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            Photograph 23  
            ‘Go back to the land, work the land and produce more to counter the high price of  

food’ is the slogan by which students from Tshebedisano Primary School in Pimville   
planted their school vegetable garden.  

             The garden is pictured above in its early stages on the day of its launch at the  
             World Food Day event and below, five weeks after its launch. 
 
 

 
            Photograph 24 *  
            Pupils from Tshebedisano water their school garden which supplements the school’s  
            feeding scheme. The garden has grown substantially since the its launch at the World  
            Food Day event five weeks before. 
 
                                                
* Photograph 24 was taken by Ziphozonke Lushaba, pictured in Nkosi (2008: 12). 



 94 

Secondly, the Pimville Feeding Scheme has allocated small areas of land for a number of 

households who live in rented backyard shacks or squatter camps so that they can grow 

their own vegetable gardens. These are particularly desperate households with no sources 

of income. The Feeding Scheme provides these households with the tools and seeds, 

sponsored by Tiger brands and hires a fulltime gardener who waters the vegetables daily. 

 

 
            Photograph 25 
            Small plots of land allocated for households with no source of income to grow their  
            own vegetables at the Pimville Feeding Scheme 
 

Finally, the Department of Social Development has handed out gardening tools and seeds 

to many locals in Pimville to encourage the planting of backyard vegetable gardens so 

that households can subsidise their household food with fresh produce (Pimville Urban 

News, 2008: 4). As mentioned in section 4.2, 9 households out of the sample of 40 grew 

their own vegetables.   

 

However, many households living in rented backyard shacks or in the squatter camp had 

no land available to grow vegetables (see section 4.2). This points toward the need for the 

strategy of growing vegetables to be implemented at a community-level if they are to 
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benefit the most marginalised groups of people. The school gardens are more communal, 

extending beyond the level of the household to reach a number of children in each school. 

However, there is no garden which the entire community can utilise. There is plenty of 

open government-owned land dividing different zones in Pimville. Much of this land is 

misused as it provides opportunity for the hazardous illegal dumping of waste (see 

section 2.9). This land could conceivably be worked and used for community gardens 

 

The weakness of household-level vegetable gardens is that research has proven that 

women and the elderly usually plant and maintain vegetable gardens, draining more of 

their time and energy and giving the social problem of the increase in food prices an 

individualised and largely gendered solution (Roggers and Youssef, 1988). Communal 

gardens are more advantageous in this regard as they are more likely to draw in a more 

diverse group of people and provide a more socially-based and less isolating solution to 

the increase in food prices. Additionally those who are disadvantaged by a lack of access 

to land and potentially other resources such as easily accessible and affordable water 

would be able to benefit from community gardens.  

 

7.6) Protests 

 

Introduction 

 

Food riots, protests, marches and petitions have been referred to as ‘offensive strategies’ 

in response to insufferable food price increases, while adaptation and coping mechanisms 

are classified by Walton and Seddon (1994) as ‘defensive survival struggles’. 

Historically, waves of food protests have been common throughout the world, with 

studies of riots dating back to the mid-sixteenth century in Europe (Walton and Seddon, 

1994: 25). In particular, times of intensified economic hardship under restructuring and 

adjustment in the process of capital accumulation have been marred with waves of 

popular protest against increasing food prices linked to class struggle throughout the 

world (Ibid.). A key example was the wave of protests which spread globally in the 1970s 

as a product of structural adjustment. 
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A reductionist explanation of such food riots argues that they are instinctive ‘rebellions of 

the belly’, giving the reader an inaccurate ‘abbreviated view of economic man’ 

(Thompson, 1971: 78). This crude explanation of food protests neglects the cultural and 

functional motivations behind such protests. Thompson (1971) argues that food protests 

usually ‘defend traditional rights and custom’, operate within the popular consensus of 

the community, are sometimes endorsed by certain authorities and have identified 

objectives. In light of this, food riots, as a defence of traditional social norms and 

obligations, are legitimate practices which operate in response to illegitimate market 

practices, constituting what Thompson (1971) calls the ‘moral economy of the poor’. 

 

Recently waves of violent food riots have resurfaced in countries such as Egypt, 

Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, Ethiopia and Indonesia (Dreibus: 2008). In South Africa, 

COSATU recently organised marches in four provinces to protest against rising living 

costs, including food and energy (Sapa, 2008). The biggest of these marches was in 

Gauteng with a total of 25000 protesters (ibid). Food marches and riots are public forms 

of the poor responding to the increase in food prices and what Ferguson calls a ‘de-

moralising economy’ (Ferguson, 2006: 80). 

