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The case of Lesoma ambush

The impact of Zimbabwean liberation struggle on Botswana:
the case of Lesoma ambush, 19781
CJ (John) Makgala
University of Stellenbosch

ML (Matshwenego) Fisher
(formerly with Botswana Defence Force)

Abstract
Polelo e e lebegane le kganyaolo e e diragetseng ka kgwedi ya Tlhakole a
le 27 ka ngwaga wa 1978 ele tlhaselo e e maatla thata go diragalela sesole sa
Botswana Defence Force (BDF) se e neng ele gone se tlhamiwang. Tlhaselo
e ne e dirwa ke sesole sa bo ntwa dumela se se kgethegileng sa difofane sa
lefatshe la Rhodesia ka nako ya ntwa ya kgololesego ko Zimbabwe. Polelo e
simolola ka go kanoka mekwalo e e se tseng e dirilwe le go lebelela merero ya
tsa mafatse a sele mo lefatsheng la Botswana, ga mmogo le bokgoni ba sesole
mo Botswana ka dingwaga tsa bo 1970. Polelo gape e itebaganya le seemo
sa itshireletso ko molelwaneng wa Botswana le Rhodesia. Go tshabela mo
Botswana ga batshabi ba Rhodesia le gone go a sekwa sekwa. Gape go buiwa
ka go tlhamiwa le tiriso ya BDF ka tshoganetso ele go fokotsa manokonko
a ditlheselo ko molelwaneng. Tlhaselo le kganyaolo ya masole a Botswana
kwa motseng wa Lesoma le kgalo ya tirigalo e mo Botswana le mafatshe a
bodichabachaba go a lebalejwa. Gape re bontsha gore tlhaselo e ene ya supa
kemonokeng e ko godimo ya Batswana le bagwebi ka go ntsha dithuso go
thusa ba ba neng ba amilwe ke tlhaselo ko Lesoma.
Keywords:
Liberation; Foreign policy; Military ambush; Instability; Patriotism; Zimbabwe
liberation struggle; Botswana; Lesoma ambush.

Introduction
Whereas there is an appreciable corpus of published literature on the impact
of the South African liberation struggle on Botswana, there is inadequate
work on the impact of the Zimbabwean liberation struggle on Botswana,
particularly on the cross-border raids in Botswana. The little research carried
1

This article is dedicated to Professor Neil Parsons on his retirement from the University of Botswana.
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out is limited to about two unpublished BA student research essays.2 Despite
being fairly well researched and written these student essays lack conceptual
approach to Botswana’s position on international relations. Moreover, they
do not focus on the Lesoma incident. Richard Dale’s numerous works on
Botswana and Zimbabwe during this period do not contain a systematic
study of the Lesoma ambush, which he refers to as the BDF’s first ‘baptism of
fire’.3 Neil Parsons, Thomas Tlou and Willie Henderson’s biography of Seretse
Khama does cover Lesoma and its aftermath but this is very brief as they were
concerned with many other issues and events in the life of Botswana’s first
President.4 These authors refer to the Lesoma massacre as ‘the most traumatic
moments so far in the history of Botswana’.5 A recent seminar paper by the
historian, Part Mgadla, goes some way in addressing the issue but it focuses
on the liberation struggle on a larger scale covering South Africa, Namibia,
Zimbabwe and Mozambique, and does not provide a micro-study which
this paper does.6 In 2000 the Commander of the BDF, Lieutenant General
Matshwenyego Louis Fisher, assembled a research team of seven members to
conduct field research and compile a report on the ambush. The data in the
resultant BDF report, which was not an academic work but mainly tailored
for the needs of the BDF,7 is used in this essay as a primary source material.
2
3

4
5
6

7

K Mabikwa, “Impact of the Zimbabwe liberation war on the border people: A case of North East District,
1970-1980” (BA research essay, University of Botswana, 2000) and R Sanoto, “The impact of the Zimbabwe
liberation war on the Babirwa, 1970-1980” (BA research essay, University of Botswana, 1992).
R Dale, “The creation and use of the Botswana Defence Force”, The Round Table, 290, 1984, p. 223. Some of
his works are: R Dale, “loosening connection in Anglophone southern Africa: Botswana and Rhodesian regime,
1965-1980”, Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 2, 1983, pp. 257-258 and R Dale, Botswana’s search for
autonomy in southern Africa (Westport, Conn., Greenwood Press, 1995).
N Parsons, T Tlou and W Henderson, Seretse Khama, 1921-1980 (Braamfontein, Macmillan, 1995), pp. 353355; Also see T Tlou and A Campbell, History of Botswana (Gaborone, Macmillan,1997), pp. 383-384.
P Parsons, at el, Seretse Khama, p. 353.
P Mgadla, “Deportations, kidnappings, espionage, threats and intimidation during the liberation struggle in
Botswana, 1965-1985” (Paper, The South African Historical Association conference, University of Cape Town,
25-29 June 2005); WG Morapedi, “The dilemmas of liberation in Southern Africa: The case of Zimbabwean
liberation movements and Botswana, 1957-1980” (Paper, the South African Historical Association conference,
University of Cape Town, 25-29 June 2005); B Gumbo, “Liberation wars-tourism woes: The impact of Southern
African liberation wars on tourism in Botswana: The case of Chobe” (Paper, The South African Historical
Association conference, University of Cape Town, 25-29 June 2005).
Botswana Defence Force (BDF), “Lesoma ambush: A case study” (Paper, Sir Seretse Khama Barracks, 2000).
This source is classified. The research team conducted intensive oral interviews with important political leaders,
senior government officials, military leaders, Lesoma village headman and survivors of the ambush and Lesoma
villagers. Among the interviewees were Lt. Gen M Merafe (the then commander of BDF), D Kwelagobe
(cabinet minister at the time), Dr K Koma (leader of Opposition in Parliament, 1984-2004), LM Selepeng
(permanent secretary in the Office of the President in 1998), P Steenkamp (Permanent Secretary in the Office
of the President in 1978), Maj. Gen. Motang (BDF), Col. M Rankhudu (BDF), Maj. B Malesu (BDF) and
Kgosi A Kheswe (Lesoma).
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This essay examines an aspect of international relations in a small and the
then desperately poor Botswana, which at the time was sandwiched between
hostile and vicious white minority regimes. In 1966 Botswana attained
independence from Britain with the pragmatic and far-sighted Sir Seretse
Khama as President. The situation was worsened by the fact that Botswana,
a landlocked country, was heavily dependent on apartheid South Africa for
her essential imports, exports and infrastructure. Many Batswana were still
working in the South African mines, farms and other sectors. Botswana also
relied on Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), a South African ally. Some Batswana in the
north-eastern part of the country had relatives and employment in Rhodesia.
The long and porous border between Botswana and Rhodesia meant that
people easily crossed from one side to the other and vice versa.
Mabikwa wrote:8
[T]he border was originally a road from Tati to Pandamatenga, running
right through the middle of villages. It was established in 1895, marked on the
ground in 1959 and fenced in 1978.
Therefore, the people in the border area had relatives on both sides of the
border.
Right from the beginning Botswana’s precarious situation meant that her
foreign policy and approach to the liberation movements had to be a very
cautious one.9 Rhodesia and South Africa were too powerful economically and
militarily while Botswana did not even have an army until 1977. Even then the
BDF could not match the tried and tested, and well equipped Rhodesian army
which received assistance from the more powerful South Africa. Therefore,
Seretse’s anti-apartheid government chose to provide moral support to the
liberation movement while ensuring that they did not set military bases in
8

9

K Mabikwa, “Impact of the Zimbabwe Liberation War on the Border People…” (BA research essay, University of
Botswana…), p. 2; JH Polhemus, “Botswana’s role in the liberation of Southern Africa”; LA Picard, Evolution of
modern Botswana (London, Rex Collins, 1985), p. 229; LH Gann and TH Henriksen, The struggle for Zimbabwe:
Battle in the bush (New York, Praeger, 1981), p. xi; JTM Nyamupachitu, “Bechuanaland Protectorate-Southern
Rhodesia international border: Its effects on the partitioned Ikalanga speaking society, 1890-1966” (BA research
essay, University of Botswana, 1989).
BZ Osei-Hwendie, “The role of Botswana in the liberation of southern Africa”, W Edge and MH Lekorwe,
Botswana: Politics and society (Pretoria, JL van Schaik, 1998), pp. 425-439; DR Black, “Botswana: The small
but steady hand”, DRB Mugyenyi and LA Swatuk, Foreign policy in small states (Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1988);
R Dale, “The challenges and restraints of white power for a small African state: Botswana and its neighbours”,
Africa Today, 25 (3) July-September, 1978; R Ajulu and D Cammack, “Lesotho, Botswana and Swaziland:
Captive States”, D Martin and P Johnson, Destructive engagement: Southern Africa at war (Harare, Zimbabwe
Publishing House, 1986), pp. 139-169; GA Sekgoma, “A note on Botswana’s foreign policy and ideological
stance”, Trans-African Journal of History, 19, pp. 152-164.
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the country from which they could launch attacks into Rhodesia. This was
similar to the initial position of Zambian President, Kenneth Kaunda, who
was steadfastly opposed to armed struggle until 1965 when Rhodesia rebelled
against Britain and the latter seemed reluctant to exert heavy pressure on
Rhodesia in order to allow black majority rule. Despite Botswana’s extracaution, alongside other independent Southern African states the country was
a member of the Frontline States which sought to replace white minority rule
with majority rule in Southern Africa.10
While Britain was granting her African colonies political independence in
the 1960s in Rhodesia the resistance to Black majority rule was so serious that
Prime Minister Ian Smith opted for Unilateral Declaration of Independence
(UDI) from Britain in order to maintain the status quo.11 Efforts for a
negotiated peaceful settlement with the African majority bore no fruit and
in the early 1970s the liberation movement in Rhodesia intensified armed
struggle against the recalcitrant Smith regime.12 The war spilled into Botswana
as the Rhodesian army pursued the liberation fighters or guerrillas into the
country. By the mid 1970s the situation had gotten out of hand and many
Batswana in the border area were adversely affected. This forced the Botswana
government to set up the BDF for the defence of the Botswana-Rhodesian
border. It was within this context that while the Rhodesian soldiers were in
pursuit of guerrillas they ended up ambushing a BDF Platoon near Lesoma
village in February 1978.

