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ABSTRACT

Rural spaces in South Africa remain crucially important to the material, emotional, and
cultural wellbeing of many South Africans, and many ‘rural’ lives have long been highly
mobile and dynamic. Women in rural areas, in particular, provide diverse maintenance
work that sustains translocal households – entities that sprawl across rural, peri-urban, and
urban space. This article situates South African mobilities, especially those of women, in
the historical context of the past ﬁfty years, exploring the changing nature of connections
between rural and urban lives of Black South Africans through the lens of a village in a
former ‘homeland’ in northeastern Limpopo Province. Whereas analyses tend to focus on
migrants, often viewing rural people as immobile or out of step with modernity, the focus
here is on those who remain principally rural yet maintain mobilities of diverse kinds.
Rooted in the qualitative methods of oral history, social history, and gender history, the
article provides a ﬁne-grained analysis of rural households, the lives of those who remain
in or return to rural areas, and rural contributions within translocal households and
economies.

Introduction and historical context
Mobility has long deﬁned human communities in Southern Africa. In the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and especially nineteenth centuries, the pressures of colonialism contributed
to major pulses of movement by Indigenous and African societies in the face of white
settler inﬂux. The British colonial extractive frontier established the labour migration
system that so deeply shaped the political economy of the future South Africa from
the late nineteenth century, through apartheid and, in distinctive ways, down to the
present (Wolpe 1972; Adepoju 2006; Marks 2011; Beinart 2012). British, Dutch and
ﬁnally Afrikaner colonialism (apartheid) sought to control Africans’ movements and personal lives, with male wage labourers expected to live in hostels near the mines, and the
men and smaller numbers of women who worked in the cities pressed into cramped
locations on the fringes of urban centres (Beinart 2012; Marks 2011). Most women, children, and elders remained in rural areas that, under apartheid, were imagined by the
state as labour sinks. The reality was more complex, as discussed below. The boundaries
of the rural ‘homelands’ were always porous, and the dominant political authorities were
never able to remake African societies just as they pleased (Beinart 2012; Etherington
2001). Since the democratic transition of the early 1990s, the migrant labour system
that fuels extractive industry and other elements of the national economy persists,
although in diﬀerent form. While women have migrated within South Africa at least
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since the nineteenth century, since the 1980s and nineties there has been a distinct feminisation of internal labour migration (Camlin, Snow, and Hosegood 2014, 529; Hall and
Kepe 2017). Massive numbers of women are mobile in this network. Workers can now
choose, within economic and social constraints, where to live in relation to their workplaces (although the degree to which the decision to live in precarious housing can be
called a choice is debatable). Mobility is now facilitated by public and private communications and transportation infrastructure, by earnings for some and state social grants for
many, and, as argued here, by ramifying familial and social networks spread across rural,
peri-urban, and urban locales. As this essay demonstrates, this mobility does not follow
the tidy trajectory of rural-to-urban movement anticipated by prevailing narratives of
modernisation and relentless urbanisation (Cooper 2001; Lohnert and Steinbrink 2005).
In the critical narrative of South African history prevalent through the 1980s, the
‘homelands’ ﬁgured as places of rural backwardness, oppressive traditional governance,
and isolation (Biko 1978; Beinart and Bundy 1987; Beinart 2012). There was much that
was accurate in this narrative, yet these rural locales were also places of refuge and homecoming for furloughed workers, places of childhood learning and elder retirement, places
of social reproduction and maintenance, and places of important political activity. At the
height of apartheid, even in the most oppressed and marginalised ‘homelands’ like
Gazankulu in present-day Limpopo Province, there were ‘dynamic assertions of aspects
of African culture and identity in the context of rapid social change’ (Beinart 2012, 9;
Beinart 1982; Delius 1996). Today, the former ‘homelands’ remain home for many
South Africans, including those who live primarily in urban settings and others who are
principally rural, yet mobile. Situating South African mobilities in the historical context
of the past ﬁfty years, this article explores the changing nature of mobility for Black
South Africans – particularly women – through the lens of Jomela village in the former
homeland of Gazankulu. I argue that the relationship between rural spaces and the
towns and cities is far more dynamic and multi-directional than is often recognised
(Posel and Marx 2013). So imbricated are rural and urban spaces in South Africa that
many lives are most accurately described as translocal. Long after successive eras of
enforced labour migration and in the face of widespread urbanisation, many South
African lives remain characterised by forms of mobility that bridge or span speciﬁc
locations, crisscrossing space in ways that produce dense entanglements of human
experience, materials, and ideas. Such an argument has been made before (see especially
Lohnert and Steinbrink 2005; Beinart 1982, 2012; Bank 2015). What is distinctive here is
the rural and gender vantage point. This essay oﬀers a qualitative and historical analysis
of rural households, the lives of women who remain in or return to rural areas, and rural
contributions to translocal households and economies.
The expectation of policy makers and most commentators at the end of apartheid in
1994 was that after a long period characterised by circular migration, now people
would migrate to cities once and for all in search of economic opportunities (as many
did: by 2014 two-thirds of South Africans lived, at least part time, in urban areas [SAIRR
2013; World Bank 2018b]). New policy frameworks including access to secure land
tenure in the cities, many suggested, would mean Africans could dispense with their
rural base, while secure work would enable staying put in urban centres; government
housing would underwrite stable family formation in the cities; and at the same time,
state investment in rural development would provide opportunities for those remaining

POLITIKON

3

in rural areas (Posel 2004; Collinson et al. 2006; Potts 2000; Posel and Marx 2013;
Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter 2019). The expectation was that legal, spatial, institutional,
and policy shifts would weaken rural-urban links. Scholars’ interests followed this line;
until recently there has been ‘little acknowledgement of the cultures of connection
between urban areas and the former homelands’ (Bank 2015, 1069; Beinart 2012).

