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FROM GRANARY TO LABOUR RESERVE 

An analysis of Lesotho's economic predicamentl 

"Nowhere else in South Africa is there a more naturally industrious 
nation, as honest and as peacable as the Basuto" 

The Friend of the Free State 1870,quoted in Chronicles: 319 

" ••• the Basotho people are not, as is so often claimed, inherently 
devoid of entrepreneurial abilities" (Williams 1971: 165) 

INTRODUCTION 

The kingdom of Lesotho lies astride the watershed of southern Africa, 

'amid the rugged peaks of the Drakensberg range from which rise three great 

rivers - the Vaal, t~e Tugela and the Orange. It,is landlocked and entirely 

surr<?unded by the. Republic of South Africa: its political independence is 

severely 'qualified by economic forces which derive from this geographically 

anomalo~s position. Basotho derive a precarious livelihood from ag~icu~ture, 

livestock and the export of labour. Their country Is over-crowded in human 

and animal populations; its land is exhausted, eroded and over-grazed; and 

its agricultural productivity is notoriously low. Its farmers cannot grow 
I 

enough food to sustain themselves, let alone the landless and the urban 

population. Its ,people therefore depend.on the earnings of migrant 

labourers. These earnings significantly exceed the Gross Domestic Product 

(World Bank 1975: 16) and help to balance a massive trade deficit (Table 9) • 

. This is one' meas.ure of Lesotho 'sdependence on its powerful neighbour. 

There is acorollaty ~f this dependence. The prOductive energies of 

Lesotho's. manpower, vicariously dissipate'dfrom the pOint, of view of 

Lesothots own economic d'evelopment, are concentrated in the South African 

mining industry, in gold mi,dng in particular. Lesotho pro-vides more than 

one fifth of the industry fS bhlck labour requirements (-ruble I), and to this 

ex;tent the development, of the South African economy :::'epends on the export of 
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Lesotho's manpower. 

Rural poverty is generally ascribed to rapidly increasing population 

combined with declining levels of agricultural output. For practical 

purposes the presence of an international boundary appears to confine 

development planning within the limitations of this perspective. But 

Lesotho is an impoverished labour reserve and in this respect it is 

typical of the economically peripheral areas of southern Africa, which 

include the black reserves ("homelands") within South Africa whose citizens 

also migrate in their thousands to the industrial and manufacturing centres 

of the Republic. The economy of Lesotho, then, can be understood only in 

relation to the economy of southern Africa asa whole and to the policies of 

the South African government and mining industry in particular. Recognition 

of this fact', however, begs the question: hoy is it that South Africa's 

s~_ctac:ular economic growth (cf. Hough~on 1973) has been accompanied by 

increasing ,.poverty in Lesotho and in the African reserves'l 
; • • C 

There is a well established tradition in South African economic 

historiography which-invokes, by way of answering this question, African 

failure to respond to changing conditions and, specifically, features 

intrinsic to·African social strUcture which are said to ,inhibit the 

capacity to innovate. One official report, for example, drew a.ttention 

. ·tothe absence of a saving propensity, the force of. indigenous sanctions 

Yhi~h discourage individual initiative and the unwisdom of commoners 

2 attaining wealth which-upsets the accepted proprieties of rank. This . , ~ ~: ,. 

tradition is well exemplified in the view that 

"It' is ••• in the matter of entrepreneurial ability -that the Bantu 
peasant. shows the greatest deficiency; economic' enterprise and 
initiative are most notably lacking" (Houghton and Walt,on 1952: 186). 

On the contrary, there is plenty of eVidence to demonstrate ~hat there was 

a vigorous "and widespread response by Africans'to J?ew~rket opportUnities 

irl the late IlineteenthcenturyjWilson, M. 1971; Bundy 1972); but that 
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those opportunities were increasingly circumscribed by instruments of 

discrimination such as the Land Act of 1913 (Wilson, F. 1971; Magubane 1975). 

Such instruments derived from the related anxieties of white farmers to 

squeeze out black competition in agricultural production and of white 

mining managers to maintain a constant supply of.cheap black labour. 

The tradition is also evident in Lesotho. In a thesis entitled 

Problems and Prospects of the Economic Development of Agriculture in 

Lesotho, Jack Williams cites, among proximate factors which ,"impinge upon 

rational decision-making at the farm level" (Williams 1970: 251), a 

phenomenon which he calls "socio-cultural congruity", made up of three 

elements: (1) the irrational and sustained belief in superstition and ' 

magiC; (2) the sharing propensity supposedly inherent in extended family, 

institutions;? and (,) a collective impulse not to behave conspicuou51y. 

"As, long as the natural individualism of the modern Mosotho is stifled 
by the group focussed image of change the allocation of resources will 
never approach an optimum situation and innovational activity not 
directly sanctioned by the coinmunity either directly or through time 
consuming custom will be greatly inhibited" (Williams 1970: 261). 

. .' , . 

Sandra Wallman has recently proposed a much more sophisticated 
/ . 

hypothes~s in an attempt tO,identify the interveningvari~bles which 

constrain the individual Mosotho from making any effort to improve his own 

lot and ~rom co-operating with development initiatives. She argues that 

the fundamental discrepancy which every villager experiences, in the course 

of his life, between urban and rural,standards of ,living induces "economic 

pessimism" which "dominates the rural Mosuto's world view" (Wallman 

1972: 259).' Sh~,con9ludes th;at 

"non-development, in Lesotho is a function of a complex of poverty, 
migration and ideology, and.can only-be successfully treated when 
attention is paid 'to the whole syndrome. It is easy to prescribe 
negatively ,.e,conoJJlc developmentW:ill not be assured by an" injection 

" of 'cash to cure the poverty;norbya tourniquet to stop the flow of 
migrants, norbY,an'atlphetanfihe to'lifl the peSSimism, nor by anyone 
specialist effort alone.', Mofe'poSi tively '~andtheref()re more ' 
diffidently ~ I wouldventu!"e that thf? presentemphas~s on agricultural 

, development for Lesotho will, continue to be nugatory in so far as i ~ 
exacerbates the unfavourable contrast with urban South Africa" . 

, , "(Wallman 1972: 260). 

~ I 
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Wallman is right to emphasize the "unfavourable contrast" between poverty 

in Lesotho and wealth in the industrial heartland of South Africa. But the 

premise of her argument, that lack of development is to be explained in 

terms of individuals' perception of their predicament, precludes an objective 

analysis of the relationship between the periphery and the core. The premise 

of this paper, by contrast, is that under-development in the labour reserves 

of the rural periphery must be analyzed in relation to development in the 

industrial core • 

The following brief review of the transition of Lesotho from granary 

to labour reserve is intended to suggest that neither the alleged "failure 

to innovate"'nor the stereotypes of African social structure which are 

invoked to explain it can stand up to an examination of the country's 

. economic history. The chronicle of decline is paralleled in the black 

reserves of South Africa and must be analyzed within the larger politicld 

and economic context: the systematic eliminat~on of competition betlieen 

blacks and whites in agriculture and the systematic exploitation of cheap 

black labour in the mining industry. Notwithstanding their nominal 

independence, the Basotho of Lesotho h~ve been and remain subject to the 

political and economic constraints that have deprived Africans in South 

Africa of the means to make a living off the land. The purpose of this 

paper is to trace the complex interaction between the CapaCity to grow food 

at home and the need to migrate to work, for this is the essential background. 

to understanding contemporary agricultural decline. 