 

To gauge respondent’s opinion about the food price increases, the questions of why they 

thought the food prices were increasing, whether or not they thought people in Pimville 

should protest about the increase in food prices and to whom and whether they had been 

involved in any community meetings or broader protest action were asked. In this sample 

an overwhelming 35 out of 40 respondents believed that people in Pimville should protest 

about the increase in food prices. This indicates that the issue of food prices is one which 

people feel very strongly about and would be prepared to take collective ‘offensive’ 

action over.  

 

However, despite willingness to be involved in such action, there was very little 

organisation within the community around food price increases other than through the 

church, SANCO and councillor meetings written about above and strategies of job 
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creation, urban agriculture and food aid to curb the increasing food prices at a level 

beyond that of the household.  

 
7.6.1) Support for protest action 
 
The majority of respondents were in support of protest in Pimville over the increase in 

food prices. Thirty-five respondents said that people in Pimville should protest about the 

increase in food prices, four believed that protest was not a solution and one respondent 

was undecided. 

 

Ten respondents believed that they should protest to the government because the 

government was seen as responsible for ensuring that they could afford to buy food: 

 
‘Yes, government must think better than this’ (Respondent 5) 
 
‘Yes we must protest, it is important. All of us, and me too. The government is 
responsible’ (Respondent 16) 
 
‘Yes. I think so. The government must do something about this’. (Respondent 19) 
 
‘Yes, because you cannot buy all of the food you want because of price. The 
government must contribute.’ (Respondent 35) 
 
‘Yes. The government must take care of us and think about us.’ (Respondent 36) 
 
‘Yes. The government can be scared and take action if we protest.’ (Respondent 
39) 

 
For some respondents, protesting to the local government in Pimville was seen as the best 

option: 

 
‘Yes, we must march to our council. Straight to our council in Zone One, to 
Themba Tshabalala’s office’. (Respondent 4) 
 
‘Yes. We must march. We must go to the offices of Pimville’ (Respondent 8) 
 
‘Yes we should protest to the councillors’ (Respondent 13) 
 

‘Yes. We can march and ask for help. We can ask the councillors to talk to the 
government and tell them that it’s hard for us. We can’t.’ (Respondent 15) 
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According to councillor Tankiso Fafuli (when asked should people protest?): 
 

‘It’s a tricky question. In the process of entrenching a democratic atmosphere and 
democratic practices along with it means that people must have a platform to 
express themselves and their dissatisfaction within confines in which it is 
legitimate to express that dissatisfaction. This expression may well prop up energy 
in such a system to run it faster and resolve such challenges.  
In the opposite case, such democratic expressions may result in anarchy and the 
undermining of the constitutional structure, thus creating and environment for 
criminality which then leads to disaster.’ 

 
For some respondents, targeting individual politicians was the best solution: 

 
‘Yes, we must go to President Mbeki’ (Respondent 2) 
 
‘Yes, to the Minister of the Reserve Bank, Tito Mboweni’ (Respondent 3) 
 
‘Yes, the Minister of Finance because he is the one who knows why the prices are 
going up’ (Respondent 6) 
 
‘Yes. We must march to Trevor Manuel. He is the person who increased 
everything. But he increases the food only…he doesn’t increase the salary of the 
people.’ (Respondent 20) 

 

Other respondents drew on personal experiences of the effectiveness of previous protests 

which they were involved in: 

 
‘Yes. Some don’t work- they live on gardens at clinics, schools. I can’t plant 
vegetables with them because I must look after the little ones. We must all go to 
the councillors, same as when we went to the community hall when we protested 
the electricity and water. People go to Shoprite and when they see they have 
increased the price of bread and eggs they retreat’ (Respondent 12)  
 
‘Yes, we must go to the civic like we did for electricity and water metres. We toi- 
toied for that because it was too expensive and they listened to us’ (Respondent 
23) 
 
‘For me it is not wise but for others maybe. It is important for the country to 
realise people are suffering. I don’t know. I don’t live the same- others are more 
stranded. Your opinion depends on what you think. There is too much starvation. 
Sometimes striking is meaningless, like in Kimberley when we were students in 
1948 we striked for rights and it never changed… it just got worse and worse 
every day.’ (Respondent 40) 
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Old age was a hindrance to involvement in collective action and involvement in 

community meetings for some of the respondents: 