Translocal space
Lived experience ﬂouted expectations. Rather than seeing the urban and the rural as distinct spaces or ‘dual’ economies in South Africa, they are better understood as what
Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter (2019, 415), drawing on work by Lohnert and Steinbrink
(2005), call ‘sub-systems of a spatially diversiﬁed translocal system.’ I join these authors
in favouring the concept of translocality as an analytic tool for understanding South
African mobilities at the level of the household. Households sprawl across this translocal
space. Makhulu (2015, 29) describes apartheid-era households as ’geographically
unwieldy, dispersing and stretching budgets, labor, and care across hundreds of miles.’
I understand today’s households not as bounded entities residing within walls, but as
groupings organised in a speciﬁc context, ‘whose members coordinate themselves over
a long period of time [in] activities of consumption, reproduction and the use of resources’
(Lohnert and Steinbrink 2005, 97; Camlin, Snow, and Hosegood 2014). While the walls of
the house and compound may not contain far-ﬂung members of the household, the rural
compound can be a vitally important economic resource, and a crucial attachment point
for belonging, for those at a distance. Households and kin networks, their relations rooted
in mutuality as much as markets, are where the economy is lived: households are the focal
points of rural-urban linkages in the democratic era. Whereas under the constraints of
apartheid, older migrant men in urban and industrial settings often provided supports
for ‘home boys’ from their rural districts, related or not, the evidence considered here supports the view that linkages today are rooted in ‘a stronger, more feminised ethos of
family co-operation and support’ (Bank 2015, 1077; James 2015b; Hart, Laville, and
Cattani 2010). Within these household and kin networks, substantial research now
demonstrates the ongoing importance of ‘rural anchorage’ even to many apparently permanent urbanites. The insecurity of urban life may be a driving force behind rural connection, but ‘it is not the only force,’ as Bank demonstrates (2015, 1071).1
I root my understanding of translocality in formative transnational work by Levitt
(2001) and Freitag and von Oppen (2010), and suggestive essays on South Africa by
Lohnert and Steinbrink (2005), Bank (2015), Naumann and Greiner (2017) and
Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter (2019). Historians Freitag and von Oppen emphasise the
‘entangled’ (2010, 2) nature of social histories, not least those of Africa, Asia, and the
Middle East, regions with long histories of connections beyond the ‘local’ (contra Eurocentric area studies approaches, which have emphasised localism and regional boundedness in non-Western histories). Frietag and von Oppen characterise translocality as an
‘intermediary concept’ between local and global, which helps to conceptualise links
beyond the local that are not always, or not necessarily, global in scale or part of globalised processes (Freitag and von Oppen 2010, 3; Chakrabarty 2000). As an analytic tool
translocality considers, and speciﬁes the outcomes of, concrete movements of ‘people,
goods, ideas and symbols [that] span spatial distances and cross boundaries,’ whether
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geographical, cultural, or formal (Freitag and von Oppen 2010, 5). As a perspective, translocality emphasises the diverse, unanticipated, and often contradictory eﬀects of interactions among places, institutions, actors, and ideas. It rejects the over-determinism
of many analyses of globalisation, then, allowing space for locally lived distinctions
– while attending to the structures and ﬂows that function in the background and
frequently take centre stage. Freitag and von Oppen argue that translocality
‘account[s] better for the diversity of Asian and African experiences and agency in
the transformatory process often subsumed under the blanket term globalisation’
(2010, 5). Because translocality seeks to transcend the elite focus of a good deal of
global history, it facilitates contributions to the kind of grounded social history that
is my particular interest.
Levitt’s (2001) study of migrants from the Dominican Republic to Boston gives ﬂesh to
this schematic. Although living abroad, the Dominican migrants with whom Levitt worked
retained vital linkages with their home village – to the point that migrants and nonmigrants created what she calls a ‘transnational village.’ These linkages included the
obvious monetary remittances from migrants’ work in the US, but also a range of ‘social
remittances’ that circulated among those who left and those who stayed. These encompassed carefully tended social relationships as well as ideas, cultural products, and social
capital ﬂowing from the Caribbean community to the north. In an article about similar
processes among migrant workers within South Africa, Naumann and Greiner (2017)
describe miners in the Northern Cape who, while living in peri-urban settlements and
townships near the mines, remain intimately connected to the ‘places of belonging’
(Anthias 2008; Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter 2019), their rural villages. Cash and kind transfers from urban-based or industrial workers remain as essential for many rural households
today as they have long been, the authors show, and are accompanied by new ideas and
lifestyles that come to shape the villages. Yet the ﬂows are multidirectional. Mothers and
female relatives in the villages provide childcare and in fact do much of the raising of
children for young women – much of the care and maintenance work for the extended
household. Meanwhile those young women work in the towns and cities and send
money back home for support of their children. In addition, migrants’ material investments in rural land, housing, and livestock contribute to future ﬁnancial security and
retirement (Naumann and Greiner 2017). Naumann and Greiner show migrants to be
‘active geographical agents,’ regularly moving between urban and rural spaces to take
advantage of complementary oﬀerings and to expand their ‘translocal action space’
(2017, 885). Rooted in the evidence of lived experience, translocality has the potential
to oﬀer thick analyses of the ‘signiﬁcance, materiality, and uniqueness’ of speciﬁc
locales in the lives of individuals and communities (2017, 877).
In many studies of translocal lives to date, the focus is on migrants who live and work
predominantly in urban settings. Perhaps as a shorthand to distinguish between migrants
and others, Naumann and Greiner (2017, 876, 884) write of ‘immobile’ and ‘non-migrating’
rural populations. Bank (2015, 1069) refers to the ‘cultural uniformity’ of rural areas, at
least until the ‘rapid intrusion’ of urban styles and practices after apartheid. In the transition era, Ferguson captured a persistent view when he expressed surprise at the prominence of ‘rural options’ in urban workers’ planning, and concluded that ‘desperate
conditions of the urban economy’ were leading even the most urbanised to contemplate
‘humiliating and dangerous rural retreats’ into ‘bare survival’ (Ferguson 1990, 611). Such
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characterisations are sharply at odds with the primarily rural lives described below – lives
of people who, although predominantly rural in residence, are nonetheless ‘active geographical agents’ (Naumann and Greiner 2017, 885). The tendency to imagine rural
lives as stagnant, backward, or ‘bare’ (or at the other end of the spectrum, wholesome
or idyllic) has a long pedigree. Marx’s harangue about the ‘idiocy of the countryside’
ﬁts within and informs these traditions (Williams 1973; Cronon 1996; Bell 2007; Woods
2010; Makhulu 2015; Peeren 2019). Such assumptions reﬂect, and produce, political
eﬀects. Most of the world’s poor are ‘rural’, a fact that tracks with the paradox that a
majority of the world’s malnourished are farmers; these ﬁgures are gendered, given
that in South Africa, for instance, more than half of small-scale farmers are women
(World Bank 2007; Ramisch 2017; Hall and Kepe 2017). Rural people’s actions are
often imagined (if imagined at all) to fall below an implicit threshold for consideration
as ‘political’ – a set of assumptions and practices that are profoundly gendered, classed,
and racialised, and that have rendered invisible the citizenship activities of a majority of
the world’s population, many of them women (Napoleon and Friedland 2016, 213; Bell
2007; Vibert 2016). Drawing on oral historical evidence from the latter apartheid era and
the democratic period (roughly 1970 to the present), this article demonstrates that rural
lives in South Africa are widely experienced as mobile, dynamic, and translocal. Rural
women have long histories of movement and connection that shatter notions of bareness, backwardness, and isolation. Such mobility – ill-captured by the technocratic term
‘circular migration’ – continues today, and helps to maintain the dignity (emotional and
cultural wellbeing) and physical wellbeing of millions of South Africans. Analysing South
Africa and looking beyond, Lohnert and Steinbrink (2005, 96) remind us that ‘the social
space of large parts of the population in developing countries is incongruent with geographical rural-urban demarcations.’ It is better interpreted as translocal space traversed
by networks of inter-personal linkages and the practices of daily life.
Translocality notwithstanding, the village at the centre of this study is referred to as
‘deep rural’ by residents and visitors alike. Rural sociologist Michael Bell (2007) explains
that the rural has two interconnected forms: a material form with a spatial identity (e.g.
agricultural or resource-based livelihoods, low population density), and an imagined or
ideal form (close-knit villages, extended family, patriarchal power). Governments have
their own deﬁnitional frameworks: urban areas generally meet a population level or
density threshold and have a non-agricultural production base; everything else is not
urban, therefore rural (e.g. RSA 2003). Even the most seemingly concrete deﬁnitional
elements are unsettled on closer inspection. For instance, the women ‘farmers’ I have
worked with on an oral history project since 2012 engage in a dizzying array of additional
livelihood activities to support their households and translocal kin, complicating the
singular descriptor ‘farmer’ (Potts 2000; Scoones 2015). While recognising that ‘rural’
should be viewed as an essentially contested concept, I accept local labels (rural, deep
rural) and the following relational typology of the rural: relative to urban contexts, a
dependence on natural resources (land, water, soil, etc.); a relative abundance of
labour, much of it negotiated at household level; relative isolation (whether due to remoteness from urban centres, internal distances, or lack of infrastructure: ‘deep rural’ space is
characterised by all three); and relative signiﬁcance of social factors in structuring access
to resources, often to a much greater extent than market mechanisms (Halfacree 2006;
Bell 2007; Ramisch 2017).
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Methods: Jomela within South Africa
I now turn to the case study of the village of Jomela,2 a community of about 3,500 inhabitants within a communal territory comprising some thirty villages in northeastern
Limpopo Province. Two questions animate my analysis: How do rural women and rural
locales contribute to the maintenance and wellbeing of household members residing
mainly in urban areas? How are rural lives translocal, and how does gender function in
these processes? I examine the kinds of movement of people, things, and ideas that
keep these spaces connected at the level of the household. I focus on the households
of farmers at Hleketani Community Garden, a women’s cooperative farm where I have
been doing research since 2012.3 The households of these two dozen women farmers
‘spread like a net’ across the territory of South Africa (Lohnert and Steinbrink 2005, 99),
extending from Jomela to the town of Tzaneen (40 kilometres away), to the provincial
capital of Polokwane, distant Johannesburg, Tshwane, and beyond. All the women at
the farm carefully cultivate household connections with at least one family member
who lives in an urban centre; since the farmers are middle-aged and older women,
these household members are most often their oﬀspring. Many of those members live
precariously in the city, trying their luck in a challenging urban labour market characterised by 29% oﬃcial unemployment (RSA 2019a).4
When I began research in this region, I was fortunate to hire Basani Ngobeni, then a
high school matriculant from a nearby village, as language interpreter. With her excellent
language skills (she is ﬂuent in xiTsonga and Sepedi, the predominant local languages, as
well as English and several other South African languages), Ngobeni quickly became an
indispensable research colleague, opening doors to the villages she calls home, smoothing research relationships through her kin connections, providing crucial analysis of local
contexts, and carrying out occasional independent interviews on speciﬁc topics. In
keeping with the practices of community-engaged research, where the boundary
between research participants as ‘informants’ and co-researchers can be blurred (CIHR,
NSERC, and SSHRC 2018), Ngobeni is at times also a research participant, as indicated
below. Her rootedness in this context facilitates insights that would otherwise be
beyond my reach, and her own and her family’s lived experiences have shed important
light on gendered patterns of migration and household economy. As historian Belinda
Bozzoli wrote of research collaborator Mmantho Nkotsoe, ‘what to positivists might
seem to be her weakness (her subjective involvement in the lives of the informants,
and their perception of her as having a particular meaning in their lives) proves to be
her greatest strength’ (Bozzoli 1991, 6). Each year Basani and I spend about a month
together in Jomela, staying at one of the farmer’s homes. Basani now lives in the city
but regularly returns ‘home’ and provides updates on developments in the rural
region, from changes in household status to challenges at the farm, and most recently
the impacts of COVID-19. To date we have carried out more than 250 structured and
semi-structured interviews as well as myriad informal conversations and participatory
action research with these small-scale farmers and others. Most of these interviews are
with the women farmers, whom we interview every year. We have collected qualitative
longitudinal data on their household composition, movements of household members,
employment and other income sources, remittances from urban relatives, income from
familial and non-familial social networks, and expenditures. In addition to farmers and
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their families, we have also interviewed other village residents, members of the local traditional authority, ministry of agriculture representatives, white farmers, and academic
researchers.