The principal sources'for examining the proces~ of decline are the 

following: (1) Th~ 1e'tters &fld ~ecords of the Pa.ris Evangelical Mission 

SOCiety (P.E.M.S.): Dlan~ have been recently collected and tranSlated by 

R.C. Germond under the title Chronicles of Basutoland (hereafter referred to 

as Chronicles) and they form an invaluable commentary on t!te events of the 

nineteenth century, from 1833 when the first missionaries arrived in the 
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country. (2) The Colonial Annual Reports on Basutoland (CARs). (3) The 

Pim Report of 1935 which was the result of an exhaustive enquiry irito the 

economic position of the territory (Pim 1935). (4) Recent statistical 

~terialcompi1ed by the Bureau of Statistics in Maseru. 

THE DECLINE OF AGRICULTURE 

The year 1870 was a historical vatershed for Lesotho. Moshoeshoe f the 

founder of the nation, died in March of that year. His people had just 

emerged from a crippling liar (1865-8) with the Afrikaners of the Orange 

Free State and had been incorporated, at Moshoeshoe's request, into the 

British Imperial fold. The present boundaries of Lesotho were fixed in the 

Treaty of Aliwal North of 1869 (Sanders 1975: 306-7), by which the Basotho 

were forced to cede much of the land they had previously occupied and 

farmed. These arrangements brought the independence of the Basotho to an 

end but guaranteed the territorial integrity of the nation so that, after 

nearly a century of British over-rule, Basutoland became the self-governing 

kingdom of Lesotho in 1966. 

" A more fundamental transformation for the Basotho was initiated in 

1867 by the discovery of diamonds in the arid wastes of the north~rn Cape 

"Colony. This brought about the first of South Africa'-s major mineral 

booms and it rapidly and irreversibly incorporated the Basotho into a 

larger economic system. The missionaries were well placed to record their 

vigorous respon~e to bo·omconditions. 
, 

"Hitherto our Basuto have all remained quietly at home, and the 
movement which is taking place beyond their frontiers has produced no 
other effect than to increase the export of wheat and other cereals 
to a most remarkable degree. While the district in which the diamonds 
are found is of desperate aridity,. the valleys of Basut.oland, composed 
as 'they are of a deep layer of vegetable mould, watered. by numerous 
streams and favoured with reg\.ilarra,ins in .the good season, require 
little more than a modicum of work to cover themselves with 'the 
richest crops" (Chronicles: 319). . ' 

The Baso:tho bought ploughs, planted assiduously and 'sold the grain to meet 

.- -- ---- ... ~- -'-~-
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the needs of the distant mining camps. In 1873 they exported 100,000 bags 

of grain - wheat, maize and sorghum - and 2,000 bags of wool (Chronicles: 325). 

They responded to the incentives of the market with such zeal and success 

that the missionaries vere moved to concern lest their material prosperity' 

endanger their spiritual progress. 

"The high prices which their cereals command, and the ea~e with which 
their produce is sold, tend to favour among them the love of money; 
material interests are in danger of turning many souls away from 
spiritual values" (Chronicles: 322).' 

The boom generated. an acute inflationary impetus and some Basotho started 

migrating in response to the demand for labour on the diggings. A comment 

on the first population census of,1875 refers ,to the "multitude who have 

t.emporarily absented themselves in search of employment in the Cape Colony, 

or the diamond mines, or elsewhere" (Chronicles: 326). ' There is no suggestion 

at tlJ.is period that they were forced to migrate by pressure of economic 

necessity • 

These were the good years. Basutoland never again attained the 

prosperity of the 1870s. Cereals and livestock products were all subject . -

to the vicissitudes of drought, epidemics and economic de'pression; andifrom 

this time onwards market conditions were decisively affected by political 

and economic factors outside the control of the Basotho. Meanwhile 

population expansion in the Lowlands and political pressure arif!~ng out 'of 

the GUn \Varin 1880 led to rapid settlement of the Mountains. There was 
.' , 

a severe recession in 1882-6 (Houghton and Dagut, Vol. 1, 1972: 226), and 

a savage drought brought widespread famine in 1884. Gold fever hit the 

Witwatersrand in 1886 and precipitated another boom but this time the 
. - . 

. -

export market '.for grain from Basutoland was adversely affected by a 

prOhibit~on o~ imports imposed by the Transvaa14 and by competition from 

American and Australian grain, ,which could ,be cheaply transported by the 

newly constructed railway from the Cape to Kimberley. A missionary.n~ted 

in 1887:, 
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"The population is rapidly increasing, the fields are becoming 
exhausted, the pastures diminishing, stock farming yields more 
disapPointments than profits ••• Money is scarce ••• " (Chronicles: 469). 

In 1893 the Orange Free State attempted to impose a tariff on grain from 

Basutoland in order to protect the market of the white farmers who had 

turned from stock rearing to growing crops. This rendered it difficult 

for the Basotho to sell their grain and so inhibited mercantile exchange 

in Basutoland; but, as the Acting Resident Commissioner Godfrey Lagden 

remarked, the boycott also threatened the interests of the large merchants 

of the Free State who supplied the Basutoland traders (CAR 1893-4). The 

disastrous outbreak of rinderpest in 1897 halved the cattle population 

but the Basotho resourcefully adapted to the loss: they used their horses 

for ploughing and for transport (CAR 1896-7: 9), and they arranged marital 

mortgages by counting stones as surety for future instalments of bridewealth 

cattle (Chronicles: 473). 

The South African war of 1899-1902 closed the usual outlets for export . 
of grain and it,wa~ followed 'by another depression and a drought. The 

comments of 'the Goverrunent Secretary in the first decade of the twentieth 

century best reveal the fluctuating conditions which began to undermine 

Wl'lat had been a consistently favourable~ ,balance of trade. In 1905 the 

whea t crop faile'd' and low market prices led· to Ii general scarei ty of m,oney, 
\ 

while "grain, and produce of all kinds have naturally gone to pieces through 

dro~t and locusts" (CAR 1905-6: 12). The year 1907 saw "a great improve­

ment.on the previous years of ~rought" (CARi906-7: 9); but in 1908-9 the 

vheatcrop was destroyed by lice and the maize crop by drought, though 
, ", 

exports, of vool and mohair steadily iricreased (CAR ,1908-9). The P.E.M.S., 
" 

journa:L'Leselinyana, commenting on the 19l1cem~us, divined the wri.ting on 

the wall: 

"Were the population to continue to 'increase, the situation would 
become truly critical within a few 'Years, unless other means of 
livelihood were provided for the Basuto.They would be forced to 
migrate i~ large numbers to offer. their services to the Europeans of 
the neighbouring countries which are less densely populated, but 
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vhere their social conditions vould deteriorate and where, above all, 
. they would lose their independence" (Chronicles: 480). 

Many B~sotho were already migrating to seek vork and in 1903 they were 

officially commended for their industrious character in this respect • .. 
Significantly, however, 

"The minimum wage necessary to attract natives is £.2.l0s a month 
vith food and, in many cases, higher wages are offered. It is 
iloticeablethat comparatively few 'of the Basuto labourers choose to 
go to the Johannesburg goldfields, but appear to be able to find 
nearer and more attractive employment" (CAR 1902-3) • 

At this time, wages'onthe gold mines were £l.lOs a month (Wilson, F. 