Contextual framework
In this article the traditional geopolitical or ‘territoriality’ paradigm which
emphasises the advantages of a country’s geographical position in foreign
policy or international relations is utilized. It was argued that the mainland
USA was protected by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans which made her secure
against the attacks which European countries suffered during the First World
War.13 Whereas this theory was seen as obsolete owing to the advent of the
10 S Smith, Frontline Africa: The right to a future (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990).
11 RC Good, UDI (London, Faber & Faber, 1973).
12 N Bhebe and T Ranger, Soldiers in Zimbabwe’s liberation war (London, Portsmouth NH, and Harare, Heinemann
and University of Zimbabwe Press, 1995).
13 JH Stoessinger, The might of nations: World politics in our time (New York, McGraw Hill, 1993), p.13, HJ
Morgenthau, Politics among nations (New York, Alfred A Knopf, 1967), p. 106.
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atomic age and intercontinental ballistic missiles capability14 it seems to hold
in case of small nation states with small budgets and relying on outmoded
conventional weaponry. This was the case between Botswana, Rhodesia and
the Zimbabwean liberation movements. “The Rhodesian army essentially
waged war with the technology of the second world war – aircraft, motor
transport and artillery. The guerrillas made war in the style of a nineteenth
century colonial army, depending on carriers for their transport, on food
bought from or voluntarily supplied by villagers, and on the recruits on the
refugees who had fled to Zambia and Mozambique”, writes Lacquer.15
The argument of the writers is that if Botswana did not have common borders
with the white minority regimes, the borders which the guerrillas easily crossed
to launch attacks in Rhodesia, Botswana would not have suffered cross-border
attacks from the Smith regime. A good example is Tanzania which provided
training camps for South African and Zimbabwean freedom fighters but did
not suffer cross-border reprisal raids which Botswana endured.
The territoriality disadvantage and lack of resources to establish an army
forced the government of Botswana to adopt an idealistic foreign policy. The
idealist approach entails relying on morality and respect for human rights,
cooperation between states and through international organisations and the
upholding of international law for purposes of conflict resolution16 or peaceful
co-existence as it became known in the Botswana’s diplomatic parlance.
While Botswana’s situation can be explained through the idealist paradigm
her overbearing and ruthless neighbours related with her in a manner suited
to the realist or ‘struggle for power’ approach. This was demonstrated by
their heavy militarization and disregard for international law, human rights
and international institutions in order to maintain their racist regimes and
exploitation of the black majority economically.17
This section is ended with an illustration of how the liberation war affected
the Rhodesia’s relations with the United States of America (USA), Britain
and the United Nations. While this is a familiar story it is worth retelling for
purposes of contextualisation as well as giving the paper an important Cold
14 JH Herz, International politics in the atomic age (New York, Columbia University Press, 1959), p. 22.
15 W Lacquer, Guerrilla: A historical and critical study (London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1977), p. vii.
16 FS Pearson and MJ Rochester, International relations: The global conditions in the late twentieth century (New
York, McGraw Hill, 1992), p. 18; JS Goldstein, International Relations (New York, Harper Collins College,
1996).
17 On South Africa’s foreign policy see J Barber and J Barratt, South Africa’s foreign policy: The search for status and
security, 1945-1988 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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War dimension. The adoption by Rhodesia in 1961 of a new constitution
which totally disenfranchised the African majority and approved by Britain
gave impetus to radical nationalists seriously considering armed struggle for
attainment of freedom. While the United Nations called for inclusion of
the Africans in the voters roll Britain requested the Smith regime to strike
a compromise with the Africans. The defiant Smith responded through the
UDI in 1965.
By 1964 the liberation movement groups cadres were training in guerrilla
tactics and sabotage in Ghana, Algeria, Tanzania, North Korea, Cuba, the
Soviet Union and China. The liberation movement also obtained conventional
arms from the socialist states. On arrival from training the cadres, who lacked
experience in guerrilla combat tactics became easy pickings for the Rhodesian
forces. An example reminiscent of the Lesoma ambush was a running battle
between Rhodesian security forces and the liberation movement insurgents
near the town of Sinoia on 29 April 1966. This incident resulted in seven
Africans killed and many others arrested, while a great deal of equipment was
recovered by the Rhodesian soldiers. Kenneth Kaunda’s disillusionment with
the British government and the Smith regime led him to supporting armed
struggle and even honoured the guerrillas who fell to the Rhodesian forces at
Sinoia as martyrs.18
For its part the United Nations’ Security Council voted for selective economic
sanctions against Rhodesia. However, this was not enough as countries such
as the USA continued trading with the Smith regime by importing chromium
from Rhodesia. Therefore, in 1968 the Security Council extended sanctions
to all imports and exports with exception to emergency food and medical
supplies. However, for Botswana sanctions against Rhodesia could not be
applied wholly as Seretse pointed out in 1968:
As a young country we are concerned with the development of our resources,
some of which involve Rhodesia. We feel we cannot go to the whole hog and
carry out the United Nations resolutions to the letter.19

The success of the liberation movements in Angola and Mozambique led to
new pro-Marxist governments in 1975. This development together with the
intensification of the Zimbabwean liberation war, which received major boast
from the Mozambican government, forced the USA, through its Secretary of
18 RC Good, UDI, p. 235.
19 GM Carter and EP Morgan, From the Frontline: speeches of Sir Seretse Khama (London, Rex Collins, 1980), pp.
20-21.
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State, Henry Kissinger, in 1976 to declare that his country would no longer
give material and diplomatic backing to the Smith regime. Efforts by Kissinger
and the British to convince the Smith regime to acquiesce to African majority
rule did not bear fruit until November 1977 as the guerrillas further intensified
their military campaign. In November 1977 negotiations for one-man-onevote began between influential Western powers, the Zimbabwean liberation
movements and Ian Smith amidst the escalating guerrilla warfare. With the
war consuming more than half of the Rhodesian national budget Smith was
forced to accede to the demands of the nationalists. Lengthy negotiations
with the nationalist leaders which were backed by more guerrilla attacks led
to final agreement and genuine elections in February 1980 and independence
for Zimbabwe. The dejected Ian Smith would later claim that he was betrayed
by Britain and South Africa.20

The security situation on the Botswana-Rhodesia border area, 19651978
The UDI and adoption of armed struggle as a vehicle to freedom in Rhodesia
coincided with Botswana’s independence. Unlike many African countries,
which were attaining independence from departing Europeans powers,
Botswana inherited no army. The country relied on the small paramilitary
Police Mobile Unit (PMU) to patrol the borders and apprehend armed
guerrillas, who under Botswana’s no ‘springboard’ policy had to be disarmed
and escorted to Zambia.21 The only assistance the British gave Batswana was
providing two of its army personnel to train members of the PMU in 1967.
Through a bilateral agreement in 1968 Britain provided the Botswana Police
Force (BPF) with army instructors.22 Nevertheless, the small number of police
officers meant that the country was seriously under-policed. The National
Development Plan no.1 (1965-1973) indicated the intention of augmenting
the BPF from 1090 to 1265 personnel.
By the end of November 1976 the security situation on the BotswanaRhodesia border, particularly the North East area, began to worsen. On three
occasions in one week the Rhodesian security forces skipped the border into
Botswana without provocation. Rhodesian refugees also began to pour into
20 I Smith, The great betrayal: The memoirs of Africa’s most controversial leader (London, Pan, 1997).
21 N Parsons, et al, Seretse Khama, p. 342.
22 R Dale, “Creation and Use of BDF…”, Round Table, 290, 1984, p. 218.
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Botswana fleeing misery back home.23 In December 1976 Vice President
Quett Masire lamented that:
since the 27th December 1966 thirty-one violations of our territorial
sovereignty by members of the Rhodesian security forces have come to our
notice. Twelve of them have taken place this year, the situation is serious…
murder, arson, kidnapping and destruction of houses with explosives are
directed at Batswana, not just refugees.24

Since the Rhodesians killed and harassed Batswana inside Botswana without
encountering any military resistance the country was forced to increase
the personnel of the PMU. Moreover, there was mounting pressure for the
country to establish a fully fledged army to counter the Rhodesian attacks.
Meanwhile the situation deteriorated further, and in mid December 1976
the Smith regime declared the Botswana-Rhodesia frontier a war zone code
named Operation Tangent. In practice this area stretched deep into Botswana.
Dusk to dawn curfews mounted by the Rhodesians became common in
the area. Rhodesian helicopters dropped leaflets on the Ramakgwebana
border headlined: “NOTICE TO ALL PERSONS LIVING ALONG THE
BORDER”. The contents read:25
The new law says that you may not go within five kilometres of the border
between sunset and sunrise each day. This is an order made in terms of Section
14(1) of the Emergency Powers (Maintenance of Law and Order) Regulations
of 1974, by the Protecting Authority for Matebeleland Province’.

