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birth, that is, if you are male and have been born in Namaqualand. This right to 

occupy entrenches independent tenure and use rights to men, although these 

remain somewhat insecure, since the ownership of land is vested in the 

municipalities and does not involve individual ownership (Lebert 2004). An inhabitant 

of Namaqualand can apply for the right to occupy land at the age of eighteen. 

 

There is a strong association between land and the family. Marriage is 

virilocal since wives normally move to live with their husbands. Descent is traced 

through the male line only. The importance of the family name – surname – should 

not be underestimated in land relations in Namaqualand. The concern with retaining 

land within the family was evident in the beliefs of both women and men. As one 

woman in Steinkopf reported: 

 I do not have a problem with any of my daughters. They would be 

good farmers. The only reason why a man is so central in the issue of 

land is to make sure the family maintains the right to the land which we 

felt became ours by virtue of transfer from generation to generation. 

(S2: 12). 

 

4.3 How women access land in Namaqualand 

4.3.1 Female inheritance 

Female inheritance appears to be ambiguous in Namaqualand and although 

the articulation from the women in the study lean heavily towards an indication that 

the custom as a rule is for men to inherit, the findings portray women as an 

increasing exception inheriting or standing to inherit land. The increased pressure on 

land and land shortages, however gradually leaves inheritance as the principal 

means by which people in the communal areas of Namaqualand gain access to land. 

In the historical context inheritance meant the transfer of land rights from the male 

head of the household to the first male descendant or eldest son, a system of male 

primogeniture (Kleinbooi and Lahiff 2007).  
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I was married to the eldest son. He got the land rights from his parents 

(C4: 2). 

My husband‟s father had land which he transferred to one of his other 

sons … Traditionally land is passed on to the youngest son (L6: 3-4). 

 

There was, however, considerable disagreement amongst key informants 

about which son should inherit, with some informants insisting that tradition dictates 

that it is the eldest son, and others insisting that it must be the youngest. There is 

some indication that the choice of eldest or youngest son may have changed over 

time and that preferences are now given to the younger son instead. However this 

was not widely reported. The choice of son depends entirely on who shows the most 

interest in farming. In some instances, respondents reported how families came up 

with more creative solutions to the transfer of land. In one case, a father chose a 

middle son as his heir, because he considered him the most dependable, and went 

to elaborate lengths to ensure that this break with tradition was not subverted after 

his death: 

My husband inherited [an arable plot/“saaiperseel”] from his father. His 

father called all his twelve children together and informed them of his 

decision to give the land to my husband and all twelve children had to 

sign the transfer agreement. This was to ensure that on his passing the 

children would not fight about who should get the land…. When his 

father passed away my husband took the letter to the municipality and 

the land right was transferred into his name… My husband‟s brothers 

drink and smoke and their father felt he couldn‟t trust them to keep the 

land in the family. His choice fell on my husband who was the second 

eldest because he thought my husband would look after the land and 

would ensure that it is kept in the family (S2: 3). 

 

The dominant view is that daughters have a marginal position when it comes 

to inheritance of land and rarely inherit land where sons exist. In just one case in the 

study was there a report of subdivision of land as a pragmatic solution to rivalry 
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between sons but, here as in many other cases, we see differences in status 

creating differential land rights with daughters being relegated within their birth 

family. One woman from Steinkopf reported that her husband‟s father had three sons 

and decided to split the land and divide it between his sons and each received a 

piece of land. The same women reported that her husband‟s sisters were not 

considered for the land (S5:1-2). This inherent exclusion has led to a common 

sentiment amongst women that, when it comes to land, they will take a backseat. 

The view is thus widely held that women are “not entitled‟‟ to primary land holding. 

However, intergenerational inheritance in Namaqualand has seen some shifts over 

the years and variations were expressed in the research. A married woman from 

Lekkersing, who had herself inherited land from her mother, offered her own view of 

tradition and suggested their land will go to her daughter because she illustrates a 

greater affinity for the land and livestock and her youngest son will stand to become 

heir to the status of head of the family, “That is how the tradition works” (L1:10). 

 

Jackson (2003:466) stresses “that the analysis of gendered land relations in 

particular social contexts requires consideration of the diverse subject positions of 

women, the relations they involve (e.g. with fathers, brothers, husbands) and the 

implications of these in relation to land”. The social conception of where daughters 

are positioned in what Carstens (1966:72) refers to as the “elementary” family 

continues to inform decisions about where the right of land should be vested within 

families on the death of the patrilineal head of the household. This is evident in 

respondents reporting: 

If the father passes away the farm goes to the mother and from there 

on to the son. It never gets transferred to the daughter. (C6:3) 

“I married the eldest son. He got the land rights from his parents.” 

(C4:2) 

 

Archer (1995) substantiates the tenuous character of women‟s land rights in 

Namaqualand and agrees there are evident shifts since 1994 which was unheard of 

before the advent of the country‟s democracy (see also Archer and Meer (1997): 

 

 

 

 



64 

 

There are certain people who are neglected when it comes to [land] 

rights. The most important group is women who may have virtually no 

rights… registered in their names. In a regional workshop which was 

held for women in August 1994, women indicated that they would also 

like to be registered as the owners and tenants of sites; they are no 

longer satisfied that only men have formal rights. As far as rights are 

concerned, unmarried people are particularly discriminated against – 

their rights go in the name of their father. Until recently it was virtually 

impossible for unmarried women and men to get a site in the rural 

reserves. After such a need was recently expressed, unmarried young 

people may now have such rights. In the Richtersveld a young woman 

was also allowed to hire a site from the management board – unheard 

of before 1993 (Archer 1995:47). 

 

Daughters‟ positions in relation to parental land are very different and more 

tenuous than those of mothers and of wives. There is a general reluctance to 

bequeath land to daughters since on marriage daughters may alienate the family 

from these rights. Jackson (2003:466) argues that in patrilineal societies this view is 

widely held, and suggests that in the context of India, for instance, “boys may be 

held to be the rightful inheritors of land, those who remain in place and continue the 

line, whilst girls marry out and reproduce other lines both in terms of the inheritance 

of property but also of the descent ideology”. This also rings true for Namaqualand, 

where interviewees argued that the practice of excluding daughters from inheritance 

of land is justifiable, as daughters may impart land to her husband‟s family upon 

marriage: 

Most fathers focus on their sons when it comes to farming, with the 

understanding that they will become the breadwinners one day. They 

see women as a potential risk. They get married into another family 

and might take the land out of the family, and in any case if you are 

lucky you get married to a man that has land in his family. Our parents 

have the same attitude or belief when it comes to education…. Our 

parents believe they cannot invest in a daughter who will live with 
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someone else‟s son…. The sons in the family later become the 

providers for the mother and the father. (C1:3) 

 

Strong Christian influences and beliefs were also evident in views about the 

different roles of men and women when it was suggested that it is the husband‟s 

duty to provide land for his wife and family and, if women have access to land, the 

family into which she marries may end up with the benefit from this land. 

[Fathers] feel women leave the family to marry into another family and 

will take the land out of the family. We consider ourselves lucky if the 

husband‟s family has land. It works exactly as the Bible prescribes. The 

son is the head... The opinion of our parents is that your husband must 

take care of you in the same way your father takes care of his family. 

(C6:2). 

 

Keeping land in the family through inheritance and the preference for males in 

the succession system is often expanded to well beyond the immediate household 

into the extended family. In some cases fathers would prefer to bequeath land to 

another male relative, or even return the land to the municipality, rather than leave it 

to their daughters. 

My brother works in Cape Town and he is next in line for the farm and 

my father often says that if my brother is not interested then he will 

have to go and talk to one of his brothers‟ sons. (C6:14). 

 

The findings above indicate there is deviation and cultural practices are 

eroding, yet it does not allow for all women to equally access land through 

inheritance; and while there are gradual shifts these have not shifted entirely 

beneficially towards women and inheritance is skewed towards men. 
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4.3.2 Marriage and access to land 

Given the difficulties with women inheriting land, marriage provides a 

substantial form of leverage for women accessing land. Women who marry a man 

with land are often described as “lucky” and those who do not as “unlucky”. A woman 

from Steinkopf portrayed it as follows: 

I was lucky and married a man that received land from his father. 

Otherwise I would probably not have been involved [in farming] at all 

(S3:5). 

 

On the death of a husband, land rights usually pass to the widow, but this is 

not always straightforward. In general, widows may have a slightly advanced position 

when it comes to land tenure. While this may come with its own complications 

amongst more traditionally-inclined  family members, land is at the present more 

often passed on to the longest living partner and, if applicable, the widow on the 

death of her husband. As a woman from Steinkopf suggested:  

I will take the land right over from my husband (S2:8-9).  

She also added: 

In turn, when I die, my two sons will get the right to land transferred into 

both their names …My daughter will get married and leave the home 

and the land [would] get alienated from the family (S2:8-9).  

 

A similar response was echoed by a woman in Spoegrivier: 

That land will come to me. I am his wife and he will have to transfer the 

registration in my name. It will happen the same way as it happened 

with my mother. My father gave the land to my mother. That is the 

tradition; unless the mother passed away before her husband, he will 

transfer it to the youngest son. These things are discussed in families 

long before land gets transferred. (S6:6) 
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Clearly the responses indicate marriage may provide women with a greater 

claim to land rights, yet widows often only act as an interim holder of the land right – 

often until their sons are old enough to take over. This is achieved through a 

“temporary inheritance” from husbands, which is an informal family arrangement on 

the death of fathers with young sons. However, this was only an interim arrangement 

prior to bequeathing the land to a son. Holding land in this way prevents women from 

freely disposing of land as they wish, or making any decisions regarding the use of 

land. 

 

Bequeathing land to widows does not happen automatically, and what might 

transpire on widowhood remains uncertain. Yet evidence suggests that women are 

able to assert greater control over where the hereditary land rights should be vested 

in the event of their own passing. One woman from Steinkopf expressed the view 

that she would want to have the land formally transferred into her name on the death 

of her husband. This arrangement would allow her to continue farming as part of the 

household‟s livelihood and afford her time to assess who next should be in line to 

inherit the right: 

The land is registered in my husband‟s name... I wish it would be 

transferred to my name [after his death] because I would still want to 

farm, even if it is just enough for the pot. I then would transfer the land 

right to the son who looks the most interested in farming. That will be 

very difficult, however, because they all are interested in farming… 

Maybe it would be better if the farm is first registered in my name 

because I do not know how the sons will react if one gets the land. If 

my husband passes away I will try and work out something fair with my 

sons. (S5:6) 

 

Where no formal recognition – such as a will – is in place to ensure widows 

formally inherit the right of occupation of family land women may experience delays 

or other difficulties in formally having land registered in their own names. Some 
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women suggested that it is not a straightforward process to get land re-registered 

upon widowhood. Often land remains in deceased husbands‟ names – as a result of 

the financial obligation that accompanies re-registration – or in many cases 

accumulate outstanding tax debts which make re-registration unaffordable for 

women. A widow from Kommagas explained:  

…my residential plot is still in my late husband‟s name because I do 

not have the money to pay the taxes in arrears (K6:22)  

While a woman from Leliefontein reported: 

When my father passed away the land was transferred to my mother... 