1972a: 4). In 1907 the Government Secretary suggested on the evidence 

of labour passes issued to Basotho that increasing population pressure 

on the land led to the. emergence of "two distinct classes of labour, 

namely the agriculturalist and the mine labourer" (CAR 1906-7). But the 

fact that poor harvests were consistently reflected in low imports of 

manufactured goods during this period is convincing evidence that the 

sale of grain wasstHl the most important means of generating a cash 

flow inside the country; and it suggests, accordingly, that the large 

majority of .Basotho were still primarily dependent on agriculture for a 

livelihood. 

The First World War sustained high prices in wool and grain and the 

Basotho were able to take advantage of this - maize production was 

particularly vigorous. Wheat exports in 1919 were a record 256,000 bags, 

vhich prompted an optimistic officia~di~claimer .of"the theory which is 

sometimes propounded that the wheat laridsof'Basutoland are 'worked out'" 

(CAR 1919-20) ~ Though .the prices of.iDaiZe, sorghum and large livestock 

fell by o'ne 'half during the 1920s (Pim 1935: 217), the volu:meof exports, 

vas maintained through ,the decade and reached a peak in 1928, the last 

year that 100,000 bags of maize were exported from Basutolend (cr. Figure 1). 

The most ~mportant features of the pe:i"iodpreceding th~ slump' of 1929 

vere, firstly ,~he increasing value of wo'ol and mohair as exports - 59 per cent. 
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in 1908, 62 per cent. in 1918 and 74 per cent. in 1928; and, secondly, 

the decline in per capita income: although exports of grain did not 

significantly decrease in volume during the period, market prices fell in 

all commodities except wheat and the population was steadily increasing, 

so that export earnings were distributed much more thinly.5 This had the 

effect of forcing more and more men out to work. It is probable that 

migrant earnings had already outstripped export earnings. 

The early 1930swere disastrous. The bottom fell out of wool prices 

as a result of the massive recession in world trade which followed the 

1929 slump. The coinCidence of acute economic depression with an 

exceptional drought in 1932-3 led to a loss of perhaps 50 per cent. of the 

country's livestock (Pim 1935: 147). Wheat production survived and 

recovered but maize did not: in 1933 more than 350,000 bags of maize had 

to be imported. At the same time a resurgence in the price of gold 

stimulated the expansion of mining production and enormously increased the 

demand for labour on the gold mines (Wilson,.F. 1971: l42)~ In the 

following decade a vast flow of emigration from Basutoland took place 

which, offsetting natural increase, explains the virtually static popuiation 

recorded between the censuses of 1936 and 1946 (Table 5). The ef{ect of 
: 

the great depression was decisively to tip the~alance between successful 

farming and large-scale migration away from the former and towards the 

latter. Men from Basutoland were forced to undertake longer and more 

frequent periods of employment in the mines and industries and on the farms 

of South Africa. 

EconomiC decline has continued unabated in the post-war years. In a, 

survey of a Lowland village in'1963 Sandra Wallman found that of·thirty 

households whose econom~c pr~f.iles she plotted only four harvested enough 

grain to provide minimUm subsistence for ,their members at the officially 

estimated requirement of 20 bags of grain per family of five persons; while 
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the average harvest was less than half the consumption requirement 

6 (Wallman 1969: 68-9. 74). My own survey of thirty-six farming households. 

in a northern village in 1974 showed that the mean yield per household 

of the two grain staples maize and sor~ together was 7.2 bags. about 

one third of the consumption requirement. The median yield was only 2 bags. 

Such figures demonstrate that Lesotho must now import a large proportion 

of its basic food requirements. Perhaps the best overall meaaure of the 

country's growing incapacity to feed its people is the shift over the 

years from net export to net import of maize, the principal staple food. 

This shift is recorded graphically in Figure 1. 

The figures from the national Agricultural Censuses of 1950, 1960 and 

1970 best reveal the continuing decline in agricultural productivity 

(Ta~les 2 and 3). Considerable variation between one season and the next 

makes it difficult to extrapolate significantly from figures ten years 

apart but the overall trend is clear. Increasing population pressure ,led 

the Basotho to plough up pasture and marginal land so that, over this 
, . t 

period of twenty years, the total acreage brought under cereal cultivation 

increased by 12 per cent. Wheat arid sor~ acreages greatly increased 

(Table 2), while production rose only marginally '(Table 3); maize acreage 

considerably decreased, and production was very much reduced. All cereals, 

constituting the bulk of Lesotho's agricultural production, sholled a 

significant reduction in yield per unit area (Table 3). 

Declining productivity P?r acre has' been attributed to many.factors. 

These have been fully discu~sed elsewhere (Pim1935; Morse 1960; Leistner 

1966; Williams -1970', 1972) and may be summarized as: deterioration of 

land through mono-c~o·pping,.ero·sibn and over-grazing; insecurities in the 

system of land tenure which .inhibit farmers from taking effective steps to 

conserve their agric~l tural holdings; .. _po~ulation pressure 7 which enforces 

tht! ,exploitation of marginal land quite unsuitable for agriculture; . and 
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the climatic vicissitudes which do not necessarily justify investment 

in intensi-ve techniques. But observation suggests that the most striking 

practi~al constraint on agriculture is the availability of capital in the 

form of plough, oxen and cash. I discuss this problem more fully below. 

Here 1: stress only that access to the technical resources which are' 

necessary, if not sufficient, for effective cultivation depends for most 

farmers on access to migrant earnings • 

Accordingly, the failure, of peasant self-sufficiency in Lesotho must 

be examined against the background of a larger system of production which 

demanded, not that Africans grow sufficient food to preserve their economic 

independence, but that they contribute their labour to the "white" economy_ 

So long as Africans were making a viable livelihood off the land, so long 

~ould they npt make themselves available as labour for white-owned farms 

and industries. 
. , 

The development of white farming in South Africa is the 
" . 

story of pe~ennial, competition for labour against African self-sufficiency 

on the one hand and the demands of mining and manufacturing industries, 

which paid higher wages, on the other. White farmers took the view that 

raisi,ng wage, levels woul~ actual,li reduce the, supply of labour available, 
8 

and they preferred to use al tehia ti ve" c~erci ve, mean:s of assuring a labour 

supply. The alternative means took the form of discri~tOry legislation 

which deprived Africans of the capaci ty to compet,~ where, initially at least, 

Africans were more suc,cessfulbec~use of their lower opportunity cost of 

engaging in commercial agriculture. In particular, the Land Act of 1913 

stopped Africans from buY.ing land in "white" areas; it severely limited 

the independent product~ve activities of Africans wh? cultivated vast areaS 

of land, either as squatters paying rent to whit'e land-owners who had more 

land than they ,could farm themselves, or as entrepreneurs' who owned their 

Olin oxen and'ploughs and entered into sbar.e-cropping contra'cts with such 
, , 

land-owners. Under the latter system of "farming-on-the~half" the African 
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~orked the land and handed over half the crops reaped to the white land-

olfner in. return for the right to live and cultivate and graze animals on 

his farm. Such independent activities "made the kaffirs too rich" and 

simultaneously deprived the whites of their labour supply and undermined 

their markets in grain (Wilson, F. 1971; Magubane 1975). 