Mobility 1: the lines
The bordering practices5 of apartheid were many and deeply felt in the rural northeast.
Apartheid was in part a project to create hard borders for ‘separate development’
along purported racial or ethnic lines. Yet a central contradiction of apartheid planning
was that its own imperatives meant it could never accomplish this neat division of
space (Marais 2011; Beinart 2012). Legal and theoretical apartness was in fact overlaid
by networks of necessary mobility and interaction between ‘the rural’ and ‘the urban/
industrial.’ (This is not to diminish the deleterious impacts of long-term labour migration,
among them the decline of much Black smallholder farming and fracturing of households
[Bundy 1979].) Jomela village was located within the legally bounded space – the putative
hard border – of the ‘homeland’ of Gazankulu, which was imagined under apartheid as a
rural enclave for women, children, and elderly people of Vatsonga ethnicity, while men
formed the labour force in the distant mines and cities. Even under apartheid the ruralurban/ homeland-nation binary was misleading: people and resources circulated
among these spaces, within and often in infraction of strict spatial regulations. Nevertheless, in a number of ways rural space was a space apart. Prior to 1970, when the people of
what became the village of Jomela were removed from the countryside to a cramped new
location they evocatively call ‘the lines’ (malayeni) in reference to its tight grid pattern, the
countryside was a heavily female domain. Men came back on brief breaks from work –
three weeks at Christmas and a visit at Easter, if their employer permitted and family
ties survived. Many came back to retire. In this gendered labour realm, the urban-rural
border was pronounced: ‘Distance made a very big gap between husband and wife,’
Daina explains. Some men got home only once every few years, and many of the
women at the farm recall being afraid of these virtual strangers. Daina’s words are poignant: ‘You had children with a person you had no relationship with.’
The women in our oral history project recall their lives in the countryside, before the
lines, in a nostalgic register. Life in a space they insistently call ‘our home’ was healthy,
traditional, and unencumbered. In their analysis the countryside might seem anachronistic, out of step with apartheid and the deeper processes of settler colonialism that
spawned it. This is not because they don’t know their history: it is because the countryside
homes of the 1950s and sixties are read in relation to the spaces of ‘lack [ku pfumala]’ that
came with the displacements of high apartheid in the early 1970s (Dubow 2017). ‘It’s very
painful to remember the way we were situated’ in the countryside, Mamamyila says. ‘It
was so nice. You had enough land to have your garden, donkeys, cattle kraal, one side
for goats, one side for pigs.’ Dinah notes that:
We lost everything – the trees, the land. Back then there was enough rain, there was water in
the rivers. Everyone ate from the big gardens. We had space for sorghum, we had space for
maize, we had space for squashes. … We lost life when we stopped planting the sorghum.