My mother wasn‟t able to continue with the farming on her own and 

gave the land back to the council (L4:24) 

 

Similarly, the difficulty posed by what is often a tedious process in local 

government was raised as another reason why widows retain family land still 

registered in deceased husbands names: 

During the referendum (2003) I applied for the land to be registered in 

my name but it is still in the system and not in my name yet (L3:6). 

 

While not yet common, there were, however, some indications that widows 

are increasingly able to directly inherit land rights from their husbands. This was 

evident in responses by two women from Steinkopf and Concordia: 

It has become common to transfer land from husband to wife. In my 

case, if my husband dies the land will come to me and I will then pass it 

on to our son if I am not interested or are not able to farm. (S3:2) 

Land always had to be [in the names of] the husband. It was only later, 

in my father‟s time that they were able to leave the land to their wives. 

(C3:17) 

 

 

 

 

 



69 

 

The options for married women to obtain the rights of use to land are clearly 

limited and obscured, especially in terms of direct inheritance of land. Yet, the 

tradition is far more fluid than many analysts would want to acknowledge, and some 

women have benefited where there have been no male descendants, or increasingly 

where the men next in the lineage line did not portray an interest in taking over land 

from their fathers, as was recollected by a woman from Concordia. She affirmed that: 

In 1978 my father passed away and I got the farm from him… We were 

five girls and we were raised as good as boys. We harvested, sowed, 

ploughed, milled and did everything with the livestock that had to be 

done. In the end I was the only one left on the farm and I was also my 

father‟s favourite daughter. I knew I would get the farm. (C8:3) 

 

What was clear from the interviews however was that while women are 

marginalised in respect of land, they are more likely to benefit from other forms of 

inheritance, either in the form of livestock or access to the family home. A woman 

from Concordia affirmed that while women do not tend to be recognised in allocation 

of land, it is not that women do not get a share of other family assets such as 

livestock:  

We do get something out even if it is just one sheep. When my mother 

passed away the livestock were divided between the four of us (two 

sons and two daughters) and the farm went to my eldest brother. 

(C1:4) 

 

There are also two cases of married woman who report that they inherited 

land from their mothers and have indicated they will allow their daughters to take 

over their land. A woman from Leliefontein said:  

The land will go to my daughter because she loves the land and the 

livestock and the house will go to my youngest son. (L1:10) 

 A single mother from Kharkams reported how her father, although still alive, 

had arranged for his land to be transferred to her because her two brothers were not 
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interested in farming and, unlike her, had no livestock. Her father has made a will 

allowing the land to be inherited by her; she has attempted to register the will with 

the council but this had not yet been processed (K3:5). 

 

4.4 Women’s direct access to land 

Prior to 1994, woman rarely obtained land rights independently directly from 

the authorities and, as demonstrated above, there are limited ways for women to 

obtain direct access to land. Furthermore, „traditional‟ land tenure in Namaqualand is 

rarely openly and directly challenged. Limitations are overcome to a degree by a few 

women, predominantly through exploiting variations within „traditional‟ land tenure. 

The study demonstrated there are ways and mechanism in which women negotiate 

and mediate direct access to land outside of the family confines although the 

successes of these efforts varied. 

 

4.4.1 Allocation by municipality 

A minority of women in the sample had managed to acquire land in their own 

names, whether by default or the powerful tradition to keep land in the family. A 

woman from Steinkopf, for example, was able to apply to the Council for unoccupied 

land that had previously belonged to her parents. The municipality as administrators 

and managers of land on behalf of communities in Namaqualand regulate land fees 

and allocate use rights to land5. In the case of the Steinkopf woman, the application 

was successful, despite a rival application from another – unknown – source. Here, it 

appears that direct descent from the previous landholder was of importance: 

Earlier the farm was on my father‟s name. When my father passed 

away the land was transferred to my mother... My mother wasn‟t able 

to continue with the farming on her own and gave the land back to the 

council... In 1996 I moved back here and I heard there was an 

                                                 

5 Where the obligation of land fees is not honoured the municipality reserves the right to retract the allocation on 

the commonage. 
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application on the same piece of land. I also applied for citizenship and 

the same piece of land was registered in my name. That is where I am 

now. (S4:2-4) 

 

In a similar fashion, a 78-year old woman in Spoegrivier obtained a 

“saaiperseel” – arable plot – as a single woman as far back as 1955. Her family‟s 

interpretation of who was an eligible land rights holder differed from the mainstream 

belief that land cannot be held by women. In her case, she was the secondary rights 

holder. This was partially due to the fact that her husband was regarded as an 

„incomer‟ – from Kommagas, elsewhere in Namaqualand – and therefore in line with 

the town‟s traditional norm, not eligible to hold land in Spoegrivier: 

When I was 25 years old I asked my father how he would feel if I apply 

to get occupational right to land. My father gave his permission and I 

got access to land. This piece of land was handed to me for occupation 

in 1955. … When this man [my husband] married me I already had this 

land. My husband is an incomer [“married in”]. He is from Kommagas 

and is not originally from Spoegrivier. He won‟t get land here. (S2:2) 

 

While these occasional and seemingly increasing shifts in social relations 

around land are evident in my sample, household affairs are more commonly 

conducted within the tradition of men being the primary land holders. Women may 

also combine their own inheritance with that of their husbands, but, as in the 

following case, it is likely to end up formally registered in the name of the man. A 

woman from Leliefontein reported that she inherited the “saaiperseel” (cropland) 

from her mother and her husband inherited the “kameelgrond” – land for grazing – 

from his father. However she also reported:  

...the land was then registered in my husband‟s name. Both mine and 

his own…. When I got married the land was transferred into his name 

because he was the head of our household. That is how it worked in 

those days. (L1:3-4) 

 

 

 

 



72 

 

 

Again, yet another substantive portrayal of the perception of the societal 

embrace and entrenchment of what could commonly be considered by women – and 

men – as “a field”, as coined by Agarwal (1994), as “not quite of her own”. 

 

4.4.2 Informal access to land (via invasion or land sharing) 

Given the limited availability of land in Namaqualand, and the particular 

difficulties faced by women wishing to acquire land, different ways of responding to 

the need for land are emerging. Although not common, unauthorised occupation 

does occur; by women who identify unoccupied lands where the right to use has 

been reverted back to the municipality due to a default in payment by the registered 

user. One woman in Kharkhams identified a piece of land as unused and erected her 

own stock post, without receiving the necessary permission from the municipality: 

My stock post is [located] as you come into town. There are two 

corrugated iron huts on that land… I just invaded that land. Nobody 

gave it to me... I have never registered that land. I just use it. I must 

probably go to the municipality to get it allocated to me. (K6:3-4, 12) 

 

This is not a frequent occurrence and invasion of unoccupied land is not 

readily available. Furthermore, invasion of unoccupied land guarantee that land will 

automatically or eventually be registered to occupants. Security of tenure cannot be 

assured in this way; the risk of alienation is exacerbated and women remain 

vulnerable to loss of such land. Moreover, in the event of death if the right is not 

registered, transferral of the right becomes problematic, intergenerational inheritance 

cannot occur and consequently no claim can be made by family members. A more 

common arrangement is that women access land by entering into informal land 

sharing arrangements, usually with male relatives. Research elsewhere 

demonstrates that such partnerships enable women to create new routes of access 

to land and/or resources (Kevane and Gray 1999). Such arrangements reduce risks 

and enable women to share the cost and threats of farming with the persons they are 

partnering with, and may also assist women to be better protected against stock-
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theft, as proposed by some women in the study. One woman from Concordia 

suggested that close familial partnerships enable them to access land for their 

livestock:  

I farm with my brother. Actually my brother farms and I have livestock 

on his farm. (C3:2)  

 

One woman from Kommagas raised concerns about the lack of support that 

came about with her brother-in-law‟s passing, with which she had a sharing 

arrangement: 

I worked with my one brother-in-law but he passed away. The costs for 

medicines, the herder and animal feed were shared between the two of 

us. (K3:14) 

 

The indication from the study is that women generally find it easier to gain 

access to residential land informally rather than by formally applying for commonage 

and “saaiperseel” rights. Although access to land for a woman may increase after 

marriage, this does not create a legally recognizable right; and women may act only 

as interim rights holders and as guardians over land until their sons are old enough 

to become the primary right holders. Some shifts in practice are beginning to occur, 

yet it appears that deeply-held perceptions have a limiting impact on the real 

opportunities for women to gain primary rights to land. 

 

4.4.3 Private Leases (Okiep Copper Company) 

Namaqualand also has substantial areas of land held as mining property by 

the private sector, accounting for approximately 397,000 hectares or 7.54% of the 

total land area (May & Lahiff 2007). Some of this land was made available to 

employees; who were regarded as „citizens‟ of those particular communities in 

Namaqualand. Similar governance arrangements exist for those in the former 

reserves, often with comparable outcomes in respect of the exclusion of women. 

Hence, it is not just pressure from within families that poses a threat to the land 
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rights of women, but also pressure from external institutions. One women who 

„inherited‟ the Okiep Copper Company (OCC) land from her father felt obliged to 

transfer the lease to her husband‟s name – when the company suggested her 

husband should sign for the transfer from her father‟s name – even though both of 

them would have preferred to leave it in her name. This land was transferred from 

her deceased father who worked on the mine: 

At that stage the OCC was the owners of this land and we had to sign 

a lease agreement and [my husband] signed. Before that the farm was 

on my name. [My husband] is the head of this household and they 

wanted my husband to sign. My husband was happy when the contract 

was on my name. He did not expect me to change it. It was only when 

we had to sign a new agreement that we decided he had to sign since 

they [OCC] insisted he signs the contract. (C8:5-6) 

 

4.5 Land reform and gender in Namaqualand 

Namaqualand has a long history in respect of land tenure reform, which 

started around 1980s with the introduction of a privatisation programme, which 

involved dividing the land into economic units selected for individuals or small groups 

of farmers (Boonzaier 1987). In 1988, the Cape Town Supreme Court set aside this 

system of “economic units” as it was alienating the majority of existing users from the 

grazing and arable land (see Chapter 3:43 in this thesis). The second phase of land 

tenure reform began in 1994 when all three components of the national land reform 

programme – i.e. restitution, redistribution and tenure reform – were introduced in 

Namaqualand. 