The 1913 Land Act did not directly affect Basuto1and. But there 

were two indirect effects. Firstly, many squatters and share-croppers were 

forced off land in the Orange Free State and there is evidence that some 

of them migrated into Basuto1and,4. exacerbating the population pressure 

there. Secondly, since it may be regarded as 

" ••• an act of collusion amongst the hirers of labour not to give 
remuneration above a certain level ••• the Land Act was, for farmers, 
what the maximum-permissible-average agreement was for the mining 
magnates" (Wilson, F. 1971: 128). 

The depression of agricultural wages affected migrants from Basutoland who . , 

~orked,on white farms in the Free State in the same way as it affected 

dispossessed labour tenants. 

The parlous condition of "white" agriculture in the 1920s was only 

relieved by massive government intervent;ion which took the form of artificial 

subsidies to boost maize production and protective tariffs against foreign 

competition (Wilson, F'o 1971: 136~143). The patt~rn ofinterv~ntion and 

cC?~tro1 by the state was consolidated with the acc.ession of the Nationalist 

Government in 1948, whose pol'i tical support was derived to a large extent 

from white farmers. Today maize productivity on white farms is much higher 

than in the African reserves (Table 4), but the fact that productivity in 

Lesotho in 1950 exceeded that of white farmers in South Africa shows that 

this vas not always so. There is little evidence to justify Houghton's 

attribution of the contemporary difference'to the "scienti'fic and 
. , 

experimental" approach of white farmers by contrast with the ~tr~ditional" , 

approach of Af.rican ,farmers (Houghton 1973:. 46) 0 Indeed, white farmers 

his'torically showed little inclination'to adapt farming techniques in such 
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a way as to combat erosion and to arrest the devastating effects of 

vastefuland short-sighted farming methods (Wilson, F. 1971: 165-7). So 

that the differences between what Houghton misleadingly identifies as 

"market-oriented" farming on the one hand and "subsistence" farming on 

the other, far from being "so great that they cannot conveniently be 

treated together" (Houghton 1973: 46), are more readily to be explained 

in terms,of generous political support and capital provision made available 

by the state to white farmers and in terms of specific political and economic 

discrimination by the state against black farmers. 

THE EXODUS OF LABOUR 

It is evident from Table 3 that decline in agricultural productivity 

in Lesotho is absolute as well as relative to the consumption requirements 

, of an expanding population. The failure of peasant self-sufficiency is 

reflected in 'an ever-increasing dependence on the export of labour. It was 

estimated that Lesotho's male labour force in 1969 was distributed as 

follows: engaged in agriculture - 48 'per cent.; employed in Lesotho 

7 per cent~; employed in South Africa - 45 per cent. (Lesotho 1970: 11). 

Dependence on the export 'of labour may be assessed partly in terms of the 

nUmbers of migrants absent from the country and partly in terms of the 

proportion of the national income derived from migrant e'arnings. 

The increase in Lesotho's population recorded in censuses between 

1891 and 1966 is recorded in Table 5 and shown graphically in Figure 2. 

Census practice since 1911 has ~een to distinguish the de facto,population­

those pr~sent at the time of enumeration - from ,the de jure population­

thOSe present plus those recorded as absent members of house~olds. The 

static de facto population between 1936 and 1946 is to be explained, as I 

have already suggested, in terms of large-scale emigration from Basutoland 
" , . 

and absorption into the towns of South Africa as a response to t~~ depression 

. _'_'=-~_,~J.:;;;;;;;:;O:: £< ilii\iil1ilid3liliruili,,, .... ;, 
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of the 1930s. A smaller proportion of absentees in 1966 (12 per cent. of 

the de jure population) than in 1956 (nearly 20 per cent.) is attributable 

to the imposition in 1963 of strict border controls by the South African 

authorities and also to a narrower definition of "absentee" in 1966. The 

residential status of males and fema1esbetween the ages of 15 and 59 years 
~\ 

in the Lesotho population of 1966 is shown in Figure 3, from which it may 

be seen that more than half of males aged between 20 and 34 are absent 

from Lesotho • 

There is no precise-information -available as to the total number of 

migrants from Lesotho employed in South Africa. One recent estimate puts 

the figure at 200,000 (World Bank:1975: IS). By far the mo~t important 

single category of employment, in terms of numbersvemployed and of 

aggregate earnings, is the mining industry: in 1973 more than 110,000 

Basotho from Lesotho were employed on South African mines. Table 6 shows 

the-steady increase in average numbers employed over the decade 1963-1973 • 

In order to minimize competition for labour the Chamber of Mines had 

established in 1900 a monopsonistic policy of recruitment (Wilson, F. 

1972a: 4); which enabled the mining managers_to maintain black wages at 

a loy level and to apply a uniform wage structure., This policy has survived 

successive acute shortages of black labour and also recent labour unrest 

arising from low wages, poor industrial relations and the ,rustrations of 

c~mpoundlife (~AIRR 1974: 288-292; 1975: ~88-9). -'D~spitepolic1 disagree­

ments ,between th~ mining houses over raising wages (Leys 1975:'206), the 

Chamber of Mines continues to lay down a minimum wage level which is applied 

throughout the industry. Table 7 shows the changes in the minimum wage level 

for black underground workers between 1971 and 1975. These changes are 

particularly significant because, as Francis Wilson has shown (1972a: 46, 66), 

the'real earnings of black workers on the gold mines were no higher in 1969, 

than they had been in 1911.9 The increa'se in mining wages since 1969 may be 
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attributed both to the experience of acute labour shortage and to the 

dramatic rise in the price of gold during 1973-4. Estimates for the 

average cash earnings of black workers on the gold mines in recent years 

are given in Table 8.. 

It is difficult to estimate the proportion of the annual cash earnings 

of Basotho' migrants which accrues to dependents in Lesotho. A llarge amount 

P4sses through the largest (N.R.C.) recruiting agency's branch offices in 

Lesotho in the form of remittances and deferred pay, which are officially 

recorded by th.e Lesotho Labour Office; but migrants also send large amounts 

in registered letters through the postal service, and there are no reliable 

figUres for this unoffiCial flow of remittances. Further, on their return 
- , 

ho~~ miners bring with them cash and goods bought with 'their earnings which 

may, be ,considered part of the rural household's income in Lesotho. On the 

basis of a survey of 170 returning miners in June-July 1973 McDowall (1973) 

estimated the financial return to Lesotho from the miners' earnings in a 

- twelve-month period 1972-3 as R15.91 million, of which deferred pay 

constituted R3.42m. (21.5 per cent.), remittances R5.8.2m.(36.6per cent.), 
, .~' 

cash in hand R2.8.2m. (17.7 per cent.) alid goods in hand'R3.8.5m. (24.2 per 

cent.). Suchan estimate is inevitably sulJject to error but an indication 

of the importance of miners' earnings relative to Lesotho's trade figures 

1s given in Table 9. 

In the past the interest from deferred pay was place~in a fund 
,-

administered by a South African Control Board in order to improve social 

services in the areas from which' mining labour was drawn. For example, the 

Mapoteng hospital in Lesotho was financed in part from the Deferred Pay 

Interest Fund. 'Since 1, January 1975, however, it has been a condition of 

labour contrac,ts made in Lesotho that the 'employer should deduct not less 

than sixty per cent. of the ,basic monthly wage and pay this amount into the' 

Lesotho Bank:1.n"Maseru, and a refund should be made on the return of the· 
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employee to Lesotho after the completion of his contract. Provision was 

also made for the employee to instruct the employer to pay from his deferred 

pay to a dependent a family remittance not exceeding fifty per cent. of his 

deferred pay (Government Gazette No. 46 of 15 November 1974). A strike at 

Vaal Reefs in January 1975 in which 12,000 Basotho refused to go underground 

was attributed to distrust by the miners of the Lesotho Government's 

intentions (BEC News, 6 January 1975), but it is not yet clear to .. what 

extent the regulation has affected the level of receipts in family 

remittances. 