 
‘Yes the people can but I can’t because I can barely see. But that’s if they’ll 
volunteer’ (Respondent 25) 
 
‘Yes. It’s only that we are too old to run and jump and do everything.’ 
(Respondent 33) 
 
‘No I haven’t been involved in any meetings because I can’t walk- my knees are 
damaged so I stay at home’ (Respondent 39) 

 
Some respondents saw protest as a necessity because they and people around them were 

struggling to afford to eat: 

 
‘Yes. Because they must support because of the status I am in.’ (Respondent 26) 
 
‘Yes, we must, people are struggling. They are too hungry and can only think 
about their stomach.’ (Respondent 31) 
 
‘Yes. We are really battling. Some homes go without food period. It is a suffering 
community’. (Respondent 34) 

 

Many respondents expressed the need for unity on the issue and the willingness to act if 

actions were collective and law-abiding: 

 
‘Yes they should. Together we must discuss then discover whom we can go to. If I 
am going alone they say this one is mad.’ (Respondent 10) 
 
‘Everybody, but I can’t decide to whom’ (Respondent 11) 

 
‘I don’t know. We will see what to do’. (Respondent 14) 
 
 ‘We must. But even if we protest we must go with the law.’ (Respondent 29) 
 
‘We should. I have no ideas how but whatever comes up I will volunteer.’ 
(Respondent 38) 

 

Some respondents were hesitant about protest because they were aware that some people 

were okay and were concerned that those people would complain: 
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‘No. You can’t go protest. Some people are okay. They have no problems because 
they are right.’ (Respondent 30) 
 
‘I am sick so I am scared to toi toi. Other people will complain. We get what we 
get. But yes, the community should, but whom are they going to do it for? Mbeki 
doesn’t care…he is too busy with Mugabe and in China. And Mandela? His 
birthday costs millions but we see nothing. What can I do when no one is 
listening? Next year, this year- petrol increases, taxi increases...’ (Respondent 32) 

 
Three respondents who did not support the idea of protest believed that things would 

remain the same so there was no point, or that it would cause a war and so there are better 

solutions: 

 
‘No. I don’t know. It’s just the same if you do. Maybe government….’ (Respondent 7) 
 
‘What is the point of protesting? Things are just expensive. Even if we protest, it 
will still be the same’. (Respondent 9) 
 
‘I don’t like protest. It can cause problems because it makes a war. Rather we 
must phone radio, TV, pamphlets. It is a better solution.’ (Respondent 27) 

 
 
7.6.2) Involvement in Community Meetings or Protests 
 
Despite the overwhelming number of respondents believing that people in Pimville 

should protest about the increase in food prices, there was little activity on the ground in 

terms of organisation, meetings and plans for protest in the future. Thirty-six respondents 

had not been involved in any meetings or protests while 4 had been to meetings. 

 

Those respondents who did not know about any of the church, councillor or SANCO 

meetings expressed a feeling of isolation and hopelessness but also a willingness to 

express their point of view: 

 
‘No, they don’t discuss. No, with whom. I’ll be suggesting, but I’ll be alone in this 
room’ (Respondent 4) 
 
‘No plans, I don’t know who would go.’ (Respondent 7) 

 
No, I have not been informed about any’ (Respondent 10) 
 
‘No, the future is hunger’ (Respondent 22) 
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‘No. If they’d call meetings I’d go and say my point of view.’ (Respondent 30) 

 

While no one had been directly involved in protests, there was talk of protest and some 

respondents were aware of the COSATU protests: 

 
‘No but there is talking. My ears are catching that we must march and protest’ 
(Respondent 33) 
 
‘No, it’s on TV but not here. There are no plans here’ (Respondent 38) 

 

It is difficult to assess exactly why people in Pimville had not been more mobilised 

around the issue of the increase in food prices, given that respondents felt so strongly 

about the food price increases. However a number of factors that have arisen can 

contribute to an understanding of the lack of community action around the issue. 

Examples of potential action could include grassroots mobilisation in terms of 

community meetings, community strategies to overcome food price increases and 

involvement in food protests. 

 

Almost all respondents who had attended the councillor, church and SANCO 

meetings noted that the focus of these meetings was on job creation and the schools in 

the area. These meetings were rarely specifically on the issue of food price increases. 

