlights the continued segregation
between affluent White Scarborough and poor, predominantly Black, Ocean View. By
focusing narrowly on conservation, the Centre preserves a pristine, racially exclusive
landscape, while ignoring the systemic inequalities faced by Ocean View residents, and other

township settlements, reinforcing the legacies of apartheid.

Through a critique of privileged environmentalism, and the entanglements that my
interlocutors face, decolonial political ecology rouses us to rethink social justice. As critique,
decolonial political ecology seems to be calling for a social justice approach to
environmentalism that recognises the ongoing effects of colonialism and racial capitalism,
and centres the voices and experiences of marginalised communities, like those of Ocean
View, in the formulation and implementation of environmental initiatives. According to
Green (2020), the PHA campaign exemplifies social justice-based environmentalism. The
campaign addresses systemic injustices linked to food systems and economic policies. It
champions sustainable farming practices that resist supermarket-led models, prioritising
marginalised voices and fostering community resilience. By nurturing multispecies
partnerships and promoting natural soil enrichment, the PHA campaign not only protects vital
farmland, but also advocates for ecological sustainability and social equity, making it a model

for grassroots movements seeking a more just and sustainable future. Even though my
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interlocutors are not associated with a social movement, their multi-dimensional practices of
farming do represent a social justice orientation to farming and environmentalism more

broadly.

The analysis in Chapter 3 illustrates of how decolonial political ecology can be thought about
as a generative critique of the dynamics of hegemonic socio-political, economic, and
environmental systems and the insidious ways in which the related social dynamics entangle
and constraint small-scale farmers committed to practicing farming as care work rooted in
social justice principles. As decolonial political critique, my analysis in Chapter 3 shows how
the journey of small-scale farmers from Ocean View to the Scarborough market, is a

microcosm of the broader tensions between environmental preservation and social justice.

Decolonial Political Ecology as Analytic

In Chapter 4, the assumption of decolonial political ecology as analytic, helps us gain insights
into how systemic injustices and structural inequalities manifest in small-scale farming
contexts. At the Farm, limited access to resources such as water and electricity, financial
instability, declining volunteer support, and interpersonal tensions cumulatively leads to
decreased production and economic viability. These challenges also gradually undermine the
care work and spirit of conviviality at the Farm that distinguishes it from extractive and

commercialised output-oriented farming.

As an analytical framework, social justice-based decolonial political ecology helps us
understanding how unequal power dynamics and structural inequalities influence farming
practices and their sustainability. It illuminates how colonial-apartheid legacies and neoliberal
policies, manifest in unequal access to resources and economic marginalisation, contributing
to the gradual decline of the Farm. As analytical, decolonial political ecology reveals that the

erosion of the Farm’s viability is not merely a consequence of immediate economic
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challenges but is intricately linked to historical and systemic factors that perpetuate

inequality.

The decline of the Ocean View Farm is a manifestation of slow violence, a form of harm that
in Nixon’s (2011) conceptualisation occurs gradually and is often invisible but has profound
and long-term impacts. Nixon’s (2011) idea of slow violence helps us understand how
environmental and social degradation unfolds over time, affecting communities and
ecosystems in ways that are subtle yet severe. From the perspective of decolonial political
ecology as analytic, these issues reflect larger systemic problems, including historical
injustices and contemporary economic policies that undermine small-scale farming. As
described in Chapter 4, the Farm’s struggles reflect the difficulties of creating equitable,
sustainable, and caring farming practices in the face of entrenched power structures and
economic inequalities. The challenges the women face are not unique to the Farm.
Wingfield’s (2022) describes how small-scale organic farming at the PHA was also affected

by systemic issues like urban expansion and exploitative agricultural practices.

Conclusion

Decolonial political ecology invites anthropologists to actively support diverse social justice
struggles. Guided by this approach, my study creates a space for marginalised voices from a
neglected community to share their experiences of small-scale farming as acts of care,
conviviality, and livelihood. Through the narratives of Merna, Nicky, and Sophia, I highlight
the intersecting challenges they face in their efforts to sustain themselves and resist the
lasting impacts of colonial-apartheid and racial capitalism. This work aims to deepen our
understanding of decolonial political ecology by examining the nuanced realities within

marginalised farming practices.
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Decolonial political ecology offers a comprehensive analytical framework with three
interwoven dimensions: as methodology, it centres on multi-dimensional farming practices
rooted in care and conviviality, directly opposing the extractive, large-scale models of
commercialised agroecology. As critique, it challenges hegemonic environmentalism,

examining how whiteness, privilege, and enduring legacies of colonial-apartheid and racial

capitalism continue to shape marginalised Black communities' social and ecological spaces.

Analytically, it reframes the difficulties faced by small-scale farmers, highlighting these
struggles as products of slow violence and systemic barriers that prioritise commercial

agriculture over relational, care-driven practices. By focusing on the lived realities of the

social majority, decolonial political ecology ultimately advocates for dismantling entrenched

power structures, achieving equitable resource distribution, and fostering collective well-

being.
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