 

The national land reform programme is aimed at improving land access, 

improving livelihood opportunities and developing the local economy for the 

disadvantaged local communities in Namaqualand. Gender, however, has been a 

particularly neglected area in land reform (Walker 2002). This is no different in the 

case of Namaqualand. While opportunities to address gendered inequalities in land 

holdings appear to exist, land reform programmes in Namaqualand have to date 
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been unsuccessful in addressing such inequalities. Land reform processes to date 

have not directly and specifically targeted women. I contend that equal participation 

of women and consequently visible beneficial outcomes for women cannot be 

expected if gender targeting remains only vaguely mentioned and described in the 

land reform policies. 

 

4.5.1 Municipal commonage 

The area of land reform where potential progressive advances in relation to 

women‟s land rights in Namaqualand could potentially be leveraged is through 

redistributive reform in Namaqualand. Under the commonage programme, 

municipalities have to establish a management committee that will include 

representation of people using the commonage and members of the relevant 

Department of Agriculture (DoA). These committees are required to formulate a land 

use management plan to set out conditions of use; how commonage use will be 

monitored; and how rules and regulations will be enforced (Anderson and Pienaar, 

2004). 

 

The programme is aimed at addressing the pressure on existing municipal 

commonage and the land ministry provides funds 6  to enable resource-poor 

municipalities to acquire additional land for this purpose (DLA 1997). The 

commonage programme also enables municipalities to buy out an existing 

commonage lease concluded with a commercial farmer (Anderson and Pienaar, 

2004). 

 

New commonage has been acquired as an addition – and adjacent – to 

existing commonage. In line with the dominant approach of land redistribution in 

general in South Africa, the new commonage combined the existing land use with an 

older order holding and management regime – i.e. (a) white commercial land use 

                                                 

6
 Grant for the Acquisition of Land for Municipal Commonage as provided for in Section 10(1)(c)of the 

Provision of Land and Assistance Act 126 of 1993. (commonly referred to as ‘Act 126’) 
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practices and (b) expanded access for existing commonage users (Lebert 2005). 

Anderson and Pienaar (2004:10) state in relation to the later: 

A material difference with „new‟ commonage is that the title conditions 

make it clear that the land was not set aside for the use of inhabitants 

in general, but that it must be earmarked for use by the „poor and less 

privileged‟.  

 

As a result, it enables existing – male – herd owners to be the primary 

beneficiaries of the new commons and little or no emphasis has been placed on pro-

active provision of land to previously marginalised groups, such as women. 

 

Predictably, not being targeted directly, women held little expectation of 

accessing land on the farms acquired through the municipal commonage 

programme. Many women had limited awareness of the programme and their views 

of the process were consequently framed by the understanding that such land was 

only available for men in the community; and some felt that not just they, but their 

husbands, were marginalised and that the more affluent – and influential – men in 

particular dominated access to the additional commons. Clearly a lack of attention to 

women‟s land needs is evident in the implementation of the municipal commonage 

redistribution. Additionally other impediments are also hindering women from 

increased benefit from the additional commonage. This was suggested in the 

dissatisfaction that was expressed over the great distance to these farms, which 

makes them practically inaccessible for women with no transport. The women – of 

whom the majority in the study were unemployed – also emphasised that fees 

charged by the municipality for grazing were another obstruction to access: 

I am not interested in it though it is too far out and if you do not have 

transport it is difficult. You also have to pay your animals per head. I do 

not pay at the moment and there is enough grazing. (K6:21) 
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Where interest in the new farms was expressed it was not based on own 

needs but largely premised on their own perceptions of the existing land tenure 

regime that privileges men‟s access and men‟s involvement with land and the 

indirect nature of women‟s benefits. Women in the study did not express an intention 

to apply for grazing rights on the new lands in their own name. A woman from 

Kommagas mentioned that their support to access the new commonage would not 

be for themselves but rather for their husbands: 

We [women] do know about the new farms but everything is done in 

our husband‟s names. We are bound to tradition and our husbands are 

very dominating. (K2:16) 

 

It appears that women‟s literacy and economic status is an important factor in 

mediating their capacity to negotiate and maintain access to land. In Steinkopf, a 

group of poverty-stricken women applied to the municipality for access to a small 

piece of land on the new commons for use as a vegetable garden. They had an 

immediate need for land, but complained about the length of time and the 

bureaucratic processes involved to get access to the land. They complained that 

they were not always aware of what was happening; nor did they know how to 

address their frustration; or via which relevant avenue to do this. This clearly 

indicates the kinds of gaps between women‟s land needs and government‟s ability to 

respond timeously to those needs. It also highlights the institutional obstacles that 

exist when women portray a measure of agency. It took two years before they were 

granted access to the land and was able to start their community vegetables project: 

I could see that many women were suffering in poverty. They didn‟t 

have husbands as breadwinners and had children to support. I also 

knew we could live off land. These women were all eager. I wrote a 

business plan. It took two years before we were informed by the 

municipality that it has been successfully granted to the women‟s 

group. We got a piece of the new land that the municipality purchased 

recently…. I felt I had to take all the responsibility to deal with the 

municipality and it wasn‟t always easy. (S2:14) 
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Another aspect of tenure reform in Komaggas is the implementation of the 

Land Titles Adjustment Act (Act 111 of 1993), which allowed for the update of formal 

land titles on the state-owned farm Meskraal 283. This land, adjacent to the 

Komaggas communal land, involved 40 plots that were granted to certain individuals 

from Komaggas in 1883. Intergenerational inheritance and communal use of these 

plots created uncertainty around the legal deeds holders. By 2001, thirty-seven legal 

owners were verified, and their title deeds were registered and transferred to them. 

However not a single women had land registered and transferred. 

 

4.5.2 Tenure reform 

While TRANCRAA has the potential to significantly influence reforms that 

were subsequently planned for the former African homelands, it has dismally failed 

to do so (Kleinbooi and Lahiff 2007). Shortcomings in this regard are discussed in 

Chapter Six. TRANCRAA sets out mechanisms for the management of land and 

safeguards the rights of all current rights holders. TRANCRAA portrayed a number of 

innovations – i.e. Grazing regulations could be adopted and regulations for arable 

allotment and irrigation could be put in place. In addition – in terms of the Municipal 

Systems Act – draft regulations determined which user group management entities 

will be established as municipal entities. These entities will then take on delegated 

grazing management powers in terms of service delivery agreements (Kingwill, 

2003). 

TRANCRAA presented a significant opportunity to create a platform for 

women to gain greater access to land. However while reports are indicating the 

process included women (May and Lahiff, 2007), the process was not specifically 

focussed on women and the referenda held in five areas of Namaqualand – which 

were facilitated by Surplus People Project (SPP) between 2005 and 2006 – were 

mired in contestations between those who wished to have the ownership of land 

transferred to the local municipalities and those who wanted to retain community 

ownership of land by transferring it to the CPAs. Women in this study generally had 

some awareness of the TRANCRAA process, and participated in the process to 
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varying degrees, but many admitted they had a poor understanding of what was 

going on (Kleinbooi & Lahiff 2007). The lack of awareness and comprehension of the 

details of the referendum in general amongst women manifested in the following 

responses by women from Leliefontein, Concordia, Kharkams and Steinkopf: 

Many women participated and I think they understood. When it comes 

to land everybody knows what they want. (L4:19) 

Many people attended the meetings and, yes, women did come to the 

information sessions. (C1:21) 

 I voted and understand from my sister and brother‟s explanation what 

it is all about. (C3:22) 

No I didn‟t know about the voting. We are much divided and I am too 

stupid to participate. But I went to the meetings. (K9:29; 33) 

We all had to go and vote but I do not fully understand [the process]. 

(S2:25) 

 

A woman from Rooifontein reported her non-participation:  

I myself did not participate. My husband was on the committee. 

(R5:20). 

 

Common to matters related to land, many women deferred to their husbands 

or to other  men in their community, as reported by a woman from Concordia who 

stated that women participated in partnership with their husbands rather than 

independently: 

[Women] participated with their husbands. That‟s how it works here 

with such community processes and as with farming women stand 

behind their husbands. (C1:5) 

 

However, women raised a number of criticisms of the process. These 

criticisms appear to be informed in part by women‟s general exclusion from society 
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at large, and these sentiments were repeated across the various areas of 

Namaqualand. They included women‟s mistrust of political parties, lack of confidence 

in various local institutions – including the municipalities – and a sense that better-off 

people in the community were dominating the process for their own advantage. 

Women equally considered all the main options promoted through the TRANCRAA 

process including: the transfer of land to the local authorities; a community structure; 

or to remain with the Minister of what was then known as the Department of Land 

Affairs – Department of Rural Development and Land Reform since June 2009. 

Interestingly, and perhaps an explicit reflection of women‟s position in Namaqualand 

society, is that very few women expressed positive opinions, expectations and 

outcomes for women‟s land rights through this process. 

 

In their choice of what should happen to land in Namaqualand it became 

apparent that opinions regarding political parties and institutions were not based on 

their performance in the transformation process alone, but rather in what ways the 

citizens could hold them accountable in future. This is reflected in the most 

frequently favoured option amongst women – i.e. the preference for land to be 

transferred to the municipality. For some of the women from Steinkopf and 

Concordia, other community-based structures were seen as most likely to be 

dominated by elites and narrow interest groups, and they made reference in 

particular to influential men in their communities: 

I hope the municipality are able to hold the responsibility of the land 

because in Concordia you get those who only want to create benefits 

for themselves, [those] who doesn‟t care about other small farmers. 

(C1:23) 

I would want the land to stay with the municipality. In Steinkopf there is 

a lot of infighting amongst people and some farmers only care about 

themselves. And politics will make that families lose the land they have 

held for all these decades. What will become of Namaqualand if people 

can‟t farm anymore? The land is their lives. (S2:26) 
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My personal feeling is that the municipality must retain the land 

although there are many things they will also have to sort out in-house 

to make the management of the land smoother. Some issues about 

land get very tense here in Steinkopf and not even the “meent 

[komitee]” [communal commitee] and the municipality is able to fix 

some of those things, especially when politics are dragged into it. What 

will be left for our children and their children? Where would the land in 

Namaqualand go? (S5:16-18) 

 

Opinions on community control of the land were varied. A greater degree of 

“ownership” was equated with handing control of the land to a community structure. 

A few women suggested that having control over land by a structure closer to the 

household will restore dignity and strengthen the tradition of livestock farming, while 

others see elite capture as a danger: 

The land should be transferred to the community. It will make 

Coloureds feel that we do have something. It will also give the value of 

farming back to our children. At this stage they are not interested 

because you do not own the land your livestock are grazing on. Where 

in the world do people farm like that? (L5:21) 

I am not so sure that our community is ready for such a responsibility. 

