
 1 

Workshop on labour and large scale agriculture in post-independent 
Africa and Southeast Asia, June 2012 
 
Call for papers 
 
Background and justification 
 
Despite a long-established policy bias in favour of small-scale farming, the large scale 
agriculture (LSA) crop area in Sub-Saharan Africa has accounted for between five and 
seven percent of the total cultivated land area since around 1960, and in 2000 employed 
the equivalent of around 1.4 million full-time workers (Gibbon 2011).  
 
African LSA has been characterized by the co-existence on the continent of highly 
contrasting “models”: maize production and more recently cut flowers and fresh 
vegetables in previously settler economies, seasonal farming for sorghum cultivation in 
eastern Sudan, and publicly owned and now privatized plantations for tropical crops 
(palm oil, rubber, marginally cocoa) in Francophone Africa. 
 
As policies more favourable to LSA were adopted by a number of African governments 
following a new commodity price boom starting in 2004, it became clear that the sector 
was likely to expand considerably in the short term. Even if only 20% of the current LSA 
investment projects reported by the World Bank (2010) come to fruition, the African 
LSA crop area will increase to around 8% of the continent’s total cultivated area by 2020, 
while the number of full-time workers will increase to close to 2 million. 
 
In Southeast Asia meanwhile, while no similar aggregate data is available, it is clear that 
LSA accounts for a much greater share of the cultivated area and much higher levels of 
employment than is the case in Africa. In two of the region’s leading agricultural sectors, 
palm oil and rubber, LSA dominates. In several countries including Malaysia and 
Indonesia LSA has been a major component of national economic ‘success stories’.  
Although in Southeast Asia LSA has often been promoted as part of a model also 
including small-scale agriculture (that of ‘nucleus estates’ and outgrowers), free-standing 
plantations are also a powerful presence. Meanwhile, leading Southeast Asian LSA 
companies such as Sime Darby (Malaysia), Golden Agri (Indonesia) and Olam 
(Singapore) are amongst those at the forefront of the current expansion of LSA in Africa 
(Financial Times 17 Aug 2010 and 27 Feb 2011). 
 
The overwhelming focus of the recent policy literature on LSA, both in Africa and 
Southeast Asia, concerns land acquisition and use, mainly in terms of their social and 
environmental consequences including deforestation. Although labour issues were a 
major concern in the first half of the 20th century, principally because of the use of 
indentured labour, they are less frequently addressed today against the backdrop of 
national states. Furthermore, in Malaysia, low pay in the agricultural sector and price 
fluctuations have made employment less attractive for native workers. This has created a 
strong demand for temporary workers and the use of labour-hire companies, acting as a 
pull to cheap migrant labour. Increasingly too, the exploitative employment conditions 
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and low wage levels have led to international and national non-state actors and trade 
unions focusing on economic and social justice for migrant workers and the reduction of 
inequality. In Indonesia, trade unions have also become more forceful in working for 
agricultural workers’ rights. It is thus puzzling that this is less discernible in Africa, given 
the fact that LSA accounts for such high levels of formal employment and will represent 
in the medium term the main pole for formal employment’s growth. On the other hand, 
LSA in Southeast Asia and Africa offer intellectually stimulating counterexamples to the 
historically dominant intellectual preoccupation with the family farm in agricultural, and 
a very specific case studies of large (and some time very large)-scale hierarchical 
organizations.  
 
The objectives of this symposium are to both give proper recognition to the employment 
dimension of LSA in Africa and Southeast Asia, and to re-instate in public debate a 
number of aspects of the ‘labour question’ which, although discussed from time to time 
in the historical literature, are largely absent from current narratives in the press and by 
international organizations, NGOs and firms. The aspects in question concern processes 
of recruitment, stabilization, qualification, contractualization and control of labour, as 
well as the way in which work is organized and in which workers organize themselves or 
are supported in doing so. The symposium will encourage contributions dealing with 
each of these issues, both in relation to specific modern (post-independence) cases as well 
as across cases, in relation to certain cross-cutting themes (see below). Cases may refer to 
specific crops/sectors, farms/plantations/companies or countries/regions. 
 