The helpless Botswana government could only seek assistance from the
United Nations. Seretse Khama rejected Rhodesian offers of negotiations
simply because the solution to the problem was for the Smith regime to
respect Botswana’s frontiers.
The obdurate Smith regime did not heed Botswana’s plea and on the night of
17-18 December 1976 the notorious Rhodesian Selous Scouts (SS)26 crossed
into Botswana and intimidated the Francistown PMU camp with machine
gun fire. Seretse and his Cabinet responded by declaring the area 30 kilometres
from the Rhodesian border a “protected zone” with the police empowered to
23 See Botswana National Archives (BNA), Gaborone, “Francistown Refugee Administration Commission
Reports”, Office of President (OP) 27/3; OP 27/4/74, 1972-1973.
24 Republic of Botswana, “Rhodesia attacks Botswana”, Hansard 60, 17 December 1976 (Gaborone, Government
Printing, 1976).
25 BNA, Rhodesian Government, “ Notice of curfew” (Salisbury), OP, 9/19.
26 P Stiff, Selous scouts: Rhodesian war – a pictorial account (Alberton, Galago, 1984); B Cole, The Elite: The story of
the Rhodesian Air Service (London, Bloomfield Books, 1984).
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stop and search unhindered in this zone. The understaffed PMU mounted
serious patrol of the protected zone through roadblocks and at one point shot
dead one ‘coloured’ man for giving them a hard-time.27
The security situation along the Rhodesian border deteriorated by the day
and threats, shootings and kidnappings of Batswana into Rhodesia became
common.28 Arson and killings perpetrated by the Rhodesian agents were
also reported on the Botswana side of the border. Although the government
was forced to expand the skeletal staff of the PMU this was not enough.29
In the morning of 19 January 1977, one Elsie Ndlujula of Jackalas No.2
village sustained serious injuries after being shot while she was fetching water
from the Ramakgwebana River.30 Another of many acts of intimidation and
naked aggression by the Rhodesian soldiers was the shooting from across the
Ramakwebana River of about ten shots at a 16 year old boy as he was trying
to salvage thatching grass from a hut his family had abandoned owing to acts
of intimidation and harassment by the Rhodesian soldiers. In March 1977 it
was reported that about four Batswana from Moroka and Mahatane villages
were kidnapped by the Rhodesians.31
The worsening security situation adversely affected the socio-economic fabric
of the people on the border area. Some Rhodesian refugees, who were awaiting
transportation to Zambia were accused by Rhodesian forces as guerrilla fighters
who were launching attacks in Rhodesia from Botswana. Other Batswana
working in Rhodesian urban areas had to return home where they faced
bleak future and serious security concerns. As the security deteriorated on the
border area some people relocated to areas far away from the war zone. This
meant that they left their crop-fields and cattle-posts unattended and there
were reports that Rhodesian agents were smuggling cattle from Botswana into
Rhodesia.32 In some cases starving refugees on their way to Francistown and
other areas helped themselves to the farm produce.33 Furthermore, cattle from
Botswana which strayed into Rhodesia were rarely recovered, and in cases
where some recovery was made there was a serious risk of the beasts spreading
27 P Parsons, et al, Seretse Khama, p. 343.
28 P Mgadla, “Deportations, kidnappings, espionage” (Paper, The South African Historical Society conference,
25-29 June 2005).
29 The Botswana Daily News, 5 January 1977; Daily News, 19 January 1977. The Daily News is a government
owned daily newspaper and was the only local newspaper circulating in the country during this period and it is
one of the main primary sources in this essay.
30 Daily News, 21 January 1977.
31 Daily News, 1 March 1977.
32 Botswana, Hansard 60, 21 November to 1 December 1977 (Gaborone, Government Printing, 1977), p. 46.
33 K Mabikwa, “Impact of Zimbabwe Liberation War”, pp. 16-18.
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animal diseases such as Foot and Mouth which occasionally breaks out in the
area. This was a serious problem given the fact that beef was a key foreign
exchange earner for Botswana during those years. In an effort to prevent the
spread of animal diseases cattle recovered from Rhodesia were destroyed by
the Veterinary Department and this added to the woes already faced by the
local people. To add salt to injury there was no compensation to those affected
in this way.34
Businesspeople operating in the border villages were subjected to a hard time
from the Rhodesian soldiers and to some extent the guerrillas.35 Guerrillas
and refugees also relied on the local shops for their provisions, hence the
shop-owners became targets for the Rhodesian soldiers who also looted the
shops. So serious was the situation that by mid 1977 some businesses closed
down. By December 1977 it was reported that:
[T]he Botswana businessmen in the north east district have closed their
shops after being tipped that they are among the local people listed by the
Rhodesian forces for abduction. The first man to close his shop was Mr E.
Modiakgotla whose 16 year old son, Disang Modiakgotla was abducted by the
Rhodesian forces on 25 November 1976. The second is from Magatane lands
who so far has left the area for his own security.
Francistown was subjected to a number of ‘bomb-scares’ through anonymous
telephone calls claiming that bombs were planted in certain business buildings
and this led to interruptions of business in the affected business and the
neighbouring ones.36 On the border villages important social activities or
events such as funerals and weddings were also seriously affected as people
limited their participation in them owing to security considerations. Fewer
and fewer people attended funerals and weddings. A student wrote that ‘Burial
proceedings at cemeteries became very short. In certain instances, especially in
instances where the deceased was a victim of the war, burials were conducted
quickly in silence’.37 Attendance at schools was also affected particularly as
pupils who travelled long distances to school could be confronted by armed
Rhodesian soldiers, a terrifying sight to the children.

34
35
36
37

Botswana, Hansard 59, 31 August 1977.
Mabikwa, “Impact of Zimbabwe Liberation War”, pp. 24-25.
Daily News, 7 February 1978.
K Mabikwa, “Impact of Zimbabwe liberation war”, p. 33.

10

The case of Lesoma ambush

The refugee factor
In the 1960s, following independence, there was only a small number of
refugees entering Botswana form the neighbouring countries. For instance,
it is recorded that in 1967 only 42 refugees entered the country while 85 left
and the total number of refugees in the country by December 1967 was 181.38
However, by the end of 1968-69 some 3,371 refugees fleeing Portuguese
colonial oppression and liberation war in Angola entered the north-western
part of Botswana. Although during this time Botswana had not yet formulated
a policy on political refugees it went ahead offering asylum to political refugees
but announced its policy that such people must not engage in the violent
overthrow of any country from within Botswana. The government enacted
the Refugees Act in 1974 in line with the United Nations Charter and the
1951 Geneva Convention on refugee status. 39 This was also at the time when
the Rhodesian liberation war was gaining momentum.
Naturally, the oppressed people in Rhodesia, South Africa and Angola fled into
Botswana and became political refugees. Some Rhodesian refugees, who were
awaiting transportation to Zambia for miliarUnfortunately, the Rhodesian
forces claimed that these refugees were guerrilla fighters who launched attacks
in Rhodesia from Botswana.40 The Rhodesian forces used this excuse in order
to launch attacks in selected targets in Botswana. According to Neil Parsons,
Thomas Tlou and Willie Henderson:41
…the situation was worsened by the opening of the Nata-Kazungula road
or ‘Botswana-Zambia highway’ along the border on January 20th, 1977, as it
was used both by hitch-hiking Zimbabwean guerrillas and increasing numbers
of South African or Rhodesian vehicles. In the second week of January,
Archie Mogwe took Botswana’s plight o the United Nations, backed up by
the foreign ministers of Zambia and Tanzania – with further support from
Mozambique and Nigeria. Mogwe told the Security Council of 36 border
incursions by Rhodesian forces ‘obviously to intimidate the Government of
Botswana into changing its present policy of giving refuge and assistance to
victims of oppression’. The result was the Security Council’s resolution No.
403 of 1977, adopted on January 14th, which was send a special mission to
Botswana to report as a matter urgency on resources needed to cope with the
threat to security and the influx of refugees. Mogwe was ‘hurt’ because, even
after West and East Germany combined to support the resolution, Britain and
38 RT Kgosiemang, “The illegal border crossings: the evolution of the Botswana immigration policy” (BA research
essay, University of Botswana, 1991), p. 8.
39 Botswana, Hansard, August 1974 (Gaborone, Government Printing, 1974).
40 BNA, Sunday Times, 17 February 1972, OP 27/46.
41 P Parsons, et al, Serese Khama, p. 343. Also see Daily News, 14 January 1977.
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the U.S.A. decided to abstain from voting for it, on the grounds that it would
prejudice an early settlement to the Rhodesian problem.

By 1977 the Rhodesian refugees were flooding into Botswana and this put a
great deal of strain on Botswana’s meagre resources which had to be diverted
from provision of developments for the citizens. With the refugees problem
not raining but pouring in 1978 the government established a refugee
camp in Dukwi to the north of Francistown.42 Needless to say some agents
(collaborators) of the Rhodesian regime on espionage missions masqueraded
as refugees.

Formation of the Botswana defence force, 1977
With the situation on the border area not abating the government of
Botswana was forced to pass a piece of legislation in March 1977 proposing
the establishment of the BDF. The government had previously objected to the
idea of an army citing financial constraints43 and a rather false believe that no
country could attack a defenceless and armless neighbour:44
The proposals were very modest: ‘A’ company was to have 140 men, while
‘B’ company was to have between 160 and 180. Mompati Merafhe of the
Botswana Police was appointed the BDF commander, with Ian Khama –who
was already on the battle-front with the PMU based at Francistown –as his
second in command. The other problem that Botswana faced in setting up its
army as an emergency measure was that both Britain and the US refused to
sell arms and equipment without long procedures of official and congressional
vetting which would take months, if not years, to complete. Botswana
therefore turned to the ready international market for arms and purchased
Soviet weaponry, notably the AK-47 assault rifle, with which to equip its new
troops.

The BDF operated on a shoestring budget and also received donations from
local and international well-wishers. Local donors included Francistown Civil
Servants’ Association branch45 and the Botswana Red Cross Society46 among
others. An army is an important instrument for the enhancement of any
42 I Maposa, “History and impact of Dukwi referee camp, 1978-1993’ (BA research essay, University of Botswana,
1994); RJ Southall, ‘Botswana as a host country for refugees’, Journal of Commonwealth and Comparative
Politics, 222, 1984, pp. 151-177.
43 Daily News, 14 May 1977.
44 P Parsons, et al, Serese Khama, p. 345.
45 Daily News, 31 January 1978.
46 Daily News, 3 February 1978.
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country’s foreign policy and the establishment of the BDF was no exception
for Botswana as Richard Dale observed in 1983:47
the BDF can unequivocally serve as an instrument of foreign policy, the
control of which in Botswana is handled by the Office of the President. Ever
since the acquisition of independence, foreign policy in Botswana seems not
to be a policy sector independent of, or superior to, other sectors; rather, it has
been the handmaiden of the presidency and seems to have no independent
base of power. This subservience is particularly significant for Botswana which,
as a small power, needs to orchestrate all the instruments of domestic and
foreign policy to maintain and perhaps even to enhance its leverage in global,
continental, and regional politics.

However, the BDF had serious equipment limitations as it lacked critical
conventional weapons such as Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs), tanks,
artillery, helicopters and communication equipment. All that the BDF had
were five infantry companies equipped with personal weapons and some
elements of support weapons in the form of automatics and mortars. The
weapons and equipment held by the BDF compared poorly to the equipment
held by their Rhodesian counterparts. Among equipment in its arsenal the
Rhodesians force had Rocket Launchers, GPMG’s, sophisticated personal
weapons and helicopters used for operations and casualty-evacuation.48
This acute disparity meant that the BDF was more of a “token” army which
could not hamper the aggression and attacks of the Rhodesian forces in
Botswana since in May 1977 two most horrendous acts attacks took place.
First there was a handgranade attack at Francistown’s Mophane Cub where
some 400 revellers were dancing to a live band music. This attack was followed
by the first major attack on the BDF at its camp at Mapoka by the Smith’s
regime’s helicopters and armoured troop carriers forcing the BDF to exchange
fire for about two hours starting at about 3 o’clock in the afternoon. The
Rhodesian soldiers numbered more than 150 while members of the BDF
were 15. BDF reinforcements were sent but when they arrived at the scene of
the fighting the rebel forces had withdrawn.49 So serious was this Rhodesian
aggression that at the end of May the United States and Britain expressed
their dismay. Unfortunately, the “[i]nternational press coverage was mixed in
47 R Dale, “Creation and use of BDF…”, Round Table, 290, 1984, p. 221; M Handel, Weak states in the
international system (Totowa, NJ, Frank Cass, 1981); RS Jaster, A regional security role for Africa’s Frontline States:
experiences and prospects (London, Adelphi Papers No.180, 1983) and Foltz WJ and HS Bienen, Arms of the
African: military influences on Africa’s international relations (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1985).
48 BDF, “Lesoma ambush”, p.20.
49 Daily News, 18 May 1977.