The only experience in this town is about those “voorstanders” (and 

there will always be “voorstanders”) who will only advantage 

themselves. They would not care about the smallest farmers. (S5:16) 

 

One respondent  preferred the continuation of the status quo. This was 

supported by a fear of alienation from the land which could happen as a result of 

detrimental actions either by the municipality or the community. A woman from 

Steinkopf stated she “prefers that the land remains in trust with the Minister”, fearing 

that the communities may “...lose the land if the communities control it”, however she 

also sounded unsure about the local authorities and feared, “… unprecedented shifts 

in the municipality [may lead to] decisions… sometimes taken without involving the 

 

 

 

 



82 

 

communities” (S3:13). In fact, a strong streak of cynicism about all public institutions 

was evident from numerous responses in the study: 

I wasn‟t sure what the right decision was. So I just closed my eyes and 

voted. I was still shaken over that whole process of the land survey and 

didn‟t trust the municipality but I didn‟t trust the CPA either. The 

problem was also with political parties, you do not trust political leaders 

who make promises and do not keep their promises. (C4:21) 

There was a political struggle/fight in Kommagas. Earlier it was a 

conflict within the church ... Then the ANC and the DA came and then 

there was the transformation. It was supposed to create a better 

position for our people but it became a power struggle between political 

parties. (K2:19) 

 

However, none of the respondents related the process of land reform, land 

rights and governance directly to women. Minimal engagement in policy processes 

reflected the status of women in relation to land, either as an invisible entity, or as 

secondary, and as unequal to men. There was very little comprehension of what 

benefits the land reform processes could or would provide for strengthening 

women‟s access to and control over land and the strengthening of insecure land 

rights that have wider implications for their farming activities. 

 

4.5.3 Insecure land rights and threats to women’s farming activities 

As mentioned before, marital status largely determines women‟s rights and 

access to land. Access to land without secure tenure, lack of authority over land and 

other resources within the household, and the character of formal inheritance all tend 

to place women and widows in particular, in a vulnerable position. Threats to 

women‟s farming livelihood often intensify on widowhood as a result of the insecurity 

of women‟s land rights. According to women from Concordia, women may lose all or 

parts of their land access on the deaths of husbands: 
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My husband‟s brother-in-law… and his brothers moved their landmark 

[it subsequently included a portion of my land] and because I was the 

woman I had to take the smaller plot. (C4:9) 

I went to the municipality and they replied that I did not sign the letter 

that confirmed my landmarks. …before they started the [land] survey I 

did not understand the whole business about the [land] survey and I 

was not prepared to sign until I fully understand it. Their response was 

that I missed the opportunity and I said to them: Go to hell! How do you 

sign something that you do not understand? (C4:10) 

I lost access to the land. They called me an „incomer‟7. I have been 

married to my husband for 27 years and he still calls me an incomer! 

All of this happened just a year after my husband‟s death and I was 

struggling financially otherwise I would have taken it further through a 

legal process. (C6:11) 

 

Similarly a woman from Khuboes detailed her struggle with official institutions 

to maintain her access to occupy and use the land that was registered in her late 

husband‟s name. It appears that some women do struggle to get land reregistered in 

their own names on widowhood: 

[T]he other parcel was given to his brother after a fight [between us]. I 

went to the “meent” (commonage) committee to apply for the use of 

that land because it was still on my husband‟s name (after his death 

and I was chased away from that land. I gave it back because I didn‟t 

want to get into a fight over land. (K3:4-5) 

 

                                                 

7 A person who is not a registered community member, (‘burger’) but in many cases by virtue of marriage 

becomes a member of the community. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

In Namaqualand – similar to many other customary societies – the land tenure 

regime is based on the problematic assumption of household and community unity, 

which results – in practice – in gender inequality (Ikdahl et al 2005). In comparison to 

men‟s land rights, women‟s land rights intersect with both direct and indirect 

discriminatory customary norms and practices and prescriptions that formally and 

socially dilute these rights. Women‟s positions as daughters, wives and widows 

deprive them of full acknowledgement as rights holders and do not allow them to 

benefit from land allocation through direct applications for land in their own right. 

 

The municipality as a state institution and custodian of the communal 

commonage in Namaqualand will continue to play a crucial role in the realisation of 

fundamental rights; yet has not been proactive in providing a priority framework for 

women to benefit from commonage. Hence, while the rights of women to land have 

been formally acknowledged on paper within the reform process, the law appears to 

be weak on giving specific definition and effect to women‟s land rights in its 

implementation. As such, the position of women has remained largely unchanged in 

practice; and the number of women who have managed to acquire additional land as 

part of the reform process has remained relatively low. Accordingly, single women 

experience a range of problems in both accessing and using land. Yet some forms of 

„traditional‟ practice appear to allow the barriers preventing women from land access 

to be breached. These limited opportunities for women are however exacerbated by 

their inability to pay. Despite the latter, women‟s need for land foster the emergence 

of incidences where women directly access land without direct male linkages. It 

remains to be seen in what way these will be recognised in the law and implemented 

by statutory institutions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FARMING AND WOMEN’S 

INVOLVEMENT IN LAND USE PRACTICES IN 

NAMAQUALAND 

5.1 Introduction 

Women‟s role in agriculture, and women‟s access to land and related 

resources, has emerged as a major concern for academics, social activists and 

development planners in recent years. Razavi (2003:3) outlines the trajectory of 

international debates around women in less-developed agricultural economies, 

which became prevalent in the 1980s with the recognition by economists of the 

important contribution of women to the “reproductive economy” and further 

developed in the early 1990s as the debates shifted to women‟s direct involvement in 

agricultural production. By the late 1990s, emphasis was being placed on processes 

of democratisation and decentralisation, with specific attention being paid to weak 

land rights as a key constraint for the economic advancement of rural women, 

particularly within customary systems of land tenure (Razavi 2003). 

 

This chapter discuss the importance of agriculture in rural livelihoods in 

Namaqualand. It assesses women‟s farming history, the contemporary context, and 

the challenges facing women in relation to agriculture. 

 

5.2 Farming history of the inhabitants of Namaqualand 

The way farming activities manifest today in Namaqualand reflects a range of 

processes which operate at different levels and periods (Hoffman et al. 1999). 

Details of women‟s involvement in farming seem lost in the institutionalisation of 

patriarchy that characterises accounts of the history of Namaqualand. Hence there is 

not sufficient detail in the literature about women‟s involvement in agriculture. Yet, it 

cannot be overlooked. The wider understanding of the influences of colonial 

dispossession, the subsequent social organisation and the construction of rights of 

occupancy and accompanying rights to graze, irrigate and sow granted to male 
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heads of households explains in part the lack of recognition of women‟s engagement 

in farming. 

 

Traditional land use practices – mainly livestock production through mobile 

pastoralism – have a long history in the Namaqualand region which spans over 4.8 

million hectares. Livelihoods were thus dependent on access to land and 

livestock/cattle. Elphick and Malherbe (1989) suggest that for pastoralists, the one is 

useless without the other. Historically this type of land use has always been based 

on a flexible system of movement and use. With time and various influences the 

nature of this flexible system changed considerably. The vast and semi-arid 

environment determined a heavy reliance on pastoralism (Boonzaier 1987; Archer 

and Meer 1997). Before the 17th century the area was sparsely populated and 

provided unrestricted movement for hunting and gathering purposes. The Khoisan – 

hunters – and San – gatherers – had a complex relationship which later, during the 

pastoral revolution, merged hunting and gathering into herding (Boonzaier et al 

2000; Elphick and Malherbe 1989). The pastoral lifestyle was characterised by 

reasonably high numbers of cattle, goats and sheep. The Khoikhoi introduced sheep 

farming into the area, which was later replaced with goats as the main subsistence 

animal (Webley in Hendrikcs, Bond, Midgley and Novellie 2007). Seasonal and inter-

annual climatic changes governed cattle and herd movements and pastoralist groups 

aggregated with their herds in areas where water and grazing areas were available 

(Rhode, Hoffman & Allsopp 2003). The trans-human cycle which allowed vegetation 

for grazing to recover required these nomadic movements and in this way various 

ecological zones could freely be exploited (Webley 2007). 

 

Another change in land use practices by the Nama inhabitants occurred from 

the mid-1700s. This shift was brought on by changes in the human population 

(Hoffman & Rhode 2007). The gradual encroachment of the European settlers, who 

initially imitated the movements on the traditional hunting and grazing grounds of 

Namaqualand, changed agricultural systems irrevocably. It created great insecurity 

and restrictions on the pastoral movements of the pre-colonial indigenous hunter-

gatherer – San – and pastoral – Khoisan – people (Hoffman & Rhode 2007; Penn 

 

 

 

 



87 

 

1986). Later, outright dispossession by the “trekboere” through individualised 

ownership of land pockets locked out the native livestock and herding families, and 

very little land was available to maintain the grazing patterns as was known and 

understood by the Nama inhabitants at the time. 

 

Before the colonial incursion, crop production was not practiced; and where 

harvesting was applied it was predominantly on the natural vegetation, for medicinal 

purposes. However by the 1800s “trekboer” crop production intensified and the 

traditional pastoral lifestyle of the Namaqualand pastoralist was also later 

supplemented with crop cultivation as a way of sustaining household food security. 

Hoffman and Rhode (2007) report that: wheat, barley, oats and rye were planted and 

harvested. The pastoral transhumance patterns, now relatively confined as a result 

of the colonial dispossessive intrusion, were adapted to the crop production cycle 

calendar. Households constructed more permanent dwellings and started cultivating 

on available arable plots around the villages that were erected through the mission 

stations, and traditional pastures were replaced with smaller areas surrounding the 

mission station to maintain their stock grazing (Lebert, 2005). 

 

Confined to the mission land, the result of the loss of traditional grazing land 

led to the introduction of communal grazing alongside crop cultivation (Boonzaier et 

al 1996). Today twenty-seven per cent of the total area of Namaqualand is under 

communal tenure (Rhode, Benjaminsen & Hoffman 2001). The majority of these 

communal lands are used for communal grazing. Agricultural development was 

highly influenced by this approach to stock farming. The land limitations confined 

stock-keeping families to semi-pastoralist communal farming practices which 

became an integral part of the reserve families‟ livelihood strategy (May & Lahiff 

2007). Stock farming remains dominant in the area; however, the number of 

livestock reflected a gradual but significant decline by more than fifty per cent from 

the middle of the 20th century (Rohde, Hoffman & Cousins 1999). 