Social scientists from all disciplines are invited to submit abstracts of up to 200 words to 
the symposium’s organizing committee by 11 May 2012. Shortly after the closing date 
for submission of abstracts the organizing committee will identify papers for presentation 
at the symposium, and notify the authors directly by the end of May. Those selected will 
have to send their papers by the end of July 2012. The symposium will take place on 19-
21 September 2012. After the symposium it is intended to publish a selection of papers 
presented, together with an introduction and conclusion, either with an international 
academic publisher or in a special edition of an international peer-reviewed journal (for 
example, Journal of Agrarian Change). 
 
The contact point for the organizing committee, to whom all communications should be 
addressed, is Peter Gibbon (Danish Institute for International Studies): pgi@diis.dk.  
 
 
Processes and issues of interest 
 
The symposium’s organizers specifically welcome proposals for contributions on one or 
more of the following sets of processes and issues relating to LSA. 
 
1. Recruitment, migration and local communities 
 
Across colonial countries generally prior to 1945, a majority of LSA labour comprised 
migrants recruited via a variety of more or less coercive methods and organized by a 
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variety of more or less public bodies, working on contracts of fixed durations. This 
followed from LSA’s typical location ‘on the frontier’, in areas with low population 
density and/or populations defined as too ‘undisciplined’ to be adapted to LSA work.  
 
In south east Asia LSA expanded at a much more rapid rate after 1945 than in Africa and 
long-distance labour recruitment remained central for a long period. Also here though, 
LSA became increasingly characterized by efforts to stabilize migrant populations. 
Nonetheless, driven by a number of factors, both in south east Asia and Africa migration 
continues to play a role in labour supply - specifically in the form of ‘illegal’ cross-border 
migration (cf Kaur 2009, Rutherford and Addison 2007). 
 
Key questions in this area concern how the vulnerable legal status of cross-border and 
‘illegal’ migrant labour influences the position they occupy in the LSA workforce in 
terms of their employment status and their role in the farm-level division of labour; the 
social and geographical origins and recruitment mechanisms of illegal migrant labour, 
including how their migration is organized; and mechanisms whereby cross-border 
labour is rendered legal or illegal, as well as whereby resident labour is rendered 
‘foreign’. 
 
A more recent development, for example in South Africa, is that labour sourcing is 
directly linked with the way that land is acquired - as when provision of local jobs is 
negotiated as a benefit from LSA investments. Here labour is directly sourced from 
erstwhile land-holding ‘communities.  
 
The link between land acquisition and labour recruitment could be explored more 
broadly. Can we relate different models of land acquisition to different models of 
recruitment? And how are both related to specific kinds of enterprises and investors?  
 
 
2. Labour market integration and labour stabilization 
 
After 1945 organized public recruitment of migratory labour in developing countries 
slowly gave way to ‘spontaneous’ individual recruitment. This was accompanied by 
abolition of labour tenancies in the African settler economies and by an equalization of 
agricultural wage rates across countries and sometimes regions (cf Cooper 1996, Beinart 
2001, Vail & White 1980). At the same time, owners often established ‘captive’ waged 
workforces by stabilizing a category of permanent workers on-farm. In many African 
cases these were expected to supply not only their own labour but also that of family 
members (cf. Jeeves & Crush 1997). Stabilization was driven initially by rising 
commodity prices accompanying the Korean War, and later by extension of farm 
growing seasons and the hostility of post-independence governments to labour migration.  
 
A key current question in this area is the extent to which on-farm/residential forms of 
labour stabilization (still) dominate, or have given way to stabilization of labour through 
growth of urban settlements in farming areas and through increased publicly-organized 
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social provisioning, thus fully integrating LSA labour markets along the lines of 
industrial countries. 
 
3. Contractualization and labour qualification 
 
The late colonial and early independence period witnessed important changes in the legal 
and contractual status of workers in LSA, as well as the basis on which they were deemed 
to be qualified for particular functions. In terms of legal and contractual status, minimum 
wages and certain other conditions of employment (e.g., entitlement to annual leave) 
became subject to public regulation, formally constraining owners’ previously despotic 
powers in these areas. While public regulation has varied greatly in effectiveness between 
countries and regions, since ca. 2000 it has in many locations been supplemented by the 
implementation of social standards (e.g., Fairtrade), considerably deepening labour’s 
formal contractualization.  
 