Sorghum was the highly nutritious indigenous staple that few have suﬃcient space or
labour to grow in the village. ‘Our life has changed’ since the lines, Mthavini explains.

8

E. VIBERT

‘The level of diet is not the same. We were eating everything that is very healthy from the
gardens.’ In the village, plots are small and some of those foods are now just memories.
Overreliance on maize meal, often purchased, contributed to the nutrition crisis that
spurred the women to start their cooperative farm in the early 1990s (Vibert 2016;
Vibert and Welsh 2017).
Those countryside lives ended abruptly in 1970, when households were ‘chased’ to the
lines. Formally, this enforced move was part of ‘rural betterment’ planning, a process
aimed at improving ‘homeland’ economies to ensure they could sustain and reproduce
the segregated African population (Harries 1989; Hay 2014). Such localised removals
likely exceeded, in numbers moved, any other type of removal under apartheid
(Beinart 2012). The women acknowledge certain beneﬁts. Some got their own compounds, separate from in-laws; their children would now go to school, girls included;
there were new regulations to protect trees (see also Mager 1999). But ‘betterment’
was infused with the belief that Black people inhabited a backward and wasteful subsistence economy in the countryside; they needed spatial reordering to improve their lot.
Chiefs found themselves agents of policies rooted in a logic and set of priorities alien
to their society and which, as Delius (2008) shows, ‘most rural residents saw as profoundly
invasive and destructive’ (228). This forced move to the lines was part of what Cherryl
Walker (2008, 37) calls the ‘unruly multiplicity’ of massive exclusions and dispossessions
that characterised apartheid and created so-called surplus populations in rural, periurban, and urban areas (Hall et al. 2013; Platzky and Walker 1985). The women insist it
was forced removal. Their dominant memory is of a profound, collective trauma. From
their vantage point half a century later, eviction from the countryside was a tear in the
social fabric from which their communities have not recovered. In Mphephu’s words,
the local and national authorities who required the move to the lines ‘didn’t modernise
our lives, they destroyed our lives.’ Across eight years of interviewing, women consistently
cite the move to the lines as the root cause of many present problems, including food
insecurity and health problems. The lines lived up to their name: drawn in space to
manage people, ‘the government started controlling us when we came to the lines’ (Sara).
Households, most headed by women while their men were away at work, arrived at the
new village site to ﬁnd few arrangements in place. There were long days of work in an
inhospitable space, far from water sources; Mamayila remembers working all day, day
after day, to build her family’s houses, and walking long distances for water. Land had
been the basis of household security in the countryside, supplemented by remittances
from mostly male labour migrants. Land dispossession is at the heart of the trauma of
removal. The women conjure chickens, livestock that are under female control, as a metaphor for overcrowding in the village: ‘If my chicken tries to pass the [property] line, it stirs
up a ﬁght between neighbours’ (Daina); ‘[If] the chicken says it’s moving, it’s going next
door’ (Mphephu). As a group they settle on the phrase ‘you can’t ﬁnd a place to spit’ (ku
pfumala vuphelo bya marha) as the most apt description of the lines. They implicate loss of
farmland and crowding into village space in many of the health crises faced today. High
blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, asthma, stroke, and circulatory problems are all called
‘diseases of the lines.’ These diseases became widespread because people no longer
walk the countryside, and because in the village ‘there is no air between us’ (Sara). Josephine is terse: ‘the one who signed that paper’ calling for the move to the lines is responsible for these diseases.