In some cases these meetings proved to be of no use to respondents who consequently 

stopped attending. However both the councillors and SANCO claim to have held 

meetings disseminating information about why the food price was increasing.  

 

The fact that most respondents did not know the reasons why the food prices were 

increasing (see section 5.3) is an indication that this information, along with 

information about the government’s strategies to deal with the food price increases 

had not been disseminated effectively enough. This resulted in frustration and a sense 

of marginalisation and neglect amongst respondents. 
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Other potential reasons for a lack of grassroots organisation could be social 

differentiation amongst ‘the working class’ in Pimville. Both Ceruti (2007) and Beall 

et. al. (2002) have provided fascinating studies on the homogenous nature of the 

‘working class’ in different parts of Soweto. Ceruti argues that ‘casualisation and 

subcontracting has clearly created a world of working poverty next to workless 

deprivation’ (Ceruti, 2007: 11). The tensions between the two groups were likely to 

increase due to competition for jobs.  

 

Terms which Sowetans used to describe different classes in Soweto included ‘ama-

bourgeoisie’ to group the wealthier portions of the working class and ‘just surviving’ 

to group the impoverished (Ibid.). Social differentiation between classes was based on 

a variety of measures, including the types of food people could afford to eat, the 

physical appearance of a person (eg. a hole in their jersey) and whether or not one 

could afford to fix a leak in their roof (Ibid.).  

 

Beal et al. (2002: 20) characterise social differentiation as ‘not only the differential 

access to housing and basic services, such as water supply and sanitation, refuse 

removal and electricity’ (Beal et al. 2002: 20). Critically, the authors argue that ‘the 

fault line of social differentiation lies as much across gender and generation as it does 

across class’ (Ibid.). In this research, all three fault lines of social differentiation were 

present amongst the respondents. The extra burden placed on women was evident in 

the gendered division of labour within the household, the clashing ideologies between 

the older generation and the younger generation were evident at the church, and class 

differentiation was evident between those in government housing with electricity and 

access to more land and those who were more stranded, living in the informal 

settlement or in rented backyard shacks.  

 

Ceruti argues that organisation is ‘crucial to redeveloping a common identity in a now 

heavily segmented workforce’ (Ceruti, 2001: 11). Social fragmentation within poor 

communities can be very destructive. A key example is South Africa’s recent 

xenophobic attacks. Many analysts have argued that it was intolerable levels of 
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poverty and alack of service delivery which led the poor to draw on lines of ethnicity 

causing foreigners becoming the scapegoat (Musgrave, 2008: 4). The rise in food 

prices was one of the many factors behind the xenophobic attacks, with some 

Zimbabweans say they were ‘accused of being behind rising food prices’ 

(SocialistSA, 2008). On the other hand, Cosatu successfully channelled the grievances 

of the poor into peaceful protests about increasing food and electricity costs, 

indicating the importance of strong organisation at a time when living conditions are 

unendurable.  

 

Ceruti argues further that there is a need to ‘build bridges between a divided class 

consciousness’ by looking for a ‘wider background to the immediate problems’ faced 

by a community as a whole (Ceruti, 2001: 11). This research indicates that one issue 

faced by poor communities is rising food prices, an issue which cuts across gender, 

generation and the class divisions which exist amongst the poor. However, the issue 

of increasing food prices needs to be harnessed and channelled into local community-

level strategies through which the poor can empower themselves. Failing this, the 

solution to increasing food prices will remain at the level of household through coping 

strategies which are fundamentally unsustainable in the long term and could result in 

conflict as the poor become increasingly disillusioned, isolated and frustrated. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 
Most increases in the price of food were due to international factors such as a rise in the 

price of fuel, speculation, climate change and the diversion of many food crops to 

biofuels. These crop diversions have reduced the global supply of food, while emerging 

middle classes in China and India have increased global demand for food. This has 

resulted in a global imbalance between the supply and the demand for agricultural 

produce. Since deregulation in 1996, South Africa has had very low controls in 

agriculture and therefore our agricultural production is vulnerable to economic changes 

around the globe. Much research has been done on food price increases at the global and 

national levels of production. However, there is little understanding of the impact of 

increasing food prices at the local level of consumption and how households and 

communities have responded to these increases.  