13

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

its attitude towards Botswana. Everyday reporting of incidents on the border
with Rhodesia was biased towards Rhodesia because correspondents lived in
Salisbury or Johannesburg, where they always got the Rhodesian version of
the events first”. 50

The Lesoma ambush recounted
The ambush, which claimed lives of fifteen BDF men and two civilian
guides, took place at the Lesoma sand ridge on the route leading to the NataKazungula road deep inside Botswana. Around 1100 hours in the morning
of 27 February 1978, Jameson Kelesitswe, the Headman of Lesoma village,
sent two young boys to the BDF military post at Kazungula to report on the
presence of the Rhodesian military helicopters which were flying in the vicinity
of Lesoma village. The boys were Gure Kelesitswe, Headman Kelesitswe’s son,
and Uwe Simon, his cousin. They were both about 16 years old. It appears
that during the morning of the day in question, there had been an exchange
of fire between the Rhodesian soldiers and the guerrillas. The Rhodesians
most probably suffered some casualties and were then in hot pursuit of the
guerrillas, who had since fled and crossed the border into Botswana, in the
area of Lesoma village.51 This incident and the noise caused by the helicopters
forced Lesoma women who had gone to their fields for ploughing to run
away for cover in fear of gunfire. Nevertheless, it was normal for the guerrillas
to cross into Lesoma in search of food and tobacco from the locals. They
used to come without fire-arms. Therefore, it appears that there was a cordial
relationship between the guerrillas and the villagers.
On their way to Kazungula the two boys, who were riding on bicycles, met
with a BDF patrol on a vehicle at the intersection of the way and reported
the matter to the patrol. The patrol advised the boys to leave their bicycles
behind and jump into the vehicle for the site but first went to the nearby
main base. On arrival at the base the Platoon Commander, Lieutenant
Sennanyane, was informed and he immediately mustered a platoon of 35
men to go and investigate the alleged information. The patrol took along
the two boys and departed for the village on three land rovers. However, it
seems that the Platoon Commander and his subordinate commanders had
50 P Parsons, et al, Seretse Khama, pp. 345-346.
51 Interview, M Bakane, (Mother of the late Uwe Simon, and Gure Kelisitswe, one of the survivors of the ambush),
BDF, “Lesoma ambush”, p.10.
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not issued orders to their men before leaving the base. Moreover, while it
was No. 4 Platoon that was earmarked for the task, some members of No.
2 platoon forced themselves into the landrovers.52 This was clear evidence of
inexperience on the part of the command on the spot. Moreover, there were
no maps of the area of operation available to the Platoon and again the troops
were operating in a total intelligence vacuum. By contrast the Rhodesians
had a long established intelligence system which infiltrated the liberation
movements even in Botswana. 53 It was claimed that some of the Rhodesian
intelligence gatherers posed as tourists and game hunters.54 The platoon in
effect moved to the scene of action like a police force moving to the scene of
crime. The BDF’s inexperience in such a situation is reminiscent of the ZAPU
guerrillas or ‘Sinoia martyrs’ who became easy pickings for the Rhodesian
forces at the beginning of the Zimbabwean armed struggle in the 1960s.
On reaching the general area of the high ground –which was also the site
for the ambush, the patrol de-bussed and went into the bush. The drivers, the
two boys and the Platoon Commander drove into the village to meet with
the Headman for more elaborate information. It appears the Headman told
the Platoon Commander that they had seen Rhodesians’ helicopters near the
border on their side, and also that some armed guerrillas fled into the nearby
bush inside Botswana. After combing the area for about two hours the search
team managed to apprehend two AK-47 toting guerrillas in the nearby bush
after which the Platoon thought its task finished and was ready to go back to
base. It seems the apprehended guerrillas cautioned the Platoon that there was
a likelihood of confrontation with the Rhodesian soldiers in pursuit of the
guerrillas following an earlier exchange of power between the two groups.55
It would appear that the BDF Platoon felt that the possibility of an attack by
the Rhodesian soldiers on BDF, especially within their own country was not
feasible. Thus the same route was used back to base. The movement back to
base was more administrative than tactical. The total number was 35 soldiers,
the two boys and two guerrillas and their equipment all in the three land
rovers. It seems the Rhodesians were observing the events at the time the
BDF soldiers apprehended the guerrillas and loaded their arms cache into
their Landrovers. Probably, the interpretation the Rhodesians got was that
the BDF soldiers were assisting the guerrillas in transporting them and their
52 BDF, “Lesoma ambush”, pp.11, 16.
53 H Ellert, “The Rhodesian Security and Intelligence Community, 1960-1980”, Bhebe and Ranger, Soldiers, p.
93.
54 Daily News, 9 March 1978; Daily News, 4 January 1977.
55 BDF, “Lesoma ambush”, p. 12.
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stores.
Around 1700 and 1800 hours and after travelling for about 500 meters the
vehicles fell into an ambush. It is said that there was a flash as the leading
vehicle was shot by what appeared to have been machine-gun fire. Suddenly
the rear vehicle was also hit and then there was intense and devastating fire from
the left side of the road, and all the three vehicles caught fire in the ambush.
The area was the high ground where the patrol had earlier stopped. The patrol
was caught completely by surprise causing panic, fear and confusing amongst
everyone. It became an individual effort to find ones way out of the ambush
site. 20 soldiers including one boy and one guerrilla managed to escape the
ambush, either with severe injuries or none at all. Most of those who perished
appear to have been shot whilst in the vehicles. It is worth noting that the
canvas structures were not removed, though the canvas was half rolled to allow
for observation. It is evident that the majority of the troops did not return fire
except Private Mathe who was found dead with an expended magazine nest
to his rifle. It is alleged that the ambush party charged on the killing ground
and stabbed some with bayonets to confirm if dead or alive. Those found
still alive were thrown into the flames of the burning vehicles. This action by
the ambush party appeared to have been quick and haphazard since, not all
people were stabbed or thrown into the burning flames. It would appear that
shortly thereafter the ambush party withdrew back to Rhodesia.
On hearing the gunfire some BDF soldiers at base rushed into the direction
of noise and met with some of the survivors who narrated the tale. Meanwhile
arrangements were made to transport them back to base and some to the
hospital. The following day on 28 February, the Commander and his deputy,
Gen Mompati Merafhe and Ian Khama Seretse Khama respectively arrived
in Kasane. The Commander and operations commander accompanied some
troops to the ambush site to inspect and collect the remains of the dead and
also to search for some survivors. At the end 15 bodies of BDF soldiers were
confirmed dead and in addition the body of Uwe Simon, one of the boys,
was also identified. His body was not burned and was buried in Kasane by
his family. Another body, presumably being that of one of the apprehended
guerrillas was also identified. It is not clear as to where he was buried.56
Otherwise the 15 bodies of the BDF soldiers who perished were all buried
at Gaborone cemetery. Vice President Quett Masire told the mourners that
the government had intended to bury the victims in their respective villages
56 BDF, “Lesoma ambush”, pp. 13, 15.
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but the state in which they were found compelled that they be buried in
Gaborone.
Needless to say the treatment meted out to the BDF soldiers by the Rhodesian
troops after the ambush was inhumane. The throwing of the injured and
dead soldiers into the burning vehicles was in contravention of the Geneva
Convention on the law of armed conflict.
The Lesoma aftermath
2 March 1978 was declared a day of national mourning and schools
throughout the country were closed and employers in Gaborone and the
surrounding villages were requested to release their workers to allow them
to attend the funeral of the victims of the ambush in Gaborone.57 The
Batswana were overcome with grief as a result of the wanton massacre of the
BDF soldiers and innocent civilian. Policemen wept when the bodies were
loaded onto an aircraft at Kasane, and people fainted at the mass funeral in
Gaborone…. The emotions were repeated and amplified at services in the 11
villages and towns all over Botswana.58 Messages of condolence poured in
from many countries and international organisations. For his part the United
States President Jimmy Carter wrote, ‘I was shocked, deeply saddened when
I learned that a number of your soldiers had lost their lives in an encounter
with the Rhodesian Defence Forces’.59 David Owen, the British Secretary of
State for Foreign Affairs wrote to President Sir Seretse that:
in handling all this burdens you have exercised the greatest statesmanship in
the search for a peaceful settlement in Rhodesia.

Locally condolences also came in from the Chinese and Swedish embassies
in Gaborone as well as the Botswana Muslim Association among others.
The nonchalant Rhodesian authorities justified the Lesoma carnage by
claiming that BDF soldiers who carried AK-47 rifles must have been ZAPU
guerrillas.60 However, Barbara Cole indicates that the Rhodesian Special Air
Service had positively identified BDF soldiers together with the guerrillas.61
Though a military response to this brutal ambush was warranted, the BDF
57
58
59
60
61

Daily News, 3 March 1978.
P Parsons, et al, Seretse Khama, p. 354; Daily News, 2 March 1978; Daily News, 3 March 1978.
Daily News, 3 March 1978.
P Parsons, et al, Seretse Khama, p. 354.
B Cole, Elite.
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at this stage did not have the capacity in terms of equipment and training to
carry out a retaliatory strike on the Rhodesian troops. Hence, it was clearly
a case of glaring disparity in the combat potentials of the two sides which
prevented any counter action by the BDF.62
The helpless Botswana had no choice but to close its border with Rhodesia
at Kazungula.63 The government also began demanding visas from Rhodesian
passport holders, “previously holders of Rhodesian passports were afforded
the visa-exemption privileges enjoyed by the holders of passports of
Commonwealth countries”. Masire also told Parliament that the Lesoma
incident meant that time has come for the country to reconsider its policies and
its entire approach to the Rhodesian question without delay.64 Seretse Khama,
who in reference to the Smith regime said to the new Danish Ambassador to
Botswana Bjorn Olsen that:65
“Desperate men have no sense of value. No sense of morality. And no regard
for the sanctity of human life’, made it clear that ‘Botswana won’t submit to
tyrann”.