 

By the early 1990s, after a history of poorly regulated activities and poorly 

maintained authority on the commonage, the land available to the reserve families 

 

 

 

 



88 

 

was heavily degraded and overcrowded. This impacted on the farmers‟ ability to 

survive from agricultural activity alone. Rhode et al (2001) observed that by confining 

many farmers to small communal reserves and curtailing opportunities for seasonal 

transhumance, peasant agriculture became a relatively unimportant activity among a 

suite of livelihood options involving low-paid wage labour in the area‟s commercial 

farming and mining sectors. As a result, many families adapted livelihood strategies 

which included – but did not entirely depend upon – a low input; limited capital; 

labour intensive; risk averse livestock farming system. The result was that a large 

number of small-scale farmers had to find ways of coexisting within a limited area of 

communal land (Rhode et al 2001). This led to informal arrangements within and 

between families and herders and began to reduce their movements to livestock 

posts within the village boundary (May & Lahiff 2007). 

 

5.3 The contemporary farming situation in Namaqualand 

The main economic activities in Namaqualand today include mining and 

agriculture – extensive livestock, dry land plots and irrigated lands. The current 

agrarian structure in Namaqualand is dualist in character with farmers on privately 

owned farms effectively confining communal area farmers to their designated 

rangelands and reducing their grazing areas significantly (Baker and Hoffman 2006). 

Communal farmers are free to move within the restricted village commons according 

to their own needs and circumstances; and each individual herder is faced with 

unique economic, social, and personal situations. This results in livestock herds of 

variable size; with some households keeping small herds while the more affluent 

livestock keepers are able to maintain relatively high stock numbers. Additionally, 

livestock production is combined with crop production. 

 

5.4. Women’s history in farming  

Historically there has always been a noticeable and prominent division in 

farming activities between women and men. As care takers of families, women 

prioritise activities that support their productive and reproductive roles. Hence, 

women focus on harvesting natural resources closer to the home; mainly for 
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medicinal use or for human consumption but also fuel for fire. Historically women co-

operated in family farming activities and played an integral part alongside their 

fathers and husbands (Vedder 1928). Yet women in general had less status, power 

and control over these resources (Archer & Meer 1997). Subsequently, while women 

had access to the land on the basis of their familial ties, it was their labour more than 

their control over resources that maintained their involvement in household farming 

activities. Towards the mid-1800s the erosion of the Namaqualand economy and the 

resultant decreasing livelihood options left many reserve households destitute, and 

ushered in yet another shift in the household economy. The intensification of the 

demand for labour from the reserve by surrounding white farmers, and from 

emerging fishing and mining industries, introduced wage labour and increasingly 

rendered husbands absent from their homes and farming activities (Lebert 2005). 

 

Conceivably this is the time in which women‟s role in the household farming 

activities intensified substantially, and their direct involvement maintained household 

livelihood security alongside wage incomes from their male counterparts. Yet the 

rights to land and the resources on it, in most cases, remained under the authority of 

the male household head, and women‟s productive role in household farming – both 

stock farming and cropping on the arable plots – were either not recognised, or 

considered less valuable compared to the wages earned by men. The general 

practice that emerged was that women – and children – acted as extended labourers 

and women took full responsibility for certain – if not all – parts of the farming 

activities while husbands worked full-time, and women‟s livelihood relied heavily on 

cash earnings from fathers, husbands and sons (Archer & Meer 1997). 

 

5.5 Women’s role in family farming 

Women continue to make a substantial contribution to the economy of their 

households through their engagement in family farming activities, both indirectly 

through their domestic work and in the household and directly through involvement in 

a range of farming activities, particularly in the context of widespread on-going out-

migration by men in search of paid employment. Yet, while it is common for women 

to own livestock, the management of herds is primarily carried out by men (Kleinbooi 
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and Lahiff 2007). In this study, women described their engagement in livestock 

keeping and arable plot cultivation as labouring for relatives and husbands. The 

majority of women as well as men articulated women‟s contribution to the family farm 

as their “support” of what is seen as the husband‟s domain. Thus, very limited 

recognition is given to the significant role women play in farming, even by women 

themselves. A Concordia man – who was not part of the interview process but 

walked in on the interview with his wife – offered a very prejudiced opinion of why 

women could not independently be involved in land-based production and activities: 

My wife would not be able to stand on her own like I would. A woman is 

placed underneath. My wife would stand outside the kraal where I 

would be inside the kraal to catch the animals. She is physically 

weaker (C5:16-18). 

 

The evidence suggests that in reality women play a far greater role in 

agriculture than partially supporting the farming livelihood. For example, a woman 

from Concordia reported how as a young child she helped her father with practically 

everything on the farm (C1:5) and similarly many women in Concordia farm together 

with their husbands (C1:9). This was reiterated by other Concordia women who cited 

the central role women hold in relation to households‟ land based livelihoods: 

We had to help with things… We made sure that the animals are fed 

during the day and we tended to the house. My mother helped with the 

new born lambs. [Wives] farm with their husbands, some farm with 

vegetables and some have livestock but their husbands are in charge. 

He is the head of that house. Women do not work, they are house wives 

and do not have incomes other than what they get off their husbands‟ 

wages/salaries. (C3:15-17) 

My father [is the farmer] and we all help. I look after the livestock. (C6:5 

& group) 

I milk the goats and I help where I can. (C6:6 - group) 

My husband started working and we were three women left to tend to the 

farm that was my mother-in-law, her mother and me… My husband said 
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to me he has to work and I have to work the farm. He was the 

breadwinner and I helped him otherwise we will not survive… I couldn‟t 

get pregnant because every time I fell pregnant I lost the baby because 

of the hard physical labour livestock farming entails. I lost six babies 

because I ran that farm like a man… Later we got a herdsman to help me 

with the livestock. (C4:2-3) 

 

Another respondent articulated the reduced role of men in farming activities 

as a result of the shift to wage labour:  

“[My husband] is a „guest‟ on his livestock post” (C1:16).  

 

Yet, women themselves are reluctant to recognise their increased role in 

agriculture. A woman from Spoegriver articulated a sentiment shared by the majority 

of respondents: 

As women, most of us are afraid to make or take decisions about 

anything. We grew up with the stigma that a woman should keep quiet 

and leave the husband‟s area alone. So in the end you become your 

husband‟s helper. You go with him and assist with the livestock. You 

trek with the animals, and you do everything else that needs to be 

done, but what is sad is when we trek the land just lies fallow and I 

would want to do something [with it]… In the past women were seen as 

unwise, you know – it was a question of “what do you know?”. And in 

many cases we didn‟t know where to go to get the land tilled, and 

tested. So I was always afraid to raise things with my husband because 

I was expecting him to think I am stupid or ask stupid questions. And 

besides the farm was his area he made the decisions (S3:7). 

 

5.6 Differentiation of roles in household farming 

Unmarried women are often involved in agriculture, in a range of capacities, 

but struggle to access land in their own right. Despite this obstacle, many women 
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engage in relatively autonomous farming activities, ranging from small-scale 

vegetable production to livestock farming, and a few women see themselves as fully-

fledged farmers comparable to their male counterparts. 

 

Many women start working as young girls on their parents‟ dry land plots, 

often together with their mothers, but also alongside their fathers, and perform tasks 

such as herding, milking, lambing, ploughing, planting and harvesting. Later in life, 

many women get drawn into the livestock farming activities controlled by their 

husbands. However women‟s farming activities remain relatively separate from those 

of their husbands or other male relatives, and are mainly in the areas of vegetable 

and poultry production but also, in some limited cases, livestock farming: 

Many women plant their little vegetable gardens and the husbands are 

mostly into big and small livestock farming. That is their business; we 

have ours (S4:14). 

 

Vegetable and crop production may be carried out on home gardens or on 

fields (saaipersele), and some are able to produce a surplus for the local market. 

While some women consider their agricultural activities to be subordinate to the 

more demanding livestock farming of husbands, others – including unmarried 

women, widows and the wives of migrants – see themselves as the principal farmer 

within the household despite the difficulties they face in gaining access to land and 

engaging in farming activities. A Concordia woman in a focus group discussion 

suggested: 

I did everything with the livestock, every single thing, probably better 

than most men. I wasn‟t really a housewife even though I was also 

responsible for cleaning the house but I prefer to be a farmer. But even 

if I believe this tradition I made all the decisions with the farm. I did not 

have to discuss anything with [my husband]. I told him afterwards what 

I have done. He did not interfere in my farm (C:4-18). 
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Two women from Spoegrivier and Concordia had the following to say about 

their roles in farming: 

My husband works away during the week so I am responsible for 

everything until he comes back. I move the livestock or do what needs 

to be done. [O]n weekends we do everything together (C2:14). 

On our own „saaiperseel‟ [arable plot] I tilled about eight hectares with 

my own hands and I planted my garden and built my own borehole and 

plant there every year. (S2:6) 

 

Such direct involvement often does not appear to be fully independent, and as 

such is highly dependent on male relatives‟ involvement. Women in the study 

expressed that they themselves rarely value their involvement as independent 

individuals, and see it as an extension of what seems to be considered as the more 

significant activities of their husbands: 

I looked after the farm with his brother. Weekends we walked to the 

farm and we lived there tending to the farm. I farmed full-time while he 

was working and he was a weekend farmer. (C7:9) 

I worked all these years alongside my husband. We did everything on 

the saailand and with the livestock. We never needed to hire a 

herdsman. We did it ourselves and when the children were older they 

herded the livestock. [What belonged to my husband belonged to me]. 

We farmed together. We decided together when we had to slaughter, 

when we had to sell I use to tell him it is time to sell. … [my husband] 

made most of the decisions in a way. We lived as our parents lived and 

for us the man is the head of the household but I had my say. (S7:6-8) 

When we stay on the farm over weekends I cook, I bake breads, I help 

when he slaughters, and I help with the dipping of the livestock. I look 

after the livestock to give the herder a break and walk all over with 

them with my husband. I just want to make things as comfortable as 

possible for my husband because he works hard during the week and 

he works hard over the weekend. (S6:5) 
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The wife is the labourer on the farm. The expectation is that you are 

able to do anything. I am able to milk, I help with ploughing. I even 

helped with building. The men are the bosses. That is the tradition. The 

farm belongs to the husband. (K1:7) 

 

Some interviews suggest, however, that while women are centrally involved in 

manual farm labour of various sorts, they also play a notable role in dealing with the 

“management” dimension of the household farming activities – although this is not 

widely evident and, where it is, it is often overlooked. For instance: 

I deal with the municipality directly if there is a problem for example 

with water because we pay our grazing fee. I apply to move our 

livestock. I fill in [the application] and my husband signs. (C2:24) 

My husband [makes the choices about what to grow]. Sometimes I 

plant my own things and [my husband] would buy the seeds. (L6:10) 

My husband and son work the land but when they are away and there 

is problems with sick animals I have to see to it. Herders disappoint us 

and disappear. I deal with those kinds of problems. (L6:11) 

I sometimes had to go to the farm during the week if the herder 

informed us of sick goats. My husband had many business ventures 

and was not always able to attend to the farm. I had to take full 

responsibility when he was away (S4:12). 