 

This paper has argued that although essential, household-level coping strategies to deal 

with the rise in food prices are fundamentally unsustainable and therefore short term 

solutions. These strategies can lead to greater isolation, intra-household conflict, 

increasing demands on women’s time and energy, malnourishment and disillusionment, 

and a sense of deprivation, marginalisation and neglect.  

 

This can fuel frustration and social unrest which can lead to an ‘implosion’ of the poor, as 

seen in South Africa’s recent xenophobic attacks. In addition, the poor are disempowered 

if the reasons for the food price increases, as well as government’s strategies to deal with 

the increases, are not communicated effectively to the public. Engagement with 

communities on such issues is also essential for determining how people percieve the 

food price increases and what solutions would be most effective for dealing with these 

increases. It is the local state which must play a key role in performing this 

communication and engagement.  

  

Organisations such as Cosatu and SANCO are important for empowering the poor. While 

the poor are often viewed as victims in the international political economy, ‘the local’ is a 
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site of contestation and struggle, allowing the potential for mobilisation of the poor and 

thus the reshaping of economic and social conditions. ‘Offensive strategies’ such as 

Cosatu’s food protests in relation to food price increases illustrate such mobilisation.  

 

In the long-term, the frustration about the food price increases needs to be channelled into 

sustainable initiatives such as community gardens and local projects which promote job 

creation. Community networks have the power to bind people together at a time when 

economic hardship and widespread poverty threaten to disintegrate the most basic unit of 

our society, the household. 
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Appendix 1: 

Household Questionnaire *(issued to the person who does most of the food preparation 
for the household) 
 
1.) Demographics 
1.1) Name of respondent _________________________________________ 
1.2) Gender (by sight):  

 
 
 

1.3) Age: ___________________________ 
1.4) Main occupation_____________________________________________                              
1.5) Who are the members of your household? (that ‘eat out of the same pot’):  
 
No Name Sex 

(m/f) 
Relationship to 
respondent  

Main occupation (e.g. school, retired, 
work) 

1     
2     
3     
4     
5     
6     
7     
8     
9     
10     
11     
12     
13     
14     
15     
 
1.6) Does anyone in your household have diabetes, heart problems or any other food-
related health problems? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.) Supply and preparation of food 
 
2.1) Does anyone in your household receive any social grants from the government? 
(Elaborate)______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

Female  
Male  
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_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________  
 
2.2) How much is your total monthly household income on average? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.3) How much do you think your household spends on food on average per week? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.4) Who provides the money for the food?____________________________________ 
 
2.5) Who goes to buy food for the household? _________________________________ 
 
2.6) How do you cook your food (e.g. stove, fire)?______________________________ 
 
2.7)  
Do you: Yes No 
Have a fridge?   
Have a TV?   
Grow vegetables?   
Keep chickens?   
 
3.) Distribution and consumption of food at household level 
 
3.1) What kind of foods did the people in your household eat and drink yesterday? (24-
hour recall) 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.2) How often do the people in your household eat meat? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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3.3) Do you eat bread every day, and if so, how many slices of bread do you eat a day? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.4) Do you eat your bread with any spreads or other food and if yes, what do you eat 
your bread with? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.5) On average how many loaves of bread do you and the people who eat with you eat in 
a week? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.6) What kind of bread do you eat (e.g. Sasko, Albany or other) and why? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.7) Do you eat brown or white bread and why? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.8) Where do you buy your bread? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.9) How much does one loaf of the kind of bread you buy cost you?_______________ 
 
4.) Internal and External responses 
 
4.1) The price of bread and other food has increased a lot since January this year. 
 
4.1.1) What has this meant for you and your household? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
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_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.1.2.1) Have you had to make changes because of the increase in food prices? 

 
 
 

 
4.1.2.2) If yes, what changes have you and the people in your household made? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.2) Why do you think the food prices are increasing? ____________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.3) Are increasing food prices a very important issue for you, or are there more 
important issues? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.4) Do you think people in Pimville should be protesting about the increases in the price 
of food? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.5.1) Have you been involved in any community meetings to discuss food prices or any 
of the marches about increases in the cost of food?  
 

 
 
 

Yes  
No  

Yes  
No  
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4.5.2) If yes, what was the meeting or the protest/s about, when and where was it, how 
big was it and who organised it? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.6) Do you know of any plans for food protests or meetings in your community in the 
future? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank-you for your time 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