Parallel to public regulation, a shift occurred in principles used by owners for allocating 
individual workers to specific jobs. Previously governed entirely by ethnic and gender 
stereotypes concerning biological strength, stamina, intelligence, trustworthiness and 
dexterity, educational qualification now came to enjoy increasing salience. 
 
Key current issues in this area concern the determinants of the effectiveness of public 
regulation and the impact of (different forms of) contractualization on the physical 
distribution of the LSA workforce between employment categories such as ‘permanent’ 
and various types of temporary worker. To what extent and how have owners defrayed 
the increased costs of employment entailed by contractualization by selectively de-
contractualizing part of the workforce (as suggested by e.g., du Toit & Ally (2003) in 
South Africa), and with what consequences – for example for women workers? Do 
collective bargaining agreements and social standards impede de-contractualization or 
accelerate it? How do labour markets for temporary workers operate? 
 
As regards labour qualification, to what extent does the increased salience of formal 
qualifications lead to an unfreezing of the firm-level social division of labour? Are firm-
level internal labour markets promoted, or are all more senior positions filled through 
the external labour market? Do owners cooperate in establishing sector-level schemes 
for qualifying labour? What forms and levels of intra-sectoral employment mobility 
emerge? 
 
4. Labour control: supervision and incentivization 
 
Some recent influential African studies (e.g, Kritzinger & Vorster 1997, Rutherford 
2001) have argued that, with political independence, previously despotic forms of labour 
control in LSA has given way to forms of control based on the exercise of paternalism 
within a narrative of the ‘farm as a family’ (‘domestic government’). This is within a 
wider context of recognition that despotic labour control never excluded paternalism or 
wage-based incentivization, and that paternalism likewise can be combined with wage-
based incentivization . On the other hand, the owners studied by the authors cited 
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generally employed less than 250 workers, sold at least partly into regulated markets, and 
were little, if at all, impacted by labour unionization or social standards. 
 
As regards labour control, one key issue is the extent to which the typology referred to 
here also has relevance in the south east Asian context. Another is to what extent the 
forms of control identified by the authors cited (continue to) apply in Africa. Here, 
markets have been systematically deregulated, and labour unionization and social 
standards have become highly salient in some locations. To what extent is this associated 
with a movement to what is defined as ‘bureaucratization’ in traditional labour control 
theory (Edwards 1979), with expansion of ‘human resource management’ and related 
labour management and incentivization techniques?  
 
5. Technological change, division of labor and organization of work  
The content and organization of work in LSA relates to developments in farm technology 
and to how principles of farm management are defined and followed, including whether 
labour should be organized individually, in ‘teams’ or in gangs, and how work task 
magnitudes are defined and whether they are subject to conscious modification.  
 
Technological change has been very uneven between the crops that LSA has specialized 
in. Within LSA in the African settler economies motorization and mechanization, use of 
improved seed varieties, fertilizers and pesticides, were all widely adopted in maize 
production from the 1950s onward. At the other extreme, the technologies used in 
African LS sisal production appear to have remained almost unchanged almost since the 
inter-war period. Efforts to reorganize work have been equally uneven. In sectors such as 
tea, some groups of workers are now expected to rotate consecutively between tasks 
according to seasonal demand, while in cut flowers systematic efforts have been made to 
integrate several previously distinct tasks into single ones integrated concurrently. 
 
Key questions in this area include the distribution of modifications to the work process 
between sectors and regions; which types of technological change (ones relating to 
mechanization, ones relating to smoothing of production between agricultural seasons, 
etc.) most influence changes in work organization; whether modifications are moving in 
a single direction; how modifications are arrived at and whether they are diffused mainly 
corporately, sectorally, inter-sectorally or through circulation of managers. Another is 
the relevance, for LSA, of categories like Taylorism and post-Taylorism used in 
literatures describing the organization of work in the industrial sector 
 
6. Labour union organization 
 
In a number of countries, sector level and at times farm level collective bargaining also 
shapes the employment relationship. The relationship between collective bargaining, 
wages and conditions have been widely discussed in the literature, although findings are 
ambiguous. Much less discussed has been the question of how unions representing 
agricultural workers are organized and operate, and how the nature of collective 
bargaining interacts with this process.  
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Key questions in relation to this include: What are the determinants of the prevalence of 
national and/or local bargaining? Along which dimensions does this bargaining differ in 
content and outcomes? Where only national collective bargaining exists, is the result 
highly centralized control over the organization of labour unions? Where local collective 
bargaining (also) exists, do shop stewards play a heightened role and are unions more 
democratic or responsive as a result? To what extent and how do national and/or local 
collective bargaining and its outcomes influence processes of labour stabilization, 
contractualization and control?   
 
