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This is an ambitious study of land reform in the Mpumalanga province of
South Africa, which draws on a long history of field work by the author in
the area, stretching back to the early 1980s. A major strength of the book is
that it is a regional study – not simply a single case study, nor a high-level
national overview but, rather, a series of case studies and associated
analyses of what they mean in combination. This allows James to bring to
the fore and explore the complex range of categories of land ownership and
rights, past and present, that characterises land relationships in the province
(focusing in particular on the former white countryside rather than the former
bantustans), as well as the way in which they overlap, intersect, cross-cut
and compete. The different types of rights in land include freehold title,
labour tenancy and various forms of communal and informal tenure, all of
which are mediated through relationships to legal institutions, state
bureaucrats, traditional leaders, private landowners (black and white), and
other local power brokers. James also highlights rural-urban linkages and
their significance for understanding relationships to land, and is critical of
analysts who conceptualize land reform as targeting a distinct rural sphere,
rather than appreciating the extent of the interdependence between urban
and rural livelihoods for most ostensibly ‘rural’ people.

It is thus a highly complex terrain  which James presents, one which she
is at pains neither to simplify nor romanticise. Had she located Mpumalanga
more clearly in relation to other regional contexts within South Africa, she
might have been even more successful in demonstrating not just complexity
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but also delineating the regional specificity of Mpumalanga and what this
means for the larger analysis of land reform that is also an important concern
for her. This province is an important locus for land reform but it is not fully
representative of South Africa’s rural areas in their entirety, nor of the more
highly urbanized provinces. A major challenge for land reform, therefore,  is
that it is a national endeavour that has to take regional differences into
account in the development and implementation of policy.

For poor black rural households, land provides a form of social insurance
in a world where employment is no longer assured and the state’s capacity
to provide social security is itself not certain. While recognising that, James
also explores land as a symbol of citizenship and the challenges facing a
bureaucratically-driven process of land reform that ‘represents an attempt
seamlessly to combine political priorities with material ones’ (253).  She thus
identifies the importance of land not only materially, for livelihoods, but also
politically and symbolically, the latter driven by its centrality in denying
black South Africans citizenship and rights in the past.

Along with others, she is of the view that this has placed unrealistic
expectations on the programme. Land reform, perhaps more than other
policies in the new South Africa, has provided fertile grounds for the forming
of such expectations. Failing to nourish these adequately has made the
subsequent disappointment inevitable. Land reform has been a social
experiment ambitious in its breadth of scope but ultimately unrealistic given
the material and other human resources on which it has had to rely. As James
puts it:

… An eagerly-anticipated future is built upon unrealized ambitions in
the present and fuelled by longer memories of injustice which demand
redress. If the future fails to materialize as expected, the past provides
a fall-back position. (2007:2)

Missing, however, is an account of what a more realistic programme could
or should look like – especially given not only the political but also the
economic context in which it is necessarily embedded.

An important focus in this study is the role of ‘middlemen and brokers’
(James 2007:13), in particular lawyers, planners, and NGO activists in
shaping the land reform policy and mediating between its beneficiaries’ and
the state. Because the study focuses on land restitution in Mpumalanga,
where the Regional Land Claims Commissioner in the later 1990s was a human
rights lawyer, James possibly overstates the importance of lawyers in the
unfolding of the restitution programme – while certainly playing an important
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role, they were not, in my view, as pivotal in the Commission and Department
of Land Affairs nationally as she suggests.

Another useful feature of this study is the way it describes and analyses
relationships of dependency and paternalism in the structuring of land
relationships:

… the poor have constructed networks of dependence on the better-off
and the more powerful in an effort to minimize reliance on cash and
commodities. … in this post-industrial setting – both within and now
beyond the borders of the homelands – their reliance on patrons is crucial
for different reasons. For the African poor in the twenty-first century,
it is their need to keep land beyond the sphere of wages and commodities
that leads them to embed it, instead, in a fabric of social dependence.
(James 2007:14)

A challenging insight from James’  field work is that such relationships can
extend to white farmers and their black tenants as well, and not only patron/
client relationships within black communities. Along with a history of
contestation over land and rights, there is also a history of dependency
which the state’s land reform programme is reproducing in new ways,
through its increasing reliance on “strategic partners” and consultants to
address concerns over falling agricultural production on many of these
reform projects. James’ account thus takes us beyond overly simplistic
assumptions of irreconcilable, primordial differences of interest between
blacks and whites in the countryside that guarantee a predictable outcome
of conflict and exclusion.

In this way, James distinguishes her analysis from that of Jonny Steinberg’s
account in his book Midlands (Johannesburg: Jonathon Ball Publishers
2002). She argues that there are strong ‘expectations of paternalism’ among
the black rural poor and ‘while the process has involved power struggles and
bitter accusations between black and white, it has also witnessed the
flowering of unexpected partnerships’ in which ‘race is not necessarily the
only or even the most significant factor’ (James 2007:21), a point she is at
pains to repeat in her conclusion. What could usefully be taken forward is
an account of the conditions under which these partnerships are likely to
flower – or wither – given the large and dynamics context in which they
operate.

James also traces what she regards as a key shift in state policy, whereby
land reform has became ‘a bureaucratic matter of administration rather than
… something concerning fundamental tenets of justice’ (2007:254).
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As she argues:
Earlier hybrid discourses on ownership were pared down to yield more
streamlined procedures based more squarely on the realities of the
market for restoring, transferring, acquiring and managing property.
(2007:254)

Here James draws a distinction between ‘rights’ and ‘property’ which she
presents as a central tension in the land reform debate, with the state moving
increasingly towards the latter. I am not convinced that this is the best way
to conceptualise the relationship between rights and development, nor that
this dualism is fully accurate of the way in which this debate has unfolded
in state institutions concerned with land reform since 1994, but it is an
interesting binary to examine further in other contexts as well.

James’s deep historical knowledge of the region and her appreciation of
the complexity of relationships to land, mediated over time through
relationships among people, is a major strength of this book. The detail is
fascinating but at times formidable, while the discussion can be dense and
the prose somewhat awkward in places – so this not always an easy read.
These cavils notwithstanding, it is an absorbing and important read for
anyone wanting to understand not simply land reform but the significance
of land in social and economic relationships in South Africa’s dynamic and
varied countryside.