While it is certain that the wage increases have considerably boosted 

the returns in cash and kind to Lesotho, any assessment ,of the real value 

of the increases must take into account the severe inflationary trend of 

recent years: between October 1972 and October 1974, for example, the 

cost of living in Lesotho rose by 28.4 percent. lO But it is clear that 

their immediate effect has been to exacerbate Lesotho's dependence on the 

export of labour. The long term implications are less clear, in view of 

uncertainty on the i,nternationa1 money marketsl1 and of the extent to which, . . 

as black wages constitute a higher proportion of 1fork~ng costs, the mining. 

industry will invest in more capital intensive te'chniq~es. 

RURAL nOUSEHOLD INCOME 

, The most important index of the relative contributions to Lesotho's 

domestic economy of"agrtcultural production and of ~he export of labour is 

the proportion of average household i~come made up of migrant earnings. 

OWing to the difficulties in assessing the. financial returns from migrants 

to which I drew attention above, there exist few reliable figUres on this 

point. Wallman (1969: 73) offers.ahistogramshowing the seasonal,changes 

in~sources of cash income, which suggests an overvhelming reliance on 

mi.grant earnings, but the data relate only to five households. The most 
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detailed evidence available is contained in the report on the Rural 

HouSehold Consumption and Expenditure Survey 1967-9 ,(Monyake, A.M. 1973a), 

Vhich analyzed the total income and expenditure of a sample of farming 

households during a twelve month period.(Tables 10 and 11). If ~e exclude 

income in farm produce ~hich is directly consumed at home, and income in 

kind from labour payments, it may be deduced from Table 10 that the average 

cash income of the farming household in 1967-9 was 59.7 per cent. of R214, 

i.e. R128. Further, it may be assumed that not only remittances but also 

the bulk of wages from sources other than farming are derived from 

employment outside Lesotho. Cash income, then, was made up in the 

following way: sales of farm produce lJ.40 ~31.3 per cent.), migrant 

earnings R69 (54.2 per cent.), and sundry other receipts R19 (14.5 per cent.). 

Marres and van der Wiel (1975: 60, 62), using the 1967-9 figures as a guide, 

, esti:r.a. ted on the basis of increased mine wages and the increased cash value 

of livestock products that the average farming household income in the 1972/3 

season was R400. A more recent survey was carried out in the season 1973/4 

of the income-generating activities of 340 farming households within the 

area defined by the Thaba Bosiu Rural Development Project (Leys: personal 

communication). ,The average cash income vas calculated to be R487, of 

lrhichR97 (20.0'per cent.) was derived from net cash value of farm produce, 

R289 (59.4 per cent.) from migrant earnings, and RIOO (20.6 per cent.) 

from other "~ff farm" sources. 
I 

These figures cannot be definitive but they 

are consistent with the other evidence I have presented. They suggest the 

following conclusions. (1) Income from far~ingrepresents a ,decreasing 

proportion of :'the average household income. (2) Income from migrant 

" earnings today represents the dominant proportion of th~ average household 

income. In view of the fact that the data'presented above relate to farming 

households ,and'e~clude the l2,per cent. of households in Lesotho, which were 

found to be "non-farming" in the 1970 Agricultural Census (Lesotho 1972: 29) 
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and which derive negligible income from farming, it follows that an 

estimate of 60 per cent. for that proportion of cash income lDa,de up of 

migrant earnings is probably a conservative one. (3) It has already been 

shown that overall farm production has been steadily declining (Table 3) 

and that the population has been steadily increasing (Table 5). It is 

safe to infer that average household expenditure on basic foodstuffs is 

considerably higher in the mid-1970s than the proportion of 32 per cent. 

of total expenditure indicated in the survey of farming households in 

1967-9 (Table 11). 

DISCUSSION: MIGRANT LABOUR AND AGRICULTURAL DECLINE 

Black wages on-the mines have risen appreciably within recent years. 

But, calculated at the average rate of R46 per month in 1974 (Table 8) 

and on the quite unrealistic assumption that all cash earnings of Basotho 

migrants constitute income in Lesotho, they remain quite inadequate to 

sustain miners' dependents at the level of the Poverty Datum Line (Table 12). 

There is no paradox in this observation, for I have stressed that the 

Basotho of Lesotho are SUbJect to the same political and economic constraints 

that- govern the movement and working conditions of migrants from the African 

reserves ("homelands"), except that, as foreigners, Lesotho citizens have 

even less security than South African citizens. These constraints derive 

above all from the need to ensure a ready ,supply of cheap black labour • 

from 1896 the Chamber of Mines began to consolidate a uniform 

strategy of. recruitment and wage determination. Though it did not alleviate 

absolute shortages of labour, the policy of offiCial collusion effectively 

limited competition for labour between companies which would otherwise have 

forced a rise in wages (Wilson, F. 19728,: 2-5). But white farmers and 

mining magnates were also, able to invoke the support of the state in 

securing their fundamental labour requirements. Firstly, discriminatory 
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legislation deprived Africans of their land and either directly compelled 

them to take up wage employment or confined them to reserves from which, 

unable to eke out a subsistence livelihood, they were forced to migrate 

and offer their labour on farms and in industry. Secondly, the mining 

magnates successfully brought pressure to bear on the government to pass 

a series 'of harshly refined measures to control the flow of labour. These 

are the pass laws incorporated into the Urban Areas Act of 1923 and its 
, ,12 

successive amendments. 

In this way the pattern was established by which unskilled black 

vorkers oscillated between their rural homes and their places of work. 

The mine compound system made it impossible for migrants to bring their 

families to settle at the place of work. Indeed, the justification from 

the mining magnates'point of view of a policy of paying sub-subsistence 

vages has always rested on two presuppositions inherent in, the system of 

oscillati~g.migration: (1) that migrants also derive an income from 

working the land in the rural areas and that the two sources of income 

are complementary; arid (2) that'wages need not be paid at a level 

necessary to sustain the expensive urban infra-structure and social 

services which would be required by a stabilized labour force of miners 

vith their families. There are disadvantages in oscillating migration from 

the employers' point of view, in that a high turnover of unskilled manpower 

is an inefficient and wasteful method of using human resources. But the 

system has enabled the employers historically t~ evade their responsibility 

to pay a living wage and to this extent the political and economic 

dimensions of oscillating migration are mutually consistent. 

Francis Wilson has analyzed the economics of oscillating migration 
. , 

by means of a "push-pull" model whose component forces are now well known 

(Wilson, F. 1972a: 123; 1972b: 153; 1975: 178). The manner in which 

the forces are, changing over time maybe briefly summarized with respect 
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to Lesotho. The urban pull force has become steadily stronger, with 

expansion of the mining industry and the growth of manufacturing and 

secondary industry. The rural push force has likewise become stea~ily 

stronger, as a result of increasing population pressure and declining 

agricultural yields. At the same time the rural pull force has weakened 

because of increasing scarcity of arable land,and its lower productivity. 