National public legislation and sector or farm level bargaining agreements meanwhile 
coexist increasingly with private standards on plantation labour modelled on the ILO’s 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.  
 
A key question here concerns the relation between labour standards and independent 
labour union organization. Does the implementation of standards promote or retard 
unionization? Where standards designate works councils or worker committees as 
alternatives to unions, what is their capacity to represent workers and not least to what 
degree are they independent from management? Where on the other hand recognition of  
unions is required, does the standards context promote and normalize a specific ‘style’ of 
unionization, union leadership and union activity as a result? 
 
Section 3 and 4 above note an increased focus on skills and formal qualifications in the 
division of labour as well as a possible trend toward bureaucratization of labour control 
systems. The relationship between these developments and labour union organization 
also deserves exploration. 
 
Key questions in this context include whether bureaucratization of labour control systems 
favours employer-controlled (‘yellow’) forms of worker organization and whether the 
increased salience of skills amongst workers lead to a push for organizational changes 
within established unions or even away from ‘general’ unions towards unions of other  
types? 
 
Outside of national and workplace-level union activity, and the activities of other types of 
workplace bodies specified in labour standards, labour organization may take also for 
example, community-based forms. These may focus for example on the problems 
experienced by migrant workers and there may also be links to actors in the wider civil 
society. 
 
What is the incidence of such extra-workplace and ‘extra-union’ labour struggles, what 
are the main issues they highlight and groups that they mobilize? Are they expressions of 
the limitations of unions or are they spillovers of workplace struggles? Do they present 
challenges to union organization or does stronger union organization follow from them?  
 
 
Cross-cutting themes 
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Papers are especially invited which either directly compare these processes and issues 
across cases (defined, as explained, in terms of crops/sectors, 
farms/plantations/companies or countries/regions), and/or which organize their discussion 
according to distinctions between farming technologies, categories of ownership, market 
destination, national regulatory contexts and between imported and endogenous 
organizational models or ‘visions’. A few words will be said on each of these. 
 
Categories of ownership refer to whether owners are public or private, foreign or 
domestic, and – if private – whether they are individual, corporate, multinational and so 
on. 
 
Market destination refers to whether farm output is sold into domestic, regional or 
international markets, if these markets are publicly regulated, if they operate through spot 
and/or forward contracts or through auction systems, and the extent to which they 
characterized or not by highly intermediated value-chains. 
 
National regulatory contexts are particularly relevant in terms of labour union 
organization and the nature and form of collective bargaining. Labour legislation in 
general was severely weakened by liberalization and deregulation in the 1980s and early 
1990s but starting in the late 1990s changes have occurred whereby – following ‘regime 
change’ - some national governments e.g. in Kenya have reinforced and increased the 
scope of national labour legislation with apparently significant consequences.  
 
Imported and endogenous models and visions. Some evidence suggests that labour 
organization in colonial plantation agriculture globally was strongly influenced by a 
model formulated in various handbooks for the slave plantations of the Americas. A 
critical question is the extent to which explicit alternative models have been formulated 
for the post-slavery and then the post-independence era, and if so their provenance and 
the processes through which they are diffused or ‘translated’ in local circumstances. 
These models may be global, regional, national or local-sectoral. Or, they may not be 
salient at all. 
 
 
Practical information 
 
Number of participants: up to 25 
Dates: 19-21 September 2012 
Venue: South Africa  
Host institution: PLAAS, University of the Western Cape 
 
Organizing committee: Ward Anseeuw (CIRAD), Benoit Daviron (CIRAD), Andries du 
Toit (PLAAS), Peter Gibbon (DIIS), Amarjit Kaur (Univ. of New England, NSW), Lone 
Riisgaard (DIIS), Jan Theron (University of Cape Town, LEP) 
 
Funding Sources:  Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS),  Belgian Technical 
Cooperation (Pretoria)  
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