At the University College of Botswana the Burton Mguni66 led tenman Student Representative Council (SRC) was overthrown owing to its
‘insensitivity’ over the Lesoma carnage. An interim seven-man Students
Caretaker Council was appointed.67 Although there were many allegations
of mismanagement and misappropriation of funds the SRC was particularly
censored for proceeding with a trip to Swaziland for sports meetings amidst
the national calamity at home. One speaker or agitator at the meeting charged
that “Champagne flew high into the air in Swaziland while the nation was
laying to rest its heroes”. Meanwhile the Caretaker Council sent a statement to
the British High Commissioner “expressing shock and disgust at the Lesoma
massacre and accused the British of avoiding effective and positive measures of
bringing down the illegal regime in Salisbury”.68 Perhaps it should be pointed
out that among these students were those who had fled the Rhodesian regime
or Portuguese rule in Mozambique into Botswana and were conscious of
the developments in the liberation struggle. According to Alice Hamiwe in
62
63
64
65
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BDF, “Lesoma Ambush”, p. 20.
Daily News, 1 March 1978.
Daily News, 3 March 1978.
Daily News, 6 March 1978.
Later Dean of Social Sciences and Deputy Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs at the University of Botswana.
Daily News, 10 March 1978.
B Seboni, E Dewah, M Chakalisa and A Skosana (Caretaker Council Members) to the British High
Commissioner’, Daily News, 10 March and 13 March 1978.
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1976/1977 the SRC president was a Mozambique citizen called Carlos V
Camino.69 Although Hamiwe writes that the SRC was quite conscious and
vocal on the regional political developments in the 1970s she does not say
anything on the reaction of this student body on the Lesoma ambush. Some
ordinary Batswana from all over the country called for the stepping up of the
struggle against the Rhodesian regime.70
The university students had established what they called ‘Border Relief
Fund’ in January 1977 as an emergency relief fund to help the victims of the
war along north-eastern border.71 Their example led to the Lesoma ambush
generating great patriotism and desire to lend a helping hand to the parents
of the Lesoma victims. In Molepolole the residents formed Supporting
Committee for the Botswan Defence Force which collected P90.92 and one
goat as compensation for the parents and relatives of the ambushed soldiers
and civilians.72 More matshidiso (“condolence funds”) donations for the
parents of the deceased poured in from various quarters in the country. On 5
April 1978 Lieutenant Rebakaa Mabua of the BDF received P61.54 from the
Botswana Government Printing Department Union on behalf of the parents
of those who perished in the Lesoma ambush. Other contributors included:
Messers M.L. Hardy [of ] Gaborone P15.00, Gaborone Meat Centre P100.00, Notwane Farm Workers –P8.00, Sister and staff of St. Joseph
[College] –P12.00, Apostolic Zion Church Tonota –P20.00. There are
two letters one from Ghanzi District Commissioner Mr David Maganu
which contained P193.71 from Ghanzi residents another from Francistown
District Commissioner Ambrose Masalila which contained P60.15 from
three organisations in the Francistown area. The organisations are Woman’s
World Day of Prayer, Motobo Village Community and Mapoka Village
Community.

Many more contributions were made in the subsequent period.73 The
Kazungula border was opened on 22 March for humanitarian reasons for
a period of ten days for only four hours following a request from the South
African government. The reopening applied only to a backlog of South
African trucks carrying food and medical supplies for the Caprivi Strip in
69 AI Hamiwe, “Aspects of the history of the Student Representative Councils of the University of Botswana,
1976-1995’(BA research essay, University of Botswana, 2003), p. 18.
70 BF Madiabaso (Sefhare), “Let us fight to the last nan”, Daily News, 13 March 1978; WN Chube (Nswazwi),
“Smith regime can only be eliminated thru’ barrel of gun”, Daily News, 13 March 1978; B Matenge (Tshane),
“Fighting against regime must continue”, Daily News, 13 March 1978.
71 Daily News, 20 January 1977.
72 Daily News, 14 March 1978.
73 Daily News, 20 April 1978.
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South West Africa (Namibia).74 Nonetheless, the Rhodesian forces continued
abducting and killing Batswana. For instance, it was reported that in the
afternoon of 27 April 1978 two Batswana women, Sidondo Tadubana and
Selebatso Tadubana from Ntemane near Moroka village, who were last
seen alive while working on their fields close to the Rhodesian border, were
shot and killed by the Rhodesian forces. Their bodies were collected from
the Rhodesian Police in Plumtree (Rhodesia) for burial in Botswana.75 The
insecurity on the Botswana-Rhodesia border area continued during the talks
between Smith and the liberation movement groups which eventually led to
the first truly democratic election in Zimbabwe and independence in 1980.
The Lesoma ambush was described by the Commander of the BDF, MajorGeneral Merefhe as a ‘serious setback in the history of the army’.76

Conclusion
This article has attempted to document a hitherto neglected aspect of the
history of the liberation struggle in Southern Africa. From a mere token army
improvised out of a desperate and emergency situation of the Zimbabwean
liberation war the BDF has grown into one of the most disciplined and respected
armies in Africa. It has over the years earned itself an admirable reputation of
being apolitical locally and the civil military relations in Botswana has been
a commendable one.77 It has become the pride of the nation, its symbol of
foreign policy and a defender of the country’s enduring democracy, the oldest
on the African continent. The army has been involved in numerous tasks
locally and these include anti-poaching campaign, charitable cause, crime
prevention and control alongside with the police force, rescue from disasters
and many others. So positive has been the image of the BDF that it commands
unqualified respect from the citizens across the board and has become a highly
trusted institution in the country. Therefore, the BDF has played a crucial role
in the maintenance or sustenance of Botswana’s enduring and uninterrupted
liberal democratic dispensation. The BDF has also impressed in peace-keeping
missions in troubled countries such as Somalia and Mozambique.
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During South African Defence Force (SADF) cross-border raids in
Botswana between 1985 and 199078 the BDF in an effort to deal with the
SADF intimidation came into conflict with some sections of the public.79
However, the transition to a democratic rule in South Africa restored the
cordial relations between the BDF and the public in Botswana. The end of
apartheid in South Africa in 1994 meant that Botswana had to recast her
foreign policy in line with new realities in the region and globally.80 This
involved being part of the United Nations, Africa Union or Southern African
Development Community (SADC) training and cooperation exercises for
counter-terrorism and peace-keeping missions among others. An important
post-apartheid military cooperation in Southern Africa was a joint BDF and
South African Defence Force (SADF) peace-keeping mission in Lesotho in
1998.

78 R Dale, “Not always so placid a place: Botswana under attack’, African Affairs, 86 (342), 1987, pp. 73-91.
79 L Kenosi, “The Botswana Defence Force and public trust: the military dilemma in a democracy”, Williams,
Cawthra et al, Ourselves to know, pp. 190-192.
80 ML Fisher, ‘New threats and new roles for the military’ (Paper, African Centre of Strategic Studies conference,
Role of the Military in Democratization: A Southern African Perspective, Gaborone, 18 June 1996); D Henk,
“The Botswana Defence Force: Evolution of a professional African army”, African Security Review, 13(4), 2003,
pp. 86-99; GA Sekgoma, “New dimensions in Botswana’s foreign policy”, Edge and Lekorwe, Botswana, pp.
477-486.

21

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

22

Through Livingstone’s eyes

Through Livingstone’s eyes: Perspectives on water in
nineteenth-century
Southern Africa (1849-56)1
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“His books are full of little word-pictures….” Harry Johnston2

Samevatting
David Livingstone (1813–1873) was deel van ‘n merkwaardige geslag
ontdekkingsreisigers wat in die negentiende eeu Afrika vir die Engelssprekende
wêreld oopgestel het. In Missionary travels and researches in South Africa
(1858), ‘n klassieke reisbeskrywing, maak hy onder meer telkens mededelings
aan mense in Brittanje en Noord-Amerika in verband met die wyse waarop
hy die wateromgewing in suider-Afrika ervaar het terwyl hy op reis was in die
streek. Livingstone se waarnemings werp waardevolle lig oor die wyse waarop
inheemse gemeenskappe met die wateromgewing omgegaan het. Ook is daar
aanduidings van die wyse waarop hulle die beskikbare waterbronne bestuur
het. Ook word kennis geneem van Victoriaanse perspektiewe oor water in
suider-Afrika.
Keywords:
Indigenous water systems; David Livingstone; Exploration; Colonialism;
Water management; Malaria; Communications; Zambezi River; Southern
Africa; Victoria Falls.
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Introduction: The man and his observations
David Livingstone (1813–1873) is today best remembered as an iconic
figure of African exploration. As author of arguably the most influential book
on African travel in the nineteenth century, he had a captive audience in an
era when Britain actively promoted colonial expansion in Africa.3 Livingstone
epitomised a sense of ‘Britishness’ on the continent. He was, at the time of
his first major venture into the interior, a young dedicated missionary who,
in the role of living out his passion as explorer, opened up new frontiers of
understanding of an unknown continent to information-hungry societies in
the northern hemisphere. Livingstone became famous in his own lifetime
but by the turn of the twentieth century, his image had become somewhat
tarnished.4 Later reappraisals were even sharper,5 with issues such as his
Victorian frame of reference and his ‘grand-design’ objectives coming under
close scrutiny.6 However, these have not dimmed his endearing presence
as explorer and writer. Present-day readers and his contemporaries in the
nineteenth century7 alike are moved by his captivating prose. His perspectives
always beg for a response or a personal observation from the reader. It is
indeed inspiring stuff. Little wonder then that there is still, more than 150
years later, a significant demand for reading material on Livingstone.8
For the purposes of this discussion, one of Livingstone’s most engaging gifts
– an extraordinary ability to express his observations in vivid prose – is of
particular importance. In the discussion to follow attention will be given to
his contemplation, at the time of his first major travels into the interior of
southern Africa, of water as a natural resource in everyday life.

3
4

5
6

7
8

M Boucher, “Exploration and international fame 1852-1857”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843 to
1872: David Livingstone correspondence in the Brenthurst Library Johannesburg (The Brenthurst Press, Houghton,
1985), p. 55.
G Lacy, “A century of explorations in South Africa”, Journal of the Royal African Society, 1(2), January 1902, pp.
215-229. Correspondence between FC Selous and the editor and G Lacy and the editor, following the article:
G Lacy, “A century of explorations in South Africa” in Journal of the Royal African Society, 1(2), January 1902,
pp. 229-235.
For the most comprehensive exposition, see O Ransford’s biography, David Livingstone: The dark interior, (John
Murray, London, 1978).
DJ Siddle, “David Livingstone: a mid-Victorian field scientist”, The Geographical Journal, 140(1) February
1974, p. 72; R Bridges, “Review: Livingstone under the microscope”, The Journal of African History, 30(3),
1989, pp. 499-500; M Boucher, “The missionary years, 1841-1852”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843
to 1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., pp. 17-24.
HH Johnston, “Livingstone as an explorer”, Science, New series, 37(964), 20 June 1913, p. 927.
R Mackenzie, Livingstone: The truth behind the legend (Fig Tree Publications, Chinhoyi, Zimbabwe, 2005) has
gone through eight editions between 1993 and 2005; T Jeal, Stanley: The impossible life of Africa’s greatest explorer
(Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2007), p. 3 also refers to the interest amongst readers.