Logically, therefore, the urban push force, in the form of political 

measures to maintain the circulation of labour and to arrest the drift 

to the towns, would have to become very much stronger to counter-act 

the changes taking place in the other forces. It is not surprising that 

this is what' has happened, in view of the explicit political principle 

that Africans are redundant in town other than as units of labour,l3 and 

in view of the dominant economic requirement that their labour be cheap. 

The shifting balance of forces nevertheless underlines the fallacies 

in the conventional wisdom of South African employers who assumed that the 

supply curve of black labour was "backward sloping". Their argument is 

based on the premise that Africans offer their labour in the wage economy 

in order to achieve "target" incomes, either to supplement rural income 

from arable and livestock production or to satisfy a fixed level of 

consumption wants. Once the target is achieved, they return home. Instead 

of attracting more labour, the argument runs, the effect of raiSing wage 

levels in industry would be that men would simply work for shorter periods, 

leading to a reduction instead of an increase in the supply of labour 

available. 

The argument has been effectively refuted elsewhere on various grounds 

(Berg 1961; Wilson, F. 197280: 75-6; van Onselen 1975) but 1 reiterate 

them here in order to demonstrate its insidious connection with other 
Q.. 

ideas in aao popular tradition of eco'nomic historiography in sou:thern Africa. 

Firstly, the validity of the premise is questionable, since. it implies 

" 
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tha t the inc'ome goal is fixed independently of income-earning opportunities. 

There is plenty of evidence to suggest, on the contrary, not only that 

Africans were (and are) well aware of relative industrial wage levels and 

responded accordingly (Wilson, F. 1971: 121); but ~lso that experience of 

~age labour and of urban standards rapidly transformed the range and 

sophistication of consumer requirements. In any case, "the 'tax target' 

is in no way comparable with the 'transistor target'" (van Onselen 1975: 238). 

Secondly, even if the premise were valid in the short term, the theory 

ignores the longer-term changes taking place: the deteriorating conditions 

in the rural areas and the rising cost of living, both factors which tend 

to push a greater exodus of labour from the rural areas irrespective· of the 

pull stimulus of relative industrial wage levels. Further, it is idle to 

suppose that,"rising costs affect only those areas of consumption independent 

of the consumption of home produce. For rapid inflation strikes at the 

heart of agricultural operations. In Lesotho the point may be briefly 

demonstrated by an inter-seasonal comparison of the two most costly items 

in the agricultural budget: the hire of a tractor for ploughing and the 

purchase of fertilizers. I estimate on the basis of charges made in the two 

seasons 1973/4 and 1974/5 that, as a direct result of the Yom Kippur war 

and the oil embargo which followed it, tractor hiring rates increased in 

1974/5 by at least 25 per cent. of those prevailing in the previous season; 

~hile the price of fertilizers in 1974 vas about 50 per cent. higher than 

in the previous year." Both of these items are more or less directly related 

to the pric~ of oil. It is the "peasants" in Leso,tho and the reserves who, 

far from being cushioned by a "subsistence" livelihood from the rise in 

the cost of living, suffer the full effects of the international crisis of 

capital. 

Thirdly, and quite irrespective of the first two criticisms, Berg (1961) 

has convincingly refuted the theory of the backward sloping labour curve on 
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logical grounds: 

"The shape of the aggregate labour supply function - the 'ordinary' 
function relating aggregate quantity of labour to wage rates - cannot 
be predicted a priori, since it depends on the net outcome of two 
contrary changes that follow a wage change: changes in the "numbers of 
villagers in wage employment and changes in the average time each man 
spends at workll (Berg 1961: 492). 

Thus, an increase in wages might reduce the average length of service but 

it would also attract a greater number of men from a wider geographical 

range, for whom previously employment had not been worthwhile. Proponents 

of the backward sloping labour curve took for granted the former effect and 

ignored the latter effect. But the evidence from southern Africa in the 

twentieth century strongly suggests that the aggregate supply of labour was 

and is determined more by the latter effect than the former. 

The backward sloping labour c1lrve, the notion of a IItargetli income 

and the proposition that migrant earnings supplement rural agricultural 

income are three related elements in a package deal of mystification. 

The mystification derives in part from confusion between the macro-economic 

and the micro-economic levels of analysis. I turn now to the third element 

in the package in order to illustrate this pOint. 

It has long been taken for granted that, the greater the shortfall in 

rural agricultural production, the greater the contribution to'rural 

household income that must be made by migrant e~rnings. Income from 

agricultural endeavour in the rural areas and income from industrial 

endeavour in the urban centres make complementary contributions to the 

household "target" income, which is assumed to be constant in the short term. 

The one varies inversely with the other, with agricultural production viewed 

as" the independent variable. From a macro-economic, s~atic, perspective, 

the proposition is a valid one, in that, it a given population were a~le to 

make an adequate living in the rural areas by cultivating the: land, it would 

not necessarily export its able-bodied manpower. Since" the populations in 

the peripheral" areas cannot make a living off the land, they must export their 
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labour. 

From a micro-economic, dynamic, perspective, on the other hand, ,the 

proposition must be stood on its head in order to understand the decline 

of agriculture in Lesotho and the failure of many agricultural development 

initiatives. Migrant earning capacity must be viewed as the independent 

variable. For the truth is that, under prevailing conditions of land tenure, 

population pressure a~d farming technology, the only way of improving 

agricultural productivity in Lesotho is through the use of intensive methods 

which demand considerable cash inputs from the farmer. He must hire a 

tractor, or oxen and a plough, and a planter, and he must buy selected hybrid 

seed and nitrogenous and phosphatic fertilizers. Effective use of these 

methods has been shown to increase maize yields dramatically, from an 

average of about 3 x (200 lb.) bags per English acre on an unimprove~ 
, 

holding to perhaps 12 bags per acre (Williams 1972: 16). But such yields 

depend on the coincidence of favourable conditions and have not been 

consistently maintained. Owing to climatic and other vicissitudes the 

investment remains a risk and, despite convincing evidence of improved 

yields, is not necessarily justifiable to a farmer who also has to weigh 

his scarcity of cash against the need to meet pressing consumption 

requirements. Dependence on intensi~e techniques has two immediate effects 

on household budgeting: it exposes a "credibility gap" between the 

investment and the likelihood of a commensurate return: and it exposes a 

real income gap getween households which are in a position to make the 

investment and those which are not. Farming budgets available elsewhere 

(Murray 1976 :" 117-120) demonstrate a significant correlation between levels 

of cash investment in intensive techniques and average yields per unit area. 

Yet it is by no means self-evident that a farmer can justify making the 

investment in view (1) of the high risk of indiVidual failure and (2) of his 

reasonable scepticism that the return will be sufficiently high for him not 
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to spend his money to more immediate and predictable p~pose. 

Before any claims can be made, then, regarding the extent to which 

agriculture in Lesotho does fulfil or can fulfil subsistence requirements, 

it is essential that the returns from cultivation be assessed at their 

net not their gross value. The difference between the two is the amount 

of cash which the household invests in its agricultural operations. But the 

capacity to invest at all is a function of a regular and reliable cash 

income. The appropriate inference is not that those who cannot make a 

living off the land go off' as migrant labourers, though this is true, but 

that only successful and resourceful migrant labourers are likely to be able 

to engage in agriculture at home in such a way as to produce a worthwhile 

return. The position is that aggregate village food production varies 

directly with aggregate investment in agriculture from cash earnings; but 

the greater the cash inputs, the greater the risk for the individual farmer. 