POLITIKON

9

Mobility 2: women’s movements under apartheid
Conﬁning though they may be, the revised rural spaces known as the lines have long
been valued for their contribution to the wellbeing of extended households. A rural
home, meaning a space where one’s parents, grandparents, or siblings continue to live
in common or neighbouring compounds, is a form of insurance, oﬀering protection
from unemployment, lack of job security, and high living costs in urban areas (Posel
and Marx 2013; Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter 2019). Mthavini, Rose, and Evelyn are
among those who recount personal histories of regular movement between village and
city, even in the years of inﬂux control. Mthavini moved to Johannesburg to join her
husband after their marriage in 1973. They had a little house in Soweto and he worked
in a paint factory. Six of their nine children were born in the township. The children
lived with their parents until they reached age seven, at which point Mthavini took
them back to the village to attend school and live with her mother-in-law. She believed
the inﬂuences on school-age children were more positive in the rural area. Mthavini’s life
was resolutely translocal. She passed the summer rainy seasons – October to April – in the
village, ploughing a big garden of maize, groundnuts, and vegetables for her growing
family. She dried and preserved large quantities of rural produce for the urban wing of
the household, and kept food circulating in both directions. During her winter months
in the city, Mthavini regularly prepared food parcels to send back to the village. ‘I was
drying the meat like the biltong. … I would have to dry the leftovers, then send it back
home; dry the bread leftovers, then send it back home.’ When Mthavini’s husband
retired the family returned permanently to their compound in the village.
Rose, nearly twenty years younger than Mthavini, followed her husband to Johannesburg in the late 1980s, in the urban rush that accompanied the end of pass laws and saw
so many women strike out for the city. She started a small business selling snacks to
school children, including maize from the village. A few years later Rose’s husband died
of AIDS. Rose tried to ﬁnd more remunerative work in the city, but eventually and reluctantly returned to Jomela. Unable to support herself in the city, she returned to her
parents’ compound (where her children were being cared for by her mother and sister)
and joined the women at the farm. Evelyn, now 60, also tried to make a go of life in
the city before returning to the village and taking the place of her aging mother at the
farm. ‘I tried everything,’ Evelyn says. She had been a strong student at school and
attended college with her husband’s help, until funds ran out. In the early 1990s she
took training as an institutional cleaner and hairdresser. ‘[T]here was nothing coming
out of what I’ve tried,’ so Evelyn returned to live in the village and work at the
women’s farm.
The details of these women’s lives speak to tensions in the relationship of rural people
to rural homes. Mthavini occupied rural and urban space in tandem, deploying complementary resources, and describes a positive relationship to both. Rose and Evelyn see
themselves as defeated by urban economies. They fell back on the rural safety net with
personal disappointment, for lack of alternatives, and for the good of their children.
While Rose saw her own life chances constrained by her return to the village, like many
young mothers she wanted her children raised there. It was not just for the convenience
of grandmothers and aunts as childcare. ‘I wanted my girls to know the traditional rules
and our culture,’ Rose says. ‘Joni was not good for my kids,’ with too many young people
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into drugs and criminal activity. In the village, Rose believed her girls would ‘grow well,
being responsible for themselves,’ learning self-discipline and positive cultural values.
These women’s lives illuminate gendered patterns of mobility that have persisted for
decades, quickened since the end of apartheid, and involve people, ideas, and material
goods in an ongoing search for household wellbeing (Bozzoli 1991; Camlin, Snow, and
Hosegood 2014; Vibert 2016).