24

Through Livingstone’s eyes

Locating water in the western parts of the subcontinent has been of vital
importance to humans and animals for many centuries. With the exception
of the southern and eastern coastal strip and the mountain plateau areas of
the interior, the largest part of the subcontinent is semi-arid to arid. In the
eighteenth century, as European travellers began exploring the interior of the
subcontinent, it became evident that aridity and the scarcity of water posed
a major obstacle to travel and communication. Travellers and explorers, as
did livestock farmers of European descent, tended to follow the tracks of
Khoikhoi pastoralists into the interior.9 Their touchstone was always water.
And their routes were inevitably along riverbeds, be they dry or in flood.10 The
historical record shows that insufficient water resources were a major obstacle
to any potential European settlement in the interior.11
Understanding this complex water-stressed situation, especially in past
contexts, is not without its difficulties Contemporary visitors and even
permanent inhabitants of the subcontinent are seldom aware of the trying
circumstances still endured by residents barely a century ago. It therefore
makes good sense to take note of the way an explorer like Livingstone
perceived water resources and their use in southern Africa. As a missionary he
was part of a breed of intrepid frontiersmen and women who coped with daily
hardships in a virtually unknown environment. He constantly had to adjust
to conditions. This stood him in good stead as he ventured ever deeper into
unexplored territory on a continent that even today, is noted for its extreme
environmental conditions.

Objective
Working from Livingstone’s Missionary travels and researches in South

9

L Guelke and R Shell, “Landscape of conquest: Frontier water alienation and Khoikhoi strategies of survival,
1652-1780”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 18(4), December 1992, pp. 803-824.
10 See CJ Andersson, Lake Ngami or explorations and discovery during four years of wandering in wilds of SouthWestern Africa (Facsimile edition by C Struik, Cape Town, 1987, of the second edition, Hurst and Blackett,
London, 1856), p. 118; FC Selous, Travel and adventure in south-east Africa, being the narrative of the last eleven
years spent by the author of the Zambezi and its tributaries; with an account of the colonisation of Mashunaland and
the progress of the gold industry in that country (Century Publishing and Hippocrene Books, London and New
York, 1893. Reprint: Richard Clay, Bungay Suffolk, 1984), p. 15; JJ Smit, “Louis Trichardt se roete deur die
Suikerboschrante”, Historia, 4(3), September 1959, p. 192.
11 G Forbes, Pioneer travellers of South Africa: A geographical commentary upon routes, records, observations and
opinions of travellers at the Cape 1750-1800 (AA Balkema, Cape Town and Amsterdam, 1965), p. 3.
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Africa12 as a primary source, the objective is to note his observations on
water while on his early travels into the African interior in the period 1849
and 1856. The book provides a great deal of information on the hydrosphere,
so for the purposes of this discussion a few themes were selected, including
how Livingstone perceived water; how he experienced the water realm while
travelling; and his observations on indigenous customs pertaining to water.

Figure 1: Outline of Livingstone’s first expeditionary travels in southern Africa 1841185513

12 The first American edition was used as basic source for this study. See D Livingstone, Missionary travels and
researches in South Africa; including a sketch of sixteen years’ residence in the interior of Africa, and a journey from the
Cape of Good Hope to Loanda on the West Coast: thence across the continent, down the river Zambezi, to the eastern
ocean (Harper & Brothers, New York, 1858).
13 Map by G Tempelhoff. Based on maps in: R Mackenzie, David Livingstone: the truth behind the legend, ([1993],
Eighth edition, Fig Tree Publications, Chinoyi, 2005) and M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843 to 1872:
David Livingstone correspondence in the Brenthurst Library Johannesburg, p. 59.
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Livingstone’s perceptions of water
Consciousness of water
For the greater part of his active career as a missionary of the London
Missionary Society (1841-1852) Livingstone was resident on the fringes of the
water-stressed Kalahari Desert in southern Africa.14 Thus, when he embarked
on his travels the issue of water featured prominently in his consciousness of
the environment. Travelling without water in arid regions was particularly
hazardous. Livingstone’s contemporaries also found this to be the case.15 He
perhaps had one major advantage. Being resident for more than a decade in a
region that was notorious for its lack of water, Livingstone was more familiar
with such conditions and thus while travelling was better able to exercise
sound judgement to address them.16
In 1852, as he set off on his expedition to Angola and then eastwards
across the subcontinent to Mozambique, he encountered a wide diversity of
extreme conditions. As a missionary in the Kalahari he knew what it was to
travel under dry, parched conditions. Then, as he ventured into the northern
swamplands and river regions of present-day Botswana and Angola, he had
to contend with vast natural waterscapes.17 Little wonder then that while
moving through areas with high rainfall, he was firmly under the impression
that all such land was fertile.18 This perception had for a long time shaped
his thinking about water. In fact, there is reason to believe that a search for
suitable water supplies for his followers probably sparked Livingstone’s passion
for exploration.19 Macnair argues that the expansion of the Boer trekkers
into the interior of South Africa forced the indigenous Tswana people into

14 For a comprehensive overview of this history, see N Jacobs, “The flowing eye: Water management in the Upper
Kuruman Valley, South Africa, 1800-1962”, The Journal of African History, 37(2), 1996, pp. 237-260.
15 G Lacy, “A century of explorations in South Africa”, Journal of the Royal African Society, 1(2), January 1902, pp.
222-223.
16 In 1951 the geographer, Debenham, travelled in the footsteps of Livingstone to Lake Ngami a century later.
He was filled with awe at the distressing circumstances a nineteenth century explorer like Livingstone would
typically have experienced. Debenham noted that even in the mid-twentieth century, water supplies were still not
readily available. See F Debenham, “Journey in Thirstland: in search of water in Bechuanaland”, Geographical
Review, 41(3) July 1951, p. 465.
17 See description in R Mackenzie, Livingstone: the truth behind the legend, p. 130.
18 DJ Siddle, “David Livingstone: A mid-Victorian field scientist”, The Geographical Journal, 140(1) February
1974, p. 77.
19 D Livingstone – R Moffat (junior), “Kolobeng, 13 August 1847”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843 to
1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., p. 32.
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the cul de sac of the arid parts of southern Africa.20 Schapera confirms this.21
Livingstone’s early travels were thus very likely to have been primarily aimed
at finding relief for the desperate water needs of his flock. This being so,
water was probably a fundamental imperative shaping the manner in which
Livingstone interacted with the people and the environment around him.
Scholars of Livingstone have reached consensus on three issues that exercised
a heavy influence on his life, namely the atrocities of the slave trade; crossing
the water-stressed Kalahari Desert; and locating the waters of Lake Ngami
and the Zambezi River.22 Two of these have a direct bearing on water.
Whilst his passion for locating water resources might have been an initial
inspiration to travel, towards the end of his first expedition there was already
a distinct shift in his focus. By 1856 he had become eager to chart the rivers
of the subcontinent (as potential routes for travellers). Although his fervour
for missionary endeavour in Africa was still undiminished,23 he was no longer
contemplating water-rich regions exclusively in terms of prospective missionary
settlements. Instead, for him rivers had now become potential highways for
travellers into the interior of the ‘dark’ continent. Little wonder then that
when he returned to Britain in 1856, he publicly expressed the opinion that
the major accomplishment of his first expedition had been the opportunity to
map the rivers more accurately than had ever been done before.24
As a writer, Livingstone was always acutely aware of an overseas readership
for his articles on exploration. Often his ‘word pictures’ of riverscapes compare
them with environments that would have been familiar to his British readers.
For example, he explains in Missionary travels, that the confluence of the
Leebe and the Leeyambe rivers was large enough to accommodate vessels,
such as ‘Thames steamers’. In places, he explained, the river was as broad
as the Thames ‘in the vicinity of the London Bridge’.25 The River Kasye in
Angola, which he described as ‘a most beautiful river’ reminded him of the
Clyde in Scotland.26 It appears that water was a descriptive vehicle he used
in an effective metaphorical discourse, to familiarise his non-African readers
20 JI Macnair (ed.) with support from R Miller, Lvingstone’s travels (JM Dent & Sons, London, 1955), p. xiii.
21 For a comprehensive exposition of this issue see I Schapera (ed.), David Livingstone: South African papers 18491853 (Van Riebeeck Society, Second series no. 5, Cape Town, 1974).
22 Schapera made the first statement. Siddle then followed up on it. See DJ Siddle, “David Livingstone: a midVictorian field scientist”, The Geographical Journal, 140(1), February 1974, p. 75.
23 R Mackenzie, Livingstone: The truth behind the legend, p. 172.
24 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27,
1857, p. 350.
25 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 286.
26 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 358.
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with the African aquatic environment. Given the fact that water posed a
serious obstacle to his travels in many parts of the subcontinent,27 he also
unwittingly shares his personal perceptions of water with his readers. A few
examples prove the point.

Discovering waterscapes
When Livingstone began his explorations in earnest in the early 1850s,
the discovery of the African interior was a popular pursuit. Rivers and lakes
were an important focus. ‘Discoveries’ by contemporary explorers featured
prominently in the journals of learned societies in the United Kingdom.
Claims by JH Speke and RF Burton, to be the first ‘discoverers’ of the
origins of the Blue and White Nile, informed a functionalist discourse on the
potential uses of the Nile in the 1850s.28 Livingstone was more than aware
of the status accorded to debates on topics of this nature in the public realm.
Water discoveries, it suggested, were an important breakthrough. He simply
met the increasing demand for such information about the water treasures of
the African interior. At the same time water became a conduit for satisfying his
ego; it brought him fame and recognition. Being the first person of European
descent to make disclosures about ‘discovering’ water resources and features
such as Lake Ngami, the Zambezi River and the Victoria Falls, were highly
newsworthy events back home in Britain. We now turn to how he saw these
water features.
Lake Ngami

In the 1840s, Livingstone heard of the existence of Lake Ngami from the
indigenous people to whom he ministered and he travelled northwards in
the hope of finding it.29 However, he was unable to reach the lake on his first
attempt, presumably because he was hamstrung by lack of funds.30 In 1849,
he had the opportunity to try again as part of an expedition led by the hunter

27 See discussion that follows.
28 T Tvedt, The River Nile in the age of the British: Political ecology and the quest for economic power (IB Taurus,
London and New York, 2004), pp. 60-62; M Duggard, Into Africa: The epic adventures of Stanley & Livingstone
(Broadway Books, New York, 2003), pp. 19-28.
29 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 52.
30 JI Macnair (ed.) with support from R Miller, Livingstone’s travels, p. 19.