The point has paradoxical implications. On the one hand, rising industrial 

wage levels in South Africa should generate increasing capacity to invest in 

intensive agriculture in Lesotho. On the other hand, higher wages in South 

Africa, combined with declining productivity of the land in Lesotho, will 

expose the relative futility of engaging in agriculture at all, at .a point 

uhere migrants can satisfy household consumption reqUirements by buying 

feod directly instead of investing cash in the uncertain effert of grewing 

food at home. It is not easy to. predict whether aggregate production will 

in the short term reflect the predominance of the former or the latter effect. 

The future of agriculture in Lesotho will depend on the cumulative response 

of individual migrants to the dilemma posed at the micro-economic level. 

Basotho regard with an understandably jaundiced eye the naive enthusiasm 

of development agents who have wondered why men do not stay at heme to put 

aome effort into agricultural improvement. For the exodus of labour, while 

it arguably drains the villages of initiative and energy, is a condition of 
.' 
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agricultural investment. 

Agricultural decline a.nd agricultural non-devel.opmentin Lesotho 

cannot be attributed merely to growing population pressure, to the deficiencies· 

of what is in fact a rather flexible system of land tenure, or to the 

sloughing off of village manpower through the migrant labour system. 

Agriculture in the periphery is emasculated by a political and economic 

system designed precisely to deny Africans an independent livelihood. Put 
/l~vels 

crudely, low industrial wage/render it difficult to invest in agriculture 

at home. Higher industrial wage levels, on the other hand, render it no 

longer worthwhile to invest in agricu~ture at home. The "safe" course is 

not to invest at all. The inevitable, if depressing, conclusion is that 

no solution will be found within the confines of Lesotho's borders. 
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Table 1. Geographical sources of black laboUr recruited through 
Mine Labour Organizations Ltd. _ 

Octob~r 1973 October 1974 
Source Numbers Percentage Numbers Percentage 

South Africa 79,120 21.3 78,024 23.8 

Lesotho 74,766 20.1 69,014 21.1 

Botswana 17,614 4.7 13,616 4.2 

Swaziland 4,139 1.1 4,755 1.4 

Malawi 109,789 29.6 79,745 . 24.3 

Mozambique 86,171 23.2 82,509 25.2 

371,599 100.0 327,663 100.0 

Source: Legum (1975: 54). 

Table 3. Production of principal crops grown in Lesotho, 1950-1910. 

MAIZE SORGHUM WHEAT TOTAL 

Year CEREALS 

A B C A B C A B C A 

1950 2,354,100 

1960 1,328,905 

1970 ' 733,186 

5.3 11.9 543,100 3.9 8~7 548,500 "·4.-5 ',10.1~·3,018·,800 
I 

3.3 7.4 590,484 3.57.8 634,265 3.8, 8.5: 2,086,62.9 

2..3 5.1 627,181 3.1 6.9 638,267 2.4 5,.4 1,623.272 

Key. A. Production in 200 lb. bags .• 
B. Average yield in 200 lb. bags per acre. 
C. ,Average yield in 100 kgs. per hectare. 

Conversion factor between B and C is: ' 
1 x (200 lb. bag per acre) = 2.24122 x (100 kgs. per hectare). 

Sources for Tables 2 and 3: Agricultural Censuses for 1950, 1960 and 1970 
(Douglas and Tennant 1952; Morojele, Part 3; Lesotho 1972); Agricultural 
Statistics 1950, 1960 and 1965-1970 (Bureau of Statistics 1973,)., ' 
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Figure 1. 
Graph showing net exfJorts/ imports, moiz e: 

Lesotho 1890-1970. 
·(1) Exports only, 1893-1918. 

(2) All figures expressed as 

5-year rolling averages. 

(3) No figures available for 1910-1915, 

1939"'1945 and 1963-1965. 

(4) Sources: Pim (1935: 191-2); 
Morse (1960: 371-3}; CARs; 

Annual Statistical Bulletins • 
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Table 4. 

Year 

1950 

1960 

1970· 
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Comparison of maize yields: Lesotho and South Africa, 1950-1970. 

(in 100 kgs. per hectare) 

SOUTH AFRICA 

lihite a farmers 

7.42 
9.11 

11.86 

African 
peasants; 

5.68b 

2.12a 

2.30& 

11.9 

7.4 

5.1 

Sources: Adapted from Houghton (1973: 267). 

Table 5. 
" 

Year 
of 

Census 

1891 

1904 

1911 

1921 

1936 

1946 

1956 

'1966 

1976 

(c) 

Converted from. Houghton and Walton (1952: 162), where 
the average yield in five sample areas of the Keiskammahoek 
district is given a8507 lbs. per acre. 
cf. Table }. 

African population of Lesotho, 1891-1976. 
" 

MALES FEMALES TOTAL 

Present Absent Total Presen't Absent Total Total 

105,308 - - 113,190 '- - -
163,353 - - 184,600 - - -
183,139 21,658 204,797 219,790 2,972 222,752 427,549 

222,848 37,827 260,675 274,158 9,314 283,472 544,147 

239,313 78,604 317,918 321,223 22,669 343,892 661,609 

246,643 95,697 342,340 315,248 32,331 347,579 689,919 

270,756 112,790 383,546 368,745 41,992 410,737 794,253 

, 367,087 96,350 463,437 482,926 19,550 502,476 965,913 

. (projection) 579,176 596,353 1,175,529 

Source: Bureau of Statistics n.d. (derived from the 1966 Population 
Census: Maseru, GovernmeAt.,I?l:~~l.. ' 
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Table· 6. Lesotho. citizens employed on South African mines, 1963-1973 • 

Year 

1963 
1964 
1965 
1966· 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 

Monthly average . 
numbers employed 

58,678 
62,653 
66,527 
80,951 
77,414 
80,310 
83,053 
87,384 
92,747 
98,822 

110,227 

Source: Lesotho Labour Office, Maseru 

Table· 7. Minimum wage levels for black underground workers laid 
down by the ChaJlber of Mines, 1971-1975. 

From 

1971 
May 1972 
May 1973 

December 1973 
June 1974 

December 1974 
June 1975 

Minimum earnings 
per shift 
(cents) 

42 
50 
65 
72 

120 
160 
220 

Minimum earnings 
per month (26 shifts) 

(rands) 

10.92 
13.00 
16.90 
18.72 
31.20 
41.60 
57.20 

Sources: ·N.R.C. Office, Maseru; SAIRR (1973: 240, 246; 1974: 282-:-3; 
1975: 189). . 

Table 8. Average cash earnings of black labour on the gold mines, 1969-1974. 

Year Per shift Per month Per annum 
(cents) (rands) (rands) 

1969 65 , ..... 199 
1972 78 21 252 
1973 - 29 348 
1974 - 46 ·552 

Sources: Figures for 1969 are taken from Wilson, F. (1972a: 46, 66). Earnings 
per shift in 1972 are an estimate given in McDowall (1973). Earnings 
per month and per annum in 1972, 1973 and 1974 are t~ken from 
SAIRR (1974: 281, 283; 1975: 186). Earnings in kind are excluded 
from consideration here since they are irrelevant to the income 
which ac.crues to. depe.nden ts in: the rUral areas. 
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Table 9. Trade figures and income from miners' earnings, Lesotho 1969-1974. 