Mobility 3: rural-urban networks post-Apartheid
The women at Hleketani Garden proudly declare that ‘we send everything green’ to
oﬀspring in the city. Greenery includes all manner of vegetables, as well as funds from
their pensions and grants, and earnings from savings and credit clubs. The importance of
grant and pension income cannot be overstated: in recent years, ‘old persons grants’
help support multigenerational households and are the mainstay of many unemployed
young people. The state’s massive (if still inadequate) system of social grants now distributes R567 billion (US$38 billion) annually to over 18 million people (RSA 2019b; Mosoetsa
2011; Piketty 2014; James 2015a; World Bank 2018a). For most of the women at Hleketani
farm, grants are their households’ main source of regular income. Those older than 60
describe how their lives changed when they began receiving the pension, the most generous of the grants (R1860 per month, about US$120), while those with school-age children
rely on child support grants (R440, about US$25 per month per child) for small monthly
infusions of cash income. Grant funds reach well beyond the village to help support children and grandchildren in college or setting up enterprises or households in urban
areas. Illustrating the phenomenon of older women supporting younger generations, the
women emphasise that ‘we are the main source’ of income for extended households;
‘the spring of this money is the pension.’ This assertion stands on its head the common
view of cash ﬂows – migrant remittances washing from the cities to the rural regions. In
the absence of reliable statistics, it is diﬃcult to precisely substantiate the claim. The
point is, these rural women are convinced of the essential role of their resources in
support of urban members of the household. Farmers Alice and Dinah, for instance, each
use their grant income to support several adult sons, who return to their mothers’ compounds when times get tough in the city. This is usually when they are without suﬃcient
work to meet expenses; there is no state unemployment grant in South Africa.
In addition to money, food ﬂows regularly from village to city. Most of the farmers send
fresh produce to their children whenever family or friends travel to the city; nuts and dried
foods routinely; and special treats like mopane worms and mangoes in season. Women
like Dinah, whose daughter runs a curbside fruit and vegetable stand in Johannesburg,
send large quantities when available. ‘Whether employed or not, a child is a child’ and
deserves these care packages of nutritious and culturally signiﬁcant foods, Mthavini
says. Basani Ngobeni (referred to as ‘Basani’ in her role as interview participant) notes
that like the children of the farmers, when she returns to the city from a visit home,
she is sent oﬀ with ‘vegetables for two weeks or a month.’ Such infusions perform
many functions. Food parcels diversify urban diets that are often lacking in fresh
produce and reliant on cheap processed foods (Battersby 2017). Garden and country
foods also provide potent reminders of home and lubricate the lines of social connection.
Crucially, they help reduce food costs, freeing funds for other expenditures.
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The expense of living in the city is the ﬁrst challenge mentioned by young people.
Luceth, a woman in her twenties who spent a year at college before running out of
funds and returning to Jomela, where she now works at the women’s farm, describes
‘impossible’ expense. ‘Everything in the city you have to buy,’ she says (emphasis original),
drawing a contrast between the monetised urban economy and what she sees as the
‘sharing’ of the rural household. Basani concurs. Prohibitive costs for transport, food,
and rent in Tshwane, where she attends college, almost sent her back to her mother’s
compound on many occasions. Basani and Luceth are fortunate, compared to those
who live in the informal settlements and shack areas where, as Bank argues, the limitations of the post-1994 political transition and failures of the state and economy ‘are
most acutely felt and … often violently expressed’ (Bank 2015, 1068; Nuttall 2018). Like
many urban dwellers Basani is expected to support visiting rural kin, a common source
of stress (Bank 2015). Such arrangements entail special demands on women within
these female-led networks of family support that link rural and urban space. For instance,
a younger brother camped in Basani’s cramped room while attending college classes in
the city. ‘I had to make him a priority,’ she says, ‘because he was not used to town life
where food is less, and expensive, whereas at home [in the village] there’s plenty.’
Cooking and providing for her brother’s daily needs further strained Basani’s limited
time, emotional reserves, and money.
Young men face similar, if not identical, challenges. Most of our interviews thus far
have been with multiple generations of women. Several interviews with men help to
shed light on the gender dimensions of these predicaments. Livers, a man in his early
thirties from Jomela, tried to ﬁnd ‘green pastures elsewhere,’ in Johannesburg, by
setting up a business to market the custom metalwork he and his retired father make
in the village. Lack of funds stymied his hopes, as did lack of business training (he had
started a business course but quit due to lack of money). ‘It was frustrating because
when you saw a great opportunity, then you are supposed to get ahead.’ Unable to do
so in the city, Livers returned to the village to live with his wife and two children. He
struggles to ﬁnd ‘piece jobs’ (in his case gardening and yard work), alongside the metal
work, to help support his family. Andrew, of similar age, tried living in Johannesburg
on and oﬀ for several years before giving up and returning to the village. ‘In Joni I
didn’t ﬁnd a job – just looking, looking, looking, aggh. … In Johannesburg they need
money for food, money for rent, money for everything. I came back home.’ In a
country with a national youth (age 15–34) unemployment rate of over 43% (RSA 2020),
Livers and Andrew share the widespread youth condition of ‘waithood’ in both city
and rural area (Dhillon, Dyer, and Yousef 2009; Honwana 2012).
These young people faced the soft bordering practices experienced by many rural
people in the city. With little social capital and no connections, Livers and Andrew found
no opportunities. Basani faced exceptional challenges at the outset of her college
studies, when the deﬁciencies of her rural education became apparent. Her home language,
dress, and other aspects of her habitus marked her as ‘rural Limpopo,’ in her words – that is,
from one of the poorest regions of deep rural South Africa (RSA 2019c; Bourdieu 1977; Bank
2015). Such markers are the inverse of social capital. Youth in post-apartheid South Africa
have theoretical freedom of movement, yet that freedom is sharply constrained. Today
the fetters come from a globalised economy of structural joblessness – an economy that
spawns precarity and insecurity rather than decent employment.
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While the rural area may be imagined as a place of refuge from the stresses, stigmatisations, and exclusions of the city, for Andrew his return to the village came with speciﬁc
gendered tensions. Unemployed, he was treated with suspicion by neighbours and
blamed for thefts and inconveniences:
You wake up and you don’t know what I’m going to do. … Eish, it’s very, very, very hard to
wake up with nothing to do. If you don’t work, are you going to steal from the neighbours?
Even if it’s not you, even then the neighbour says it’s you … Some others are going to school,
others are at work, and you, you’re staying at home. Everything that is bad, [they say] it’s
coming from you.