I supervised the workers and I planted, I cleared the area. I was [also] 

responsible to handle the cash income. I had to keep track of our 

orders. (S4:12) 

 

5.7 Women’s involvement in and experience of their own farming 

activities 

The study revealed that some women do engage in independent farming 

activities, albeit on a much smaller scale than men. Where women are independent 

farmers, they are predominantly involved in vegetable gardening – e.g. beetroot, 
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potatoes, etc.; small stock farming – e.g. chickens, goats, sheep; fruit production – 

e.g. sweet melons, water melons, fruit trees; and grain production. Although a few 

women indicated that their land-based production is large enough to create a 

relatively comfortable income, the majority of women tend to grow vegetables and 

fruits on small scale for household use only. Those who sell, sell to the community 

and a few indicated sales to formal businesses. A number of women in Concordia, 

Leliefontein, Lekkersing and Steinkopf indicated they have livestock and small 

quantities of crops which they are able to capitalise on: 

Most women prefer to have land for vegetable gardens because it is 

manageable and they use it for the pot and sometimes sell in the 

community but some women like myself, apply for land for livestock. It 

depends on what you can manage. (C1:16) 

I was farming. I was always responsible for everything. …I hired 

herders and shearers and I got the grain to the mill when we stopped 

milling on the farm, I sold the livestock or bought when I was able to 

see a good deal. (C8:8-9) 

That is why I farm small, only twenty goats. I keep the herd small. It is 

easier to slaughter that way. If we need to slaughter then they are 

ready and I can sell them like that because people prefer good grade 

stock. [T]hat is where I get all the vegetables from [including] 

pumpkins, onions, carrots, watermelons, guavas, sweet melons. The 

garden keeps my pots cooking and I can send some to the children. 

(L1:13/15) 

[I have] more or less 150 sheep. I also have a fruit and vegetable 

garden (L2:8). 

I have sheep and goats. I have to live off this (L3:17-18). 

I have goats and a part of [the] land I use for cultivation (L4:5). 

It is only for grazing. The soil is good for planting/gardening. I prefer to 

make a garden (vegetable). My husband once planted onions, 

pumpkins, tomatoes and it carried and harvested well (L5:14) 
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We have big stock and sheep and goats and if we can manage with the water 

I will plant vegetables, fruit and lucerne. But the water access is a problem. I 

have a love for both crop and livestock farming (S3:6). 

 

5.8 Women’s access to other resources 

We do not have access to all the things that men have access to. 

(C6:27) 

 

This statement is a telling assertion by a young Concordia woman, which 

mirrors a fundamental problem for women in Namaqualand.  

 

5.8.1 Finance  

As a result of the underdevelopment of the former coloured reserves, 

economic opportunities are limited and many women in the area are unemployed, or 

at best engage mainly in low-paid employment – mainly domestic work. Hence for 

women in the study: 

…it is difficult to farm without the support of a husband and his income. 

Many widows have tried and most of them hand the land rights over to 

their sons if they can‟t afford the tax and the maintenance anymore” (a 

Steinkopf woman, 5:12). 

 

The overwhelming majority of women in Namaqualand are not wage earners 

but self-employed through their farming activities. Their male counterparts earn 

wages and families predominantly use part of these earnings to invest in daily 

farming activities and improvements where they can be afforded. Yet women, in 

contrast, are mainly dependent on financial support from male relatives. While some 

of them are able to source relatively small incomes from selling crops or livestock 
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sales, these are generally not enough to rely upon and ensure substantive 

investments in growing their farming activities well beyond the household level. 

Finances are the problem. You have to be able to pay the inputs. If 

your sheep needs medicines you have to be able to get it right away. 

You have to pay your annual taxes and grazing fees, transport, 

herders. (C1:11) 

…if there is no income you cannot afford to pay the tax, the grazing 

fees and the medicines and buy the fodder the animals need in 

drought. …You need money to farm. (C5:9) 

A man gives up the moment hardships hit. They would rather drink 

than to struggle with farming. I think generally that women have a 

better future at farming if only they have the resources. It is only when 

a husband dies that a woman has access to land. But it is then the lack 

of finances hit. That holds many women back. If you have access to 

money you will always have access to land here. (K8:17-18) 

  

Despite land reform initiatives in the Namaqualand region, new entrants – 

both younger and older women – who are interested in farming reported that it is the 

lack of both land and finances that hampers their entry and engagement with 

agriculture: 

[We] lack both money and land. I would start small. Just for the pot but 

I would want to be able to farm in such a way that I can sell sheep or 

goats from time to time. It is better to sell and get an income. I would 

also want to have a saaiperseel to grow lucerne as fodder. We need at 

least a hundred sheep and thirty goats. (C5:26) 

 

5.8.2 Water and other resources 

In addition, two other major constraints that were highlighted by women in the 

study are limited access to water resources and to transport. Semi-nomadic livestock 

keeping is practised in Namaqualand, as noted above, and movements with 

livestock occur mainly to provide access to water. Seasonally, when water resources 
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are limited and scarce, livestock keepers move between the summer and winter 

rainfall areas. 

We have to transport water to the farm and my mother and father are 

not employed anymore and we have to cover the costs of these things 

with our meagre part-time income. (C6:8) 

We can farm on our own if we have the right resources. We need 

transport and a regular income. You spend more on the transport and 

maintenance of transport than on the livestock. You need medicines 

and fodder or lucerne. And land with water. (C6:21-group) 

We need to plough which we are only able to do after winter rainfall 

which we didn‟t get for a couple of years. The finances are the biggest 

part lacking to get back into farming (S5:7). 

 

5.8.3 Levies and Taxes 

Some women also mentioned onerous payments to local government bodies 

as a constraint, and complained of their inability to keep up with municipal taxes and 

levies: 

The laws changed dramatically. In the old days you paid taxes but you 

were able to take your livestock, your cattle and your trekker, and trek 

to the Boesmanland. You didn‟t pay anything. Today you have to pay 

taxes, grazing fees at 20c a head for sheep or goat, R1.20 for big cattle 

and R1.20 per head for donkeys and horses and [you need] diesel and 

oil to keep the water pump running. They have made everything 

difficult for us. We cannot afford anything. The rules of the game 

changed (C7:3). 

I farm outside town and I do not have a driver‟s license and I am 

dependent on my sons and as you know they have their own lives 

(K3:13). 

I know about the new farms [but] I am not interested in it. [I]t is too far 

out and if you do not have transport it is difficult. You also have to pay 
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your animals per head. I do not pay at the… My residential plot is still in 

my deceased husband‟s name because I do not have the money to 

pay the taxes in arrears (K6:21-22). 

 

5.9 Women’s experiences with markets and the business aspects of 

agriculture 

Agriculture in the Namaqualand – former – reserves is predominantly semi-

subsistence in character, and it is mainly the surrounding white farmers that are 

commercially-oriented. Additionally because the communal land is degraded and 

overgrazed, the rangelands do not support superior quality livestock; if the livestock 

quality were better, market access would be easier and higher prices would be 

realised at markets (Rohde et al 2006). In general, subsistence farmers in 

Namaqualand struggle to access formal markets and rely on local informal sales 

between communities. The majority of women in the study kept stock and grew 

crops for household consumption, while some implemented a combination of sales 

and household consumption and are moving to value adding as an extra income 

generator. This appears, however, not to be common practice as yet: 

I was able to use 50% for the pot and 50% [of the livestock went] for 

selling in the community. (C4:8) 

I sell in the community and once a year an exporter comes around to 

buy prime goats for exporting and you make up to R300 per sale. I also 

go to the butchery and sell to them if needs are pressing. You have to 

tattoo or mark your meat and it is R400 for that but you do not have the 

guarantee that they will buy it. The butchers grade it and if the quality is 

not good they do not accept the meat.  I want to rent my marker out. It 

will provide a small income. (C4:23) 

We plant and harvest off the community garden and [all the women] 

bring their produce to me and I sell it and share the profit and earnings 

with everyone who contributed. (K1:12) 
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5.10 Benefits of involvement in family farming  

The single most important benefit from involvement in farming activities 

mentioned by women were that it provides an important contribution to their 

livelihoods. It contributes greatly to meeting household expenditures: 

I suffered a lot with my land but I endured and at the end of every year 

I was able to buy my children‟s school clothes because I was able to 

slaughter and sell. (L1:20) 

We always have food on the table and we are able to help others. At 

Christmas we are able to slaughter and we give to our children too. 

(K1:11) 

It is life. If you have vegetables you use it or sell it for money… 

[L]and… [is] important to women… We raise our children through land. 

(K1:13) 

 

Women from Lekkersing, Steinkopf, Spoegrivier and Concordia augment an 

opinion that is commonly held; which is that women‟s on-going farming activities 

keep their households functional despite the stability – or sometimes not – of their 

male counterparts‟ wage earnings. Their – mainly – subsistence farming activities 

provide a safety net incase wage earnings of male relatives are no longer available; 

either due to retrenchment or on the death of male income earners: 

It also has economic value to me. If there is no money we can sell a 

sheep to get some income. It is a real back door for [the] survival for 

my family. (L2:9) 

With the crop garden, you plant and you irrigate and you harvest. It is 

easy to sell the crop to other women in the community as well. That is 

my income, since I do not work for a salary… It fills smaller household 

gaps. (S2:20) 

Every year we were able to sell and basically got back what we have 

ploughed into the animals by selling them off. We were able to save for 

the next year from that income. (S3:13) 
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No we made enough money out of the „saailand‟ (arable plot) and the 

livestock. Some of Jan‟s [my husband‟s] income went into the farming but we 

literally got it back from our sales. (C8:12) 

  

For many widows their access to land is essential to their livelihoods. The 

women in the study felt they had to be involved in farming; this sentiment is evident 

in a response from a woman in Lekkersing (3:20) who stated, “[B]ecause that is our 

only income and livelihood”. Women across the sample identified how farming 

enables them to source basic foods such as bread, milk, vegetables, meat, and that 

they do not have to purchase these if they have them available from their own 

production:    

It is much cheaper to farm. It is only now with the drought that we put it 

more than before. In the good times we have enough for the pot, we 

sell, and we give away to neighbours, family and friends. Even if we 

are only able to grow and slaughter for the pot it is still better. Some 

families do not have anything or a regular income and they live off the 

land. But that is how nature works. It gives a lot and after a while it 

expects you to give a little bit more. (S2:21) 

At some stage in my life I got a grant because I have had trouble with a 

broken arm that took years to heal. Some of that money I saved and 

bought a few goats. I herded those goats every single day, in the rain, 

the wind and the sun. I sold the lambs and bought my fridge with that 

money. That is what land means to me. (S5:8) 

I think it is worth the effort to farm. It is my whole life. It is my income 

and when I have hardship I can slaughter and sell one or two sheep 

and there is always milk. (K6:8) 

We could make our own butter [and] …flour for bread and porridge. We 

made our own soap. We baked our own bread. We hunted rabbits. 