(expJ:"essed in R'OOO) 

Deficit Imports Exports Year 
Estimated financial 

return from miners' earnings 

1969 4,891 23,907 19,016 10,400 

1970 4,23-7 22,876 18,639 

1971 3,014 27,997 24,983 

1972 6,093 42,972 36,879 
15,910* 

1973 8,285- 67,962 59,617 

1974 9,734 84,702 74,968 

*. TWelve-month period ending mid-1973-. 

Sources: The trade figures are taken from the Annual Statistical Bulletins, 
Bureau of Statistics, Maseru. The estimates of financial return 
from miners' earnings were made by McDowall (1973). 

Table 10. Percentage distribution of sources of annual income: 
farming households in Lesotho 1967-1969. 

Categery of income Item % Percentage of 
total income-

Sales of farm produce cereal crops 3.41 
livestock 12.03 
other 3.24 18.68 

Domestic consumption cereal crops 14.80 
of own produce livestock 9.36 

other 13.57 37.73 

Labour payments in kind 2.57 

Other income wages from ether 
employment than 
farming 8.87 
remittances 
(cash and kind) 15.60 
other 5.36 29:.83 

Other receipts other remittances 7.97 
other 3.22 11.19 

Average income per household: R214. 100.00 
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Percentage distribution of expenditure: 
farming households in Lesotho 1967-1969. 

Item % Pereentage of 
total expenditure 

Farming operating costs 12.98 

Domestic expenditure on cereals and pulses 20.78 
food and drink other 10.75 31.53 

Housing expenditure 5.19 

Clothing 21.49 

Miscellaneous medical care 2.58 
expenditure education 2.54 

purchase of animals 5.54 
other 18.14 28.80 

Average expenditure per household: R200 100.00 

Source for"Tables 10 and 11: Monyake, A.M~ (1973a). 

Table 12. 

Year 

1967/9 

1972/3 

1973/4 

Sources: 

Rural income and the Poverty Datum Line, Lesotho 1967-1974. 

Average farm household income 
. (rands per annum) 

Cash and kind ,Cash only 

214 

400 

128 

487 

Estimated PDL for 
rural household 
(rands per annum) 

590 

804 (April 1974) 

Household income: 1967/9: Monyake, A.M. (1973a). 
1972/3: Marres and van der Wiel (1975: 63). 

. 1973/4: Leys (personal.communication). 
PDL estimates: r·Ia.rres and van der Wiel (1975: 60, 62). ' 
Their PDL calculation assumes an average de jure household 
h.e. including absentees) of 5.0 persons and a de facto 
household (excluding absentees) of 4.4.persons. 
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NOTES 

1. 'The theoretical stimulus of Francis Wilson vill be appar~nt throughout 
this paper and I readily acknowledge that his. various writings have 
paved the way for my attempt to fill a gap in the economic history of 
southern Africa. I am also grateful to Monica Wilson, who supervised 
my two years of anthropological research in Lesotho from 1972-4, for 
the personal and intellectual stimulus which I gained from her. My 
fieldwork was supported by a grant under the Anglo American Advanced. 
Research Fellowship scheme. 

2. Report of the Native Economic Commission, 1932, cited in Houghton and 
Dagut, Volume 3 (1973: 72). 

3. The fallacy of this assumption is exposed by faulty logic': " ••• during 
periods of food shortage those who are comparatively rich in cattle will 
often refuse to slaughter a beast for their own consUmption because of 
the knowledge that neighbours will expect to share" (Williams 1970: 256). 

4. I am indebted for references on this and other points to Paul Spray of 
the Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, who kindly 
made available to me a manuscript in which he builds a synthesis of 
material f~om diverse sources on the economic history of Lesotho. 

5. A similar point is graphically illustrated in James Henderson's report 
of the changes which took place in Victoria East, a district of the 
Ciskei, between 1875 and 1925. During these fifty years the population 
had doubled, from under 6,000 to 12,000. Sales of sorghum and maize had 
increased nearly three-fold in volume, while earnings received from them 
in 1925 were half those of 1875. Purchases at the stores remained at 
the same cash level but foodstuffs represented 20 per cent. oJf the total 
in 1875 and 63 per cent. in 1925 (Report on "The Economic Condition of 
the Native People" cited in Houghton and Dagut, Volume 3, 1973: 75-77). 
Thus per capitaincom~generated from sources within the district sharply 
declined in absolute as well as relative terms. 

6. The Keiskammahoek Rural Survey report f.ound that production in a drought 
year (1948-9) was only one twentieth of the consumption requirement, 
estimated at 20 bags of maize per a~~um per family of 5.8 persons, while 
in the relatively good season of 1949-50 production was less than half 
the consumption requirement (Houghton and Walton 1952: 159). The report 
concluded that " ••• without the income from migrant labour, the vast 
majority of the families would starve. Cash surpluses from migrant labour 
earnings in the cities constitute from one-third to half the family's 
total annual cash income of about .£45" (Houghton and,Walton 1952: 183). 

7. Increase in population pressure in rec2nt years is shown in the zonal 
densities of de jure population per km of arable land. 

Zone Densi ties per m2 

Lowland 
Foothill 
Mountain 
River Valley 
LESOTHO 

1966 

251 
_ 200 

292 
315 
299 

. Source: . Monyake, A.M. (l973b: 92). 

1971 

280 
223 
326. 
351 
334 

1976 

313 
249 
363 
392 
373 
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. S. As Francis Wilson has observed, the belief in the backward sloping 
labour curve was a "socio'logical phenomenon ••• (with) ••• important 
repercussions in South African history" (Wilson, F. 1971: 120). I 

- discuss the problem below in relation to a prevailing tradition in 
South African economic historiography. 

9. Wilson's graph (1972a: 54) shows vividly the widening gap between the 
earnings of black and white miners, particularly over the period 
19:36-1969. In 1936 the ratio of white earnings to black earnings was 
11.5 to 1 and in 1969 was 20.1 to 1. While, in real terms, black 
earnings in 1969 we~e slightly lower than they had been in 1936, white 
earnings were 72 per cent. higher in 1969 than they had been in 1936. 

10. This figure applies to low-income (less than R500 p.a.) urban house­
holds (Bureau of Statistics 1974). Appropriate allowance should be 
made for the rural areas, where the cost of many items in the retail 
price index is estimated to be about 15. per cent. higher than in 
Maseru (~~rres and van der Wiel 1975: 60). 

11. From an. average free market price for 1974 of $156 an ounce, the price 
of gold fell by 35 per cent. during 1975 and the first quarter of 1976 
(Legum 1975: 8l t The Times ,I April 1976).At the time of writing 
(September 1976)- gold stands at about $105 an ounce. 

12. • The administrative regulations governing the rights of Africans to 
work and reside in prescribed ("white") areas are extremely complex. 
The best summary of them is contained in Black Sash (1974) • 

13. This principle was enunciated by the Stallard Commission of 1921, and 
it remained the fundamental premise of all subsequent legislation, 
cf. Note 12. 
"The native should only be allowed to enter the urban areas, which are 
essentially the white man's creation, when he is willing to enter and 
to minister to the needs of the white man and should denart therefrom 
when he ceases so to minister" (quoted in Wilson, F. 1972b: 160) • 

. , 
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