29

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

traveller, WC Oswell (1818-1893),31 and the trader JH Wilson. They took
Livingstone along as a translator.32 The importance of this ‘discovery’ was
that it created an expectation that the interior of Namibia could be opened
up for trade between Walfish Bay and the interior of the subcontinent. It
was argued that Lake Ngami would be crucial for establishing trading ties
between European traders and local indigenous communities.33 The news
that Livingstone had discovered the lake soon spread and before long
explorers, such as Galton34 and Andersson35 trekked into the interior from
the Namibian coast, affording Livingstone his first taste of recognition.36
The ‘discovery’ of Lake Ngami and the attention it focused on Livingstone
became evident in contemporary published illustrations. The new technology
of daguerreotype photography was in its infancy in the northern hemisphere
and not yet used in southern Africa, so artists’ pictorial representations of
the event were in great demand. A year after the first news on Ngami was
published the printed illustrations followed. In the sketch by Alfred Ryder
that was used in Missionary travels, Livingstone, his wife and children, along
with some of their African helpers, are seen on the banks of Lake Ngami:

Figure 2: An artist’s impression of Lake Ngami when the expedition reached the lake
on 1 August 184937
31 JI Macnair (ed.) with support from R Miller, Livingstone’s travels, p. 406; M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters
1843 to 1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., p. 229.
32 G Lacy, “A century of explorations in South Africa”, Journal of the Royal African Society, 1(2), January 1902, p.
220.
33 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 43.
34 FRS Galton, Narrative of an explorer in tropical South Africa: Being an account of a visit to Damaraland in 1851,
(Fourth edition, Ward, Lock & Co., London, New York and Melbourne, 1891), pp. 156, 165, 192.
35 CJ Andersson, Lake Ngami or explorations and discovery during four years of wandering in wilds of South-Western
Africa (Facsimile edition by C Struik, Cape Town, 1987, of the second edition, Hurst and Blackett, London,
1856), p. 440.
36 R Mackenzie, Livingstone: The truth behind the legend, pp. 109-110.
37 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., before p. 79.
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In a later colour print, Livingstone and his party are no longer shown in the
picture:

Figure 3: A painting based on the drawing by Alfred Ryder, showing the same spot in
185038

Figure 4: An 1880s illustration in which an attempt has been made to be more accurate
in representing Livingstone’s life as an explorer39
38 BW Lloyd (ed.), Livingstone 1873-1973 (C Struik, Cape Town, 1973), lithography by W West (John Murray,
London, May 1857).
39 Anon., The life and explorations of David Livingstone, LL.D: carefully compiled from reliable sources (Walter Scott,
London, 1887), opposite p. 72.
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It is also interesting to note that in the illustration the subject matter has been
conveyed in a creative and somewhat exaggerated manner. When describing
his travels, Livingstone himself tended to downplay things. Writing on Lake
Ngami in the early 1850s, he focused in on how difficult the journey had
been. The fact that they had been unable to locate sufficient water, showed
how inconsistent the lake was.40 Of the life-sustaining water in Ngami he
writes:41
The water of the lake is perfectly fresh when full, but brackish when low; and
that coming down the Tamunak’le [River] we found to be so clear, cold, and
soft, the higher we ascended, that the idea of melting snow was suggested to
our minds.

It appears that in his mind he was already thinking eagerly ahead,
contemplating the as yet hidden possibilities of distant landscapes that could
unfold before European eyes. He also emphasised that Lake Ngami was
shallow. He saw an indigenous boatman punting his boat across the lake in an
area that was supposedly fairly deep but it was clear that the lake would never
be suitable for shipping.42 In his view, the significance of the lake’s discovery
was that it would attract more traders to settle in the interior of southern
Africa.43
The Zambezi River

Livingstone’s second major exploratory accomplishment was his description
of the Zambezi River. This mighty river is 2 574 km long and has a catchment
surface area of about 1,4 million km2. It is the fourth longest river in Africa and
the largest river on the continent to flow into the Indian Ocean.44 Livingstone
first came across the Zambezi en route to Angola in 1851,45 and several years
later, in 1855, he explored it up to the east coast of Mozambique. What is
important is that he made a concerted effort to give a detailed description of
the Zambezi – something that the Portuguese had not yet done extensively.46
40
41
42
43
44
45
46

D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 52.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 76.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 76.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 43.
Anon., “Zambezi” (Available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zambezi as accessed on 22 March 2007).
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 231-232.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 685. See also J Macqueen, “Remarks on Portuguese
journeys in Central Africa” in Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 3(6), 1858-1859, pp. 362363.
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In 1851, after travelling by mokoro (an indigenous canoe)47 on the river, he
wrote:48
The river is, indeed, a magnificent one, often more than a mile broad, and
adorned with many islands of from three to five miles in length. Both islands
and banks are covered with forest, and most of the trees on the brink of the
water send down roots from their branches like the banian, or Ficus Indica.

The agricultural potential of the Zambezi Valley did not escape him. He
was impressed by what he saw and in his mind’s eye he envisaged maize crops
similar to those he had seen in Angola. In his opinion the Zambezi Valley was
far better suited to producing agricultural crops such as maize, which had been
introduced into the region, presumably by the Portuguese, in the sixteenth
century.49 Moreover, he judged that, the quality was equal to that which the
Americans sold as seed at the Cape.50 In his reports he expressed the opinion
that the Zambezi River could also become a valuable communications and
trade route.51
The Victoria Falls

From a tourism perspective one of the major accomplishments of the first
expedition was Livingstone’s disclosures on the Victoria Falls,52 the largest
water falls in the world.53 In the interpretation of his ‘discovery’ it has been
suggested by both Siddle54 and Boucher,55 that his obvious postponement in
recording his first encounter with the falls was the fact that he was initially
preoccupied with promoting the navigability of the Zambezi River. This
47 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 231-232.
48 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 232.
49 J McCann, “Maize and grace: history, corn and Africa’s new landscapes, 1500-1999”, Comparative Studies in
Society and History, 43(2), April 2001, pp. 246-272; MP Miracle, “The introduction and spread of Maize in
Africa”, The Journal of African History, 6(1) 1965, pp. 39-55.
50 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 632.
51 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa: On the people of Southern Africa, with concluding
remarks”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27, 1857, p. 373; D Livingstone, Missionary travels
and researches..., pp. 709-710, 719.
52 HH Johnston, “Livingstone as an explorer”, Science, New series, 37(964), 20 June 1913, p. 925; G Lacy, “A
century of explorations in South Africa”, Journal of the Royal African Society, 1(2), January 1902, p. 225.
53 Anon., “Zambezi” (Available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zambezi as accessed on 22 March 2007).
54 DJ Siddle, “David Livingstone: A mid-Victorian field scientist”, The Geographical Journal, 140(1), February
1974, p. 77.
55 D Livingstone – J Rodrigues Coelho do Admiral, “Tete, 25 March 1856”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters
1843 to 1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., pp. 72, 74.
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affected what is considered to be his scientific, and more particularly his
geographical judgement, on matters of relevance to communication and
travel. To what extent this is true, is open to conjecture. In his first reference
to the falls he emphasises how difficult it was to travel in the region.56 His
thoughts on seeing the Victoria Falls for the first time clearly suggest that it
was an experience that left an indelible impression. He wrote:57
The “Falls”, if we may so term a river leaping into a sort of strait-jacket, are
bounded on three sides by forest-covered ridges about 400 feet (about 130m)
in height. Numerous islands are dotted over the river above the falls, and both
banks and islands are adorned with sylvan vegetation of great variety of colour
and form. At the period of our visit many of the trees were spangled over with
blossoms, and towering above them all stands the great burly baobab, each of
whose syenite-coloured [sic] arms would form the bole of a large ordinary
tree. Groups of graceful palms, with their feathery-formed foliage, contribute
to the beauty of the islands. As a hieroglyphic, they always mean ‘far from
home;’ for one can never get over their foreign aspect in picture or landscape.
Trees of the oak shape and other familiar forms stand side by side with the
silvery Mohonono, which in the tropics looks like the cedar of Lebanon. The
dark cypress-shaped Motsouri, laden with its pleasant scarlet fruit, and many
others, also attain individuality among the great rounded masses of tropical
forest. We look and look again, and hope that scenes lovely enough to arrest
the gaze of angels may never vanish from the memory. A light canoe, and men
well acquainted with the still water caused by the islands, brought us to an islet
situated in the middle of the river and forming the edge of the lip over which
the water rolls. Creeping to the verge, we peer down into a large rent which
has been made from bank to bank of the broad Zambezi, and there we see the
stream of a thousand yards in breadth suddenly compressed into a channel of
fifteen or twenty.

He even made a sketch of this dramatic scene, this natural wonder of the
world:

56 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27,
1857, p. 358.
57 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London,
27, 1857, p. 359. In a later sketch, presumably of 1860, Livingstone added detail on the terrain. Also see R
Mackenzie, Livingstone: the truth behind the legend. Illustration between pp. 174-175.
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Figure 5: Livingstone’s sketch of the Victoria Falls in 185558

By the 1860s, once the news of the falls had become widely known, the
visual representation was idealised and romanticised by Thomas Baines, who
accompanied Livingstone on his second journey:

Figure 6: In the early 1860s, Thomas Baines, who had accompanied Livingstone on
his second expedition, completed this painting of the Victoria Falls59
58 Illustration, from the Rhodes-Livingstone Museum, D Livingstone, “With David Livingstone to the falls” in
African Affairs, 54(217), October 1955, before p. 307.
59 M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843 to 1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., p. 73.
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The growing spirit of British imperialism and the urge for colonial expansion
in Africa is clearly evident in this stylised illustration. In some respects it is
strongly reminiscent of the German Romanticism, defined so well by Caspar
David Friedrich (1774-1840) at the beginning of the nineteenth century.60