Here Andrew points to special challenges facing young men in a precarious economy
where their very presence is a ‘problem’ (Mosoetsa 2011; Gibbs 2014). In the end he
was more fortunate than many, when he was oﬀered the opportunity to join a youth
farming project on a modest salary. Finding work changed Andrew’s life. ‘Now when I
wake up in the morning … I’m happy because, in my heart, I’m telling myself “I’m
going to work”.’ Ironically, it was the village that ﬁnally provided the chance for
digniﬁed work. Andrew’s experience echoes that of Evelyn, who a generation earlier
‘tried everything’ to ﬁnd work in the city and ﬁnally returned, reluctantly, to a rural livelihood. The (re)turn to the rural for some kind of refuge, and for the opportunity to express
‘new forms of identity, citizenship and belonging’ within a changing historical landscape,
is being enacted across the country as urban spaces spawn precarity (Bank 2015, 1069;
Njwambe, Cocks, and Vetter 2019).
Luceth and Andrew share the view of many rural dwellers, across gender and generation, that rural spaces are safer and healthier than urban settings. For the older
women at Hleketani Garden, though, the positive valence of the rural has been eroded
in the crowded village. ‘We lost our culture and tradition when we were chased here’
from countryside farms, Mhlava says. Daina implicates land loss: ‘so many cultural [practices] are not happening, because we’re sitting on top of each other’ with no privacy. Elder
generations used to be the main inﬂuence on children’s behaviour, including through
initiation rituals; now those inﬂuences come from the neighbours and television, Sara
says. Although she is critical of some young people’s decisions around sexuality and
relationships, she empathises. ‘Girls get boyfriends because they need money,’ Sara
says. What she names as a decline in morals ‘is happening because we are poor. Our
kids aren’t working.’ Mijaji argues that lack of opportunity, rather than declining morality,
is the problem for youth. ‘If only they get an opportunity,’ she says, ‘they will grab it with
two hands.’ The older women farmers, who articulate a strong defence of African traditions at the same time as they engage closely in urban networks, have a sharp critique
of the growth of individualism and acquisitiveness in recent years. Again, they implicate
the lines together with urban inﬂuences. (They also understand that these are global
trends: television both relays and helps constitute the problem, they point out.) They
favour the English word ‘jealousy’ to describe this cultural shift. In the cramped quarters
of the village, with its many layers of scarcity, jealousy reaches fever pitch. ‘We’re burning
with jealousy,’ Sara says. What they view as conspicuous consumption, usually fuelled by
resources ﬂowing in from urban kin, is a source of particular contempt. ‘Big houses,’ the
showy suburban-style homes often raised next door to traditional rondavels and modest
four-squares, have subverted the social equivalences of the past (Perry 2018; Bank 2015).
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Rosina turns to food as metaphor for social decline. In the past, she and other farmers say,
households shared with neighbours in need as a matter of course. ‘Now people eat food
and they put [the leftovers] in the dustbin, without even asking their neighbours if they
have eaten.’

Rural translocal
Born and raised in rural areas, many city dwellers ﬁnd in rural homes a place to ‘live with
and towards others’ (Nussbaum 2000, 82) rather than in fraught competition for scant
resources, as many experience in the city. Most of the people I know in Jomela are part
of households spanning the village, nearby towns, and the distant city. Mphephu’s
family is uncommonly fortunate. Most of her sons are educated and three have careers
in Johannesburg or Polokwane. Yet, in keeping with the ‘rural anchoring’ Bank (2015)
depicts for Transkei migrants to Cape Town, all three have built what they consider
primary residences, large suburban-style homes, on the family land in Jomela. Their
wives and children reside there, in the perceived safety of rural space. The sons also
invest in cattle there. Mphephu keeps in touch with her sons by cellphone, can call on
their legal and practical advice when needed, and in return oﬀers parental advice and
labour in childrearing. Meanwhile, the sons remit wages to their wives for support of
the children. The stains of this gendered bifurcation of the nuclear family have not
been revealed to researchers, although they have been analysed elsewhere (e.g. Mosoetsa
2011). The exception to this cheerful story of productive translocality is Mira, a single
mother whose role as sole daughter is to care for the aging parents. Mira’s mobility –
and therefore employment and lifestyle options – are foreclosed by gendered familial
and cultural expectations.
While Basani may live in the city for years to come, the village is always home. Vatsonga
call it xinkavani xinga kona – the place where the umbilical cord lies (see also Njwambe,
Cocks, and Vetter 2019; Posel and Marx 2013). ‘We go to the city for studying and
working,’ Basani says, ‘but we always want to go home.’ Basani tends to rural-urban
social networks through regular visits (ﬁve hours in a taxi van), phone calls and WhatsApp
messages, and by oﬀering support to visitors to the city. She invests disposable income
from research and other occasional work into savings and credit groups in the village,
where she trusts group members and relies on her mother to make sound decisions in
her absence. Replicating the actions of generations of migrant labourers, she has invested
considerably in the family compound – not in cattle herds and ancestral sites, but in the
domestic spaces of daily use. She has improved the outdoor kitchen, built a study room
and bedrooms for her siblings, and bought furniture and appliances. A key diﬀerence
between Basani and earlier male migrants (as well as her older brother) is that most of
her disposable income ﬂows back to the household. Inhabiting a role somewhere
between respectful daughter and junior mother, Basani takes it upon herself to compensate for the failings of a long-absent father. Her investments in the house signal her
achievements as a daughter of the village who is getting ahead – or attempting to do
so – in the city. At the same time, these investments are maintenance work for the household, signalling her achievements as a woman.
Basani’s struggles and commitments echo gendered struggles over household
resources dating from the apartheid and colonial eras (Perry 2018). Male labour migrants
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with rural families, many with more than one household to support, typically directed
their income to long-term investments such as cattle and ancestral rituals, while
women focused on the daily and recurring costs of household maintenance. As those
costs climbed during economic downturn in the 1970s and 1980s, women’s and men’s
interests increasingly diverged. The result today is the common, if not universal, view
that women are the guardians of the domestic domain, thrifty, provident, and responsible, while men, if present at all, ‘eat’ money by squandering it. Basani shares the view
of many women at the farm that men spend money as they wish, while the woman’s
money ‘is for the family.’ Men’s inability to fulﬁl requirements for long-term investment
and household support has been a major contributor to the crisis of masculinity lamented
in the popular press and scholarship on South Africa today (Mosoetsa 2011; Gibbs 2014;
James 2015a; Geyer and Geyer 2015).
Basani is quick to point out that she gains as much from the village as she sends there.
While she certainly values the food and assistance with savings, what she appreciates
most is emotional support. When she faces challenges in her urban life, Basani’s
mother and the women at the farm – whom she thinks of as grandmothers – come to
her side. ‘The ﬁrst thing is prayer,’ Basani says. ‘They pray for me, these women in my
home.’ Emotional support ﬂowing through networks of female kin is one more way
rural and urban spaces are intertwined.
Similar perspectives on village as ‘home’ surface in interviews with several other
young adults (under 35) from the region who now reside in Tshwane and Johannesburg. Lebuani from northern Limpopo has worked as a nurse in Johannesburg for
the past seven years. She draws a clear distinction between where she resides for
work and where she ‘lives’: ‘I don’t live in the city, but work in the city. I live in
Limpopo.’ By this she means ‘my family and my people are in the village. … When I
say I miss home or I’m going home, I mean the village.’ Colleen, from a village near
Jomela, says ‘I can’t call the city home although I spend most of my time there.’ This
is partly because, as Bank (2015) observes of another context, Colleen’s urban desires
have been frustrated by her inability to own property in the city. It is ‘also because I
do not have any sense of belonging in the city,’ while in the village ‘I feel safe and
loved.’ Nokuthula from neighbouring Mpumalanga Province is perhaps most explicit
in her translocal subjectivity. She insists she lives in both the city and the village:
they ‘are both homes for me.’ Nevertheless, even Nokuthula allows that ‘[h]ad I had
an opportunity to work at home [in the village], I’d be at home.’ More extensive interviewing would no doubt turn up youth who could not wait to ﬂee the conﬁnes of the
village for the city. Yet the voices heard here resonate with those collected by Bank,
Njwambe et al., and others in emphasising the ongoing importance of rural ‘homes’
even to those residing long term in urban settings.