(K7:19) 

Yes it is worth the while to farm. You get your food, your vegetables, 

and you can take care of the children and the next generation. (K8:12) 
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Some women felt that their expenses in maintaining farming activities is at 

times disabling, “I spend more [on farming] than I get out of it” (K3:15). However, 

despite the many obstacles and threats many women would prefer to farm 

independently: Two women from Spoegrivier and Kharkams offered: 

 

I would prefer to go on my own because every one person has his or 

her own way of farming. (S6:10) 

Yes farming is not easy especially when the finances are lacking. 

Women are often not heard and therefore we are not taken into 

account when important issues are discussed. I think it is also because 

women do not want to take the lead. It is always men in front. That is 

why I prefer to [farm] on my own. (K6:28) 

 

5.11 Women’s views of the future of farming 

Varying attitudes towards women‟s access to land and their involvement in 

agriculture surfaced. One woman was hopeful that her daughters would get involved 

in farming through what she considers the dominant mode of access to land, 

marriage: “… hopefully they will get husbands with land” (C2:22). A young woman 

from Concordia expressed a reserved attitude towards farming and did not see it as 

an immediate priority. She seemed determined in wanting a future that was different 

from the historical land-based subsistent lives lived in Namaqualand and wanted to 

have formal employment with a stable income, but saw access to land as a form of 

security: “I would always want to have access to our farm. That is our family‟s land 

and I would want to keep a few livestock later in life…” (C3:16). On the other hand, a 

number of women were tired of what they considered to be a difficult source of 

livelihood. Many felt that many – especially subsistence – farmers in Namaqualand 

were farming “backwards”, causing economic stagnation and no development for the 

communities: 

We do not want to struggle any further. I don‟t want to touch another 

black pot, or carry another bundle of wood. I just want to be 
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comfortable. If I work the whole week in the field and there is no 

payment at the end of the week, then it is not worth the while. They say 

Namaqualand‟s second name is “precarious existence” and believe me 

it is true. (L5:24) 

 

Another young woman had a more visionary outlook and said she wanted to 

move away from the tradition of subsistence farming to become more commercially-

orientated: 

But I do not want to be a struggling farmer I want to be a successful 

farmer with a vehicle. (C6:7-group)  

 

Given the decline in the rural agriculture in the reserves it was not surprising a 

number of older women indicated that they wanted to try something different with 

land, given the resources: 

We can only challenge anything if we have money. Even if we do get a 

piece of land we will have to continue in the same way our parents do 

because we would not have the money to do things differently. We do 

want to farm big. There are many things that you can achieve if you 

have your own land. …I can do gardens, chickens, livestock or even 

tourism but you need money. And that is the one thing we do not have. 

(C6:40-group) 

I would like to farm again and maybe this time on a full-time basis if the 

land is right. Our people need to learn that you do not only have to farm 

for the pot. It is not just a life line. You can make it a business like the 

white people. (S4:18)  

No but I want to farm successfully. I don‟t want to waste my time. I 

want to give my children a better life. I want to make a profit. I want to 

employ people. (C6:25- group) 
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Despite the hardship experienced by several women in the sample, many 

women displayed positive attitudes towards the future of their daughters in farming, 

and said they would like to see their young daughters more involved in agriculture, in 

order to continue the tradition of farming amongst families in Namaqualand: 

The land is there for us to use. Land is important. If we plough and look 

after the land it will provide us with everything. I don‟t like it that land 

lies fallow. This is not the purpose of land, whether it belongs to us or 

not. (L1:23) 

[W]e are all born into farming and it is in our nature and irrespective of 

setbacks we continue farming. More women are getting involved in 

farming out of their own right and as time progresses I do believe 

women will become, I almost want to say equal, to men in farming. 

(S3:12) 

 

Despite earlier expression that women themselves undervalue their 

contribution to agriculture several women voiced the view that they wanted greater 

recognition of their significant role in relation to land and farming. Two statements, 

one from a woman from Concordia and one from Steinkopf, suggested that women‟s 

contributions to farming and land-based livelihoods needed to be more valued: 

We want to be reckoned as women in our own right. We need to prove 

ourselves. Talking doesn‟t work. …If I can make an income out of 

farming, I would not even need a husband. Men have so little trust in 

us. They believe we would destroy a farm. [O]ur fathers and brothers 

also make judgement mistakes with farming but they are allowed to do 

that. Can‟t we make mistakes and learn from that? (C6:41-group) 

There is no Namaqualand without farming and simply no farming 

without women. Tradition has it that women must stand behind their 

husband and support him to keep the farm running. But we sometimes 

stand stronger when they are not around. (S5:12) 
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5.12 Conclusion 

Stock farming and to a lesser extent crop farming remain significant land use 

practices in Namaqualand. Women tend to focus more strategically on crop farming 

as a supplement to the household production. While very little is recorded in the 

literature, this study suggests that women have played a significant role in 

agricultural livelihoods throughout the history of the region, mainly as harvesters of 

natural medicinal herbs, collectors of wood, and planting of household crops.. Yet 

women continue to maintain marginal positions and face many challenges as 

farmers or in implementing farming activities. Women portrayed mixed views on their 

role and involvement in agriculture and while some recognise the contribution they 

make in their own right, some women upheld the importance of and entrenchment of 

custom – i.e. farming is predominantly a male domain and should stay as such. 

 

With the introduction of land reform, the possibility of greater participation in 

farming by women arose, yet in reality women‟s agricultural practices are still not 

regarded as important in the understanding of farming in Namaqualand. As a result 

women – irrespective of the significant role they play in practice and the new rights 

that law and policy appear to afford them as individuals – still do not get recognition 

as farmers in their own right. As a result, the opportunities afforded to them are not 

on the same level as their male counterparts. Women thus remain the “invisible 

farmers” of Namaqualand. This devalues the important contributions they make to 

land-based livelihoods, but also influences how women themselves view their own 

status as farmers. 
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6. CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 
 

6.1 Introduction 

Citizens in the former „coloured reserves‟ of Namaqualand continue to 

struggle to address the challenges to their land-based livelihoods left by several 

historical eras and recent periods; from the pre-colonial period, to the colonial and 

apartheid era, and into the contemporary period. These struggles reflect the 

gendered nature of communal land tenure regimes in South Africa in general, as 

manifested in patriarchal impositions and controls over women, with their 

consequent subordination to male kin. Yet some women do manage to access land 

for farming, despite these constraints, exploiting opportunities that arise from time to 

time. The qualitative data analysed in this study of women and land in Namaqualand 

demonstrates the complexities of gendered systems of communal land tenure. In this 

conclusion I return to the set of questions I posed at the onset of my research, and 

summarize my answers. 

 

6.2 How do women in Namaqualand view the nature and strength of their 

land rights? 

The evidence suggests that women‟s perceptions of land rights and their 

position in social relations are influenced by a range of factors, including, history, 

culture, tradition and religion. The in-depth interviews show that women perceive 

themselves to be secondary land rights holders. These perceptions tend to conform 

to traditional views held by the Namaqualand rural population at large, which 

continue to inform land practice. 

 

Limited substantive societal or political processes of transformation do not 

create a space for substantive shifts in women‟s narrow views of the ways land 

should be held, used, controlled and disposed of. Unbalanced land relations 

continue to govern practices around land in Namaqualand and leave limited 
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opportunities to reshape perceptions. There are no formal measures which support 

the cracks in tradition and customs that practice on the ground is opening up; as 

described in Chapter 4, where some indication is evident that women want to have 

the land formally transferred to them independently to maintain greater control over 

their livelihood. Similarly one woman from Leliefontein, who had herself, inherited 

land from her mother, indicates how such a break in tradition allows women to 

occasionally defy the commonly accepted tradition of handing over land rights when 

she indicated that the land that she owns will be transferred to her daughter (p.64). 

 

6.3 What is women’s experience of asserting and claiming their rights to 

land? 

While the study demonstrates that some women successfully challenge 

traditional land relations, most women in the study do not. The main constraints are 

derived from women‟s fragile economic, political power and authority within the 

current male dominated structures which uphold, interpret, administer and govern 

land in the rural towns of Namaqualand. The research suggests that women either 

work within the current land systems, or, to a very limited degree, defy the existing 

status quo. For example, the case of the Steinkopf woman who managed to get 

access to land through directly approaching the municipality and applying for the 

registration of unoccupied land (p.65). Similarly a minority of women in the sample 

had managed to acquire land in their own names. Usually this was through 

inheritance of land from parents, or some other familial link. What is particularly 

interesting is the ability of a few women to retain control of such land even after 

marriage (p.61, also see Kleinbooi and Lahiff 2007:808). In a more common and 

beneficial approach women – particularly unmarried women – access land by 

entering into some form of land sharing arrangement with male relatives. Such 

arrangements are financially and technically advantageous because men are able to 

share the costs and risks of farming (p.67, see also Kleinbooi and Lahiff 2007:809). 

However this was a limited gain. 
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In just one case in the study was there a report of subdivision of land as a 

pragmatic solution to be fair and inclusive to both sons in the family; but here as in 

many other cases, we see daughters being marginalised within their birth family. A 

woman from Steinkopf reported that her sister-in-laws were not considered for land 

when her husband and his brothers benefitted from land allocation by her father-in-

law. And the evidence suggests that this inherent exclusion fortifies the common 

perception that women should take a backseat when it comes to land. 

 

The lack of clear visibility of women‟s assertiveness in practising their land 

rights renders these efforts and attempts largely unnoticed by policy makers and 

women‟s rights to land and security of tenure remain predominantly tenuous. There 

are indications that, gradually, women are successfully asserting their land rights, yet 

these cases remain isolated. The allocation of land to women independently is not 

yet substantive enough and, in several cases where women in their own right 

received access to land, they were unable to sustain this. Consequently the 

incidences of women‟s assertiveness in claiming land are not yet extensive enough 

to transform the context to one where women‟s primary relation to land is socially 

acknowledged, accepted and secured in law and in practice. 

 

6.4 How does the nature of land rights impact on how women access 

land? 