Conclusion
Rural areas, including the former ‘homelands,’ remain important spaces of home and generate essential resources for many South Africans. Until recently there has been little
attention to the cultures of connection between rural and urban areas in the country,
still less to the rural element of those connections. The relationship between rural
spaces and South Africa’s towns and cities is dynamic and multi-directional, to the
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point that many South African lives are best described as translocal. Facing out from a
rural village and focusing on the lives of women, this essay demonstrates that rural
women have long been mobile, and that their care work, grant incomes, and other productive labours play a primary role in lubricating and sustaining resource ﬂows and
relationships across translocal households. The lived experiences described here reveal
both the pressures and the potential of rural-urban translocalities. In light of soaring
unemployment and inequalities and deepening poverty, it is surely time the South
African government recognises this rural dividend and invests meaningfully in digniﬁed
livelihoods in rural areas – including the small-scale farming that helps to support so
many of the households and individuals discussed here. Policy initiatives aimed at supporting the rural poor to ﬁnd digniﬁed livelihoods in rural settings, if they so choose,
will improve lives far beyond the rural areas.

Notes
1. Those who return to rural locales most often during their urban sojourn are more likely to
return permanently. One meta-study revealed that predominant reasons for return to rural
locales include illness (27%), loss of work (18%), retirement (15%), and work found closer
to origin household (15%) (Posel and Marx 2013).
2. Village name is changed to protect the privacy of community members. While population
statistics disaggregated by gender are not available for the village, a majority of adult inhabitants are women, owing to long-term patterns of labour migration and the longer life expectancy of women. Statistics for the municipality, Greater Tzaneen Municipality, are revealing:
96% of the population is Black African and there are 100 females per 94 males. Men slightly
outnumber women in the 20–29 age brackets (reﬂecting women’s higher employment rates
and high mobility in this cohort). The female preponderance grows markedly above age 30, in
part reﬂecting women’s rural household responsibilities: women are 54% at 30–34 years; 57%
at 35–39; 61% by 45–49 (RSA 2019d). Research participants have requested that their names
be included in my research outputs, as is common practice in oral history research as a means
of acknowledging and honouring the contributions of research partners. To protect the
privacy of the wider community, in this essay I use ﬁrst names only. Commentaries and quotations are drawn from recorded interviews and conversations with those identiﬁed by ﬁrst
names: individual farmers, age cohorts, and focus groups at Hleketani Community Garden
in Jomela between May 2012 and December 2019; rural youth living in or returning from
the city, May 2016 (Andrew and Livers) and May 2020 (others). Recordings and ﬁeld notes
in the possession of the author. Most interviews were translated by Basani Ngobeni, while
a minority were conducted in English.
3. In the ﬁrst years of research 27 women worked at the farm, which was founded in 1992. The
number has fallen slightly due to aging and the drought crisis (Vibert 2016) but we continue
to interview some retired farmers. Twenty-four women remain formal members of the
project.
4. Many argue that the meaningful rate is the ‘expanded’ rate of 38.5%, including ‘discouraged
job seekers’ (Webster 2019). Unemployment is highest among youth, from school leaving to
35. Numbers are higher still as a result of COVID-19.
5. In line with much recent scholarship I view borders as processes – e.g., Van Houtum and
Boudeltje (2009); Amilhat-Szary and Giraut (2015).
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