The research shows that land practices in Namaqualand are prejudicial to 

women. Despite women playing a primary role in household farming, their access to 

land continues to be dependent on their relationships with male kin. While their 

membership of a family or household allows a relation to land, the system of 

community membership, or citizenship, introduced in the broader context of 

Namaqualand tends to disadvantage women. The issuing of citizenship to men as 

representatives of their families is a major determining feature in the definition of only 

secondary land rights for women. 
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The formalising of men‟s rights to land on behalf of their families was 

accepted into local norms and values and seen as flowing from their justifiable 

obligations as heads of households. Women themselves have internalised the 

discrimination and most women now see land as the man‟s domain, devaluing their 

own contribution and undermining their right to independently access land. The 

demonstration of this internalisation of women‟s marginalisation is Illustrated 

significantly by the commonly-held view: “That is how the tradition works” (L1:10) 

(discussed in Chapter four). The study highlights incidences of opportunities for 

women to access land in their own right, yet indications are that women do not 

always take the full responsibility for becoming independent land rights holders. One 

reason may be that women need to develop the skills and confidence to claim 

entitlement to and assert authoritative power over land. The result is that women 

prefer to be linked to male kin with respect to their access to land. The study also 

suggests, however, that there is a growing agency amongst women who want to 

access land autonomously. In their view women have become breadwinners in their 

own right, who engage in independent or equally-shared livelihoods with male kin 

and therefore need access to land that is not determined through their relationships 

with male kin. This was demonstrated by a Kommagas woman who told how she 

identified a piece of land as unused land and erected her own stock post, without 

asking for official permission: 

My stock post is as you come into town. There are two corrugated iron 

huts on that land… I just invaded that land. Nobody gave it to me... I 

have never registered that land, I just use it. I must probably go to the 

municipality to get it allocated to me (K6:12). 

 

Clearly this and a number of other findings indicate a gradual increase in 

agency amongst women in advocating and claiming rights – however minimal – does 

exist. This is also evidence that women do attempt to push the boundaries of 

custom; either by pushing the boundaries of the confined space of customary land 

rights, or stepping beyond the boundaries of customary land practices by finding 

alternative ways of accessing land. 
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6.5 In what ways do women make use of land as a livelihood asset? 

Overall the study suggests that women use land mainly to supplement the 

livelihood activities engaged in by men. Yet, as primary land users, the obligation to 

produce increasingly rests with women. There is broad agreement and society-wide 

recognition that women are the backbone of Namaqualand subsistence farming. 

Their contribution to meet basic household needs through their land-based activities 

is considerable. Women view their livelihood contribution as highly valuable and their 

perception is that having land is an asset – whether access is dependent or 

autonomous – in sustaining the livelihoods of many poverty-stricken families in the 

rural areas. This was clearly illustrated in the reports by women of Concordia and 

Lekkersing who suggested farming is an important aspect of the sustainability of 

their households. Through their continued involvement they are able to maintain the 

family faming activities as a supplement to their husband‟s wages (see p74: My 

husband said to me he has to work and I have to take the farm… but I had to farm. 

He was the breadwinner and I helped him otherwise we will not survive and p84: 

“because that is our only income and livelihood”). 

 

The indication from the research is that the contribution of land to household 

food security is primarily maintained by women. Hence, women are very dependent 

on land access. Women in the study described using land as a livelihood asset that 

enables them to supplement non-farm income and maintain the family livelihood as a 

safety net. The research further indicated substantial usage of land in the form of 

both cropping and livestock keeping. The narratives also suggest that women 

continue to invest in land and that land is a primary – though unrecognised – priority 

for women‟s economic position both in the family and the community. 

 

6.6 How do women understand TRANCRAA and its impact on their 

access to land? 

TRANCRAA represents a lost opportunity to solidify the small gains women 

made in breaking the traditional land holding patterns in Namaqualand. Yet, the 

process of strengthening rights and determining the governance structures of land in 
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Namaqualand‟s rural towns – as required by TRANCRAA – falls short of recognising 

the importance of women in land matters. TRANCRAA is seen by government as 

embodying its commitment to gender equality and effective implementation thereof in 

land matters. Yet the outcomes of the policy process demonstrated that women were 

not prioritised; and no clear process was set in motion to identify challenges for 

women realising independent land rights and what women‟s land needs are. Instead, 

communities were approached as homogeneous groups. Women in the study either 

indicated they did not understand the details of the process, or highlighted that many 

women did not participate in the referenda. As with other matters related to land, 

many women deferred to their husbands or to other men in their community. A 

woman in Nourivier reported that she did not get involved with the TRANCRAA 

process because she felt she was fully represented by her husband. In some areas 

women were side-lined because it was seen as the men‟s issue. Where women 

participated in referenda, this was in the same spirit as the cultural norm in which 

land matters are implemented: to support the decisions made by their fathers, 

husbands, sons and the male leadership of their communities. 

 

The majority of women in the study were ignorant of the ways in which 

TRANCRAA could or should improve their access to land. This is clearly indicative of 

the lack of political legwork that went into creating awareness about the content and 

implications of the Act; particularly in respect of women‟s participation in the process, 

but also in allowing women to articulate their own land priorities. There was little 

opportunity for these to be clearly voiced. An effective legal and policy framework, 

combined with transformation processes that address and support these attempts, 

could augment women‟s efforts to claiming and asserting rights. The state‟s failure to 

respond to and acknowledge shifts on the ground in relation to women‟s land access 

through the TRANCRAA process – however flawed the overall process appears to 

be – is a missed opportunity to regulate shifts in practices around land in 

Namaquland. 
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6.7 Challenges and opportunities that women experience in claiming 

their land rights in Namaqualand 

In conclusion, generally different familial circumstances have developed to be 

beneficial to women gaining access to land over time. The indication from the 

research is that women find it easier to gain access to residential land independently 

than applying for commonage access and arable land or ”saaipersele”. These 

accesses are generally acquired through customary channels. Although access may 

increase through the institution of marriage there is often no legally recognizable 

right in place. Women may only act as interim rights holders and act as guardians 

over land until their sons are old enough to become the primary right holders. Some 

shifts are gradually occurring and women in the study indicated they find alternative 

opportunities to secure land. However it appears perceptions have a limiting impact 

on the real opportunities for women to gain primary rights to land. 

 

The traditional norms, practices and beliefs in Namaqualand, imbedded in 

family and kinship structures – and which view women‟s land rights as a privilege 

afforded through their relationships with men as “heads of households” – continue to 

shape women‟s perceptions and the understanding of their land rights. These 

historical conceptions of social relations around land continue to leave women‟s 

views of their land rights as undervalued links to the land rights of their male 

counterparts, and where social relations around land are beginning to shift, they are 

often not formally recognised and remain overlooked by both men and institutional 

structures in the rural areas. However, despite not having substantive formally 

guaranteed land rights, some women continuously find ways and opportunities to 

push the gendered boundaries of land rights and access, and the accompanied 

changing and social realities wider – whether purposefully or by chance as they 

assert their land rights beyond the customary practice of land holding in 

Namaqualand. A supportive policy might enable more of them to shift their own 

perceptions of access to land and their land rights status over time.  
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APPENDIX 1 

Semi-structured interview schedule 
o Key issues and questions 

 

 Women’s access to land 

o Do women have access to land?  
o In circumstances where women do not have formal land access do 

they have any other informal access to land owned or controlled by a 
either the community, a private individual, or any other institution. 

o What options do women have to get access to land? 
o How did they get access to the land (community membership, tenancy, 

inheritance on an individual or joint family basis, state transfers, 
purchased)?  

o What type of land (arable, arid) do women have access to?  
 

 Nature of women’s land rights  
o Do women‟s land rights differ from men‟s rights to land i.e. right of use, 

in/formal concession and ownership?  
o What is the nature of these rights? (temporal, locational, hereditary, 

accrue only for a person‟s lifetime?) 
o Are women‟s land rights formal or informal rights, legal, effective 

rights? 
o Are these rights socially recognised? Are these rights enforced and not 

merely a right on paper? Will women be able to prove their rights by to 
an external legitimatized authority (i.e. via a court of law)? Are there 
mechanisms in place to address land disputes? 

o Are women able to voluntarily lease, bequeath or sell the land to 
others? 

o Are there circumstances under which women can lose the rights to the 
land or that rights can become insecure?  

o How easy or difficult is it for women to apply informal land rights?   
o What weakens women‟s land rights?  
o Under which circumstances are women‟s rights to land strengthened?  
o If women have access to land are they able to voluntarily dispose of 

land? 
o What circumstances will force women to dispose of land? 
o Where women have rights and access to land what do they do with the 

land?  
 

 Women’s use of land  
o Do women have the freedom to make independent decisions and 

choices over what to do with the land? (Independent control) 
o What type of decision-making is assigned to women?  
o If women are involve in farming, to what extent do women 

management and control the operations on the land they have access 
to?  

o How is household production and women‟s land use organised? 
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o How do women see their role in agriculture, as farmers or are women 
treated as labourers? 

o Do women have access to other resources? 
o Are there cases where women do not use the land at all? What 

prevents women from using the land?  
 

 Women’s status in the household 
o Married women‟s rights to land and those of divorced women and the 

question of widow succession to land rights are amongst the 
contentious issues facing women in many rural areas. 

o What is the situation about this in Namaqualand?  
o What is the situation for single women with regards to access?  
o How easy is it for women in different categories to exert their land 

rights? 
 

 Livelihoods 
o For those who have land, how much does it contribute to their 

livelihood? How does land fit into the livelihood of women?  
o What percentage does it contribute to household income/food security? 
o How are livelihood choices related to the level of land access and the 

security of land tenure which women feel in specific situations? 
 

 Women involvement and awareness of the land reform process 
o TRANCRAA and the demarcation is two on-going processes in 

Namaqualand and what impact it will have on women‟s access to land 
and their existing land rights is still vague at present.  

o Do women engage with the TRANCRAA process of transferring 
management of Act 9 Land to either CPA‟s or Municipalities?  

o What knowledge do women have of the process?  
o If they are involved, how are women‟s interests considered and 

articulated in the processes?  
o Are current land reform processes influenced by (or influencing) 

women‟s land rights and access to land? 
o Has anything changed in terms of women‟s land rights or land access 

and how has it affected women? 
o Is there a difference in the rights women are enjoying between old 

municipal commonage and „new‟ commonage land?  
o What is women‟s views about the 

 

 General questions based on women’s perceptions  
o What are your views and attitude towards land?  
o What kind of land use do women want?  
o What are the things that affected women‟s access to land in the last 

few years? 
o What do women think needs to happen to strengthen women‟s land 

rights and access to land in future?  
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