Observations on malaria
At the time of Livingstone’s travels, malaria,61 a water-based disease, was still
thought to be caused by ‘vapours’, an idea that dated back to antiquity.62 By the
beginning of the nineteenth century malaria acted as a definitive deterrent to
European penetration of the continent. This explains why the French military
in the mid 1830s conducted research on the disease in Algeria. Experiments
by British military physicians began with the use of quinine in 1847 when
Alexander Bryson, a physician of the Royal Navy, gathered information on its
prophylactic properties.63 Quinine was subsequently put to good use by the
British forces in West Africa.
Livingstone’s early observations on malaria are of particular relevance. It is
possible to form an impression of the disease and also the manner in which
he treated the fever attacks. He seems to have been well informed on major
developments in the science of medicine and was aware of the value of quinine.
We do know that he made use of it as early as 1849 when travelling to Lake
Ngami.64 Over the next six years he developed an extensive knowledge of its
practical application in regions where malaria was endemic.
Although quinine only came into its own right towards the end of the
nineteenth century, the medical use of the bark of Cinchona, a Peruvian plant,
was familiar to European medical practitioners by the seventeenth century. In
1742, Linneaus named the plant in honour of the Countess d’El Chinchona
of Spain. While visiting Peru she had been cured of malaria by its use and had
60 See for example his painting Landschaft mit dem Regenbogen (1809-10) in Folkwang Museum, Essen,
Germany.
61 D Livingstone – J and A Frédoux, “Tete, 26 March 1856”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone letters 1843 to 1872:
David Livingstone correspondence..., p. 75.
62 AL Beeley, Conquest of malaria: Its nature and social significance”, The Scientific Monthly, 38(3), March 1934,
p. 223.
63 PD Curtin, “The end of the ‘White man’s grave’? Nineteenth century mortality in West Africa”, Journal of
Interdisciplinary History, 21(1), Summer 1991, p. 74.
64 M Gelfand, “David Livingstone’s management of malaria – its historical significance”, BW Lloyd (ed.),
Livingstone 1873-1973 (C Struik, Cape Town, 1973), p. 21.
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then brought the plant back to Europe.65 In 1820 French chemists isolated
the effective alkaloids from the raw bark, enabling them to produce quinine.
At first the drug was too expensive for general use but its first commercial
production began in the USA in 1823 and by the early 1830s its prophylactic
use along the Mississippi River was widespread.66
Siddle has queried why Livingstone did not investigate the causes of
malaria.67 An elementary explanation is that at no stage did he work as a
medical missionary in a tropical environment where malaria would typically
have been endemic. It was only when he began his travels into water-rich
areas that the disease came to his attention. Even then he was apparently more
interested in making observations of the effects of the dreaded tsetse fly.68 He
thus failed to make any substantial contribution on the causes of malaria,
although according to Ransford, in 1853 he did indeed consider investigating
the disease.69 Mackenzie also suggests that Livingstone experimented with
ways of treating malaria while he was still working as a missionary.70 However,
in view of the success he had achieved in curing the manifestations of the
disease with quinine therapy, he no longer really had an interest in further
research.71 Gelfand argues that the fact that Livingstone was a medical doctor
was crucial to his survival under the extreme conditions where the disease
was endemic.72 Clearly then, his personal observations on the dreaded ‘fever’
are an important source on how malaria was perceived and Missionary travels
provides some interesting pointers. For example, in 1851, whilst travelling
north of Kolobeng to Luanda in the Okavango region, Livingstone himself
fell prey to a bout of malaria. He describes it as ‘fever’ and mentions that he
had a stoppage of the secretions and suffered from ‘a common cold’.73 In 1853
he was of the opinion that malaria had its origins in the:

65 AL Beeley, Conquest of malaria: Its nature and social significance”, The Scientific Monthly, 38(3), March 1934,
p. 224.
66 PD Curtin, “The end of the ‘White man’s grave’? Nineteenth century mortality in West Africa”, in Journal of
Interdisciplinary History, 21(1), Summer 1991, p. 73.
67 DJ Siddle, “David Livingstone: a mid-Victorian field scientist”, The Geographical Journal, 140(1) February
1974, pp. 72-73, 77-78.
68 There is an extensive discussion of the dangers of the tsetse fly in Missionary travels. A telling indicator of
Livingstone’s focus on this disease is the illustration of a tsetse fly on the title page of the book.
69 O Ransford, David Livingstone: The dark interior, p. 78.
70 R Mackenzie, David Livingstone: The truth behind the legend, p. 69.
71 O Ransford, David Livingstone: The dark interior, pp. 78-79.
72 M Gelfand, “David Livingstone’s management of malaria – its historical significance”, BW Lloyd (ed.),
Livingstone 1873-1973, pp. 20, 29.
73 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 212.
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flats inundated by the Chobe [River], as well as many other districts where
pools of rain-water are now drying up… [T]hey may be supposed to be loaded
with malaria and watery vapour, and many cases of fever follow.

Apart from a blockage of the nose, Livingstone writes that he experienced
a ‘shivering and a feeling of coldness’ while his skin was at the same time
warm:74
The internal processes were all, with the exception of the kidneys and liver,
stopped; the latter, in its effort to free the blood of noxious particles, often
secretes enormous quantities of bile. There were pains along the spine, and
frontal headache.

Livingstone discussed malaria with traditional healers of the Molokolo
community, but they were clearly unable to offer effective solutions. He then
resorted to sweating it out with doses of quinine. He was convinced that:
Purgatives, general bleedings, or indeed any violent remedies, are injurious;
and the appearance of a herpetic eruption near the mouth is regarded as an
evidence that no internal organ is in danger.

Moreover, the bouts of depression that accompany malaria were also noted;
he added some stern advice:75
There is a good deal in not ‘giving in’ to this disease. He who is low-spirited,
and apt to despond at every attack, will die sooner than the man who is not of
such a melancholic nature.

While travelling in the eastern part of the Okavango swamps Livingstone
was informed that once the annual flooding of the swamps had passed, fever
was particularly severe in the region. He thought part of the reason for this
was the rotting weeds and grasses once the water had subsided.76
In 1853, after he had passed through the Zambezi River area, Livingstone
sent three of the men in his party back south to Kuruman because they were
intermittently suffering from fever and he was unable to expect much work
from them. He replaced them with ‘Zambesian’ assistants whom he had hired
in the north.77 They seemed to be more resilient to the disease. At the time,
he himself was also suffering from the effects of malaria:78
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D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 212.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 213.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 240-241.
D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 248.
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The fever had caused considerable weakness in my own frame, and a strange
giddiness when I looked up suddenly to any celestial object, for every thing
seemed to rush to the left, and if I did not catch hold of some object, I
fell heavily on the ground: something resembling a gush of bile along the
duct from the liver caused the same fit to occur at night, whenever I turned
suddenly around.

About midway through Missionary travels, writing at the time of his journey
through the Barotse Valley, Livingstone notes that he had once again taken
ill with fever. As a scientist, he tried to shift his personal condition into the
background:79
[A]s I am already tired of quoting my fevers, and never liked to read
travels myself where much was said about the illnesses of the traveller, I shall
henceforth endeavour to say little about them.
Fortunately he was unable to keep to his resolve, and recorded more than 30
attacks of recurring fever, clearly associated with malaria.
As they travelled through forest and swamplands on their way to Luanda,
Livingstone and some of his travelling companions suffered frequent bouts of
fever.80 By March 1854 he had been weakened to the extent that he even fell
from the ox he had been riding:81
Th[e] last attack of fever was so obstinate that it reduced me almost to a
skeleton. The blanket which I used as a saddle on the back of the ox, being
frequently wet, remained so beneath me even in the hot sun, and, aided by the
heat of the ox, caused extensive abrasion of the skin, which was continuously
healing and getting sore again. To this inconvenience was now added the
chafing of my projecting bones on the hard bed.

By the time he reached Luanda, his health had deteriorated substantially. At
one stage it was thought that it would be best to transfer him via St. Helena
back to the Cape. But the explorer in him stubbornly declined the offer,
pointing to the fact that he had a company of fellow-travellers to lead and that
it was necessary to open up a path from the interior to the coast.82 Livingstone
also described how malaria affected the members of his expedition; while the
expeditionary group stayed over in Luanda, there were two members who
suffered from persistent bouts of fever. A third even experienced mania and
79
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D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 269.
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had to be restrained by fellow-members.83 Livingstone was also in a position
to see how malaria affected a colonial household when the master of the
house was suffering from bouts of fever. While in Luanda, he stayed with
a Mr Cantor, a local Portuguese colonial official. When this man suffered
from bouts of fever his servants constantly pilfered the household supplies,
especially sugar. Livingston noted:84
Probably the slaves thought that, as both they and the luxuries were the
master’s property, there was no good reason why they should be kept apart.

In 1855 when he was travelling in the territory of the Balonda, in search
of Lake Dilolo, he was so ill with fever that he was vomiting blood and had
to terminate the excursion.85 Within the next year, while he was travelling
along the east coast of Africa in Mozambique, he once again contracted fever.
He became worse because he had to travel in the hot sun and through very
long grass. He had a remarkably high pulse rate and felt that his blood was
throbbing in his temples. His stomach also began to swell.86 In the same year
he visited Kilimane and had the opportunity to observe how malaria affected
the crew of a ship from Hamburg. Their ship had sunk when they came in
across the bar at Kilimane:
The men were much more regular in their habits than English sailors, so I
had an opportunity of observing the fever acting as a slow poison. They felt
‘out of sorts’… only, but gradually became pale and weaker, till at last they
sank more like oxen bitten by tsetse than any disease I ever saw. The captain, a
strong, robust young man, remained in perfect health for about three months
but was at last knocked down suddenly and made as helpless as a child by this
terrible disease. He had imbibed a foolish prejudice against quinine, our sheetanchor in the complaint.

Livingstone was convinced that quinine was the only cure for malaria:87
Quinine is invaluable in fever, and never produces any unpleasant effects in
any stage of the disease, if exhibited in combination with an apierent.

Then Livingstone confided in his readers:88
The captain was saved by it, without his knowledge, and I was thankful that
83 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., after pp. 442-443.
84 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., after p. 440.
85 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27,
1857, p. 352.
86 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 715-716.
87 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 726.
88 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 726.
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the mode of treatment, so efficacious among natives, promised fair among
Europeans.

There is also evidence that he put indigenous remedies to the test for treating
malaria,89 but it seems he was critical of these because they were unable to
work as efficiently as the quinine.

Livingstone’s expedition and the use of water
Size of the expedition

By modern-day standards Livingstone was at the helm of a large expedition.
It appears that the average membership varied between 70 and about 150
or more. In 1852, when they were travelling on the Zambezi River it was
necessary to procure 33 canoes (makoros) for 160 people.90 Three years later, in
1855, when they were carrying elephant tusks to the Mozambican coast, there
might have been as many as 150 men in the group,91 and in the vicinity of the
Victoria Falls the expeditionary force numbered more than 200 people.92

Figure 7: An artist’s impression of how Livingstone travelled by canoe on the rivers
in Angola in 1854. It must have been a remarkable sight. More than 30
mokoros were used on occasion93
89 M Gelfand, “David Livingstone’s management of malaria – its historical significance”, BW Lloyd (ed.),
Livingstone 1873-1973, p. 23; M Boucher, “The missionary years, 1841-1852”, M Boucher (ed.), Livingstone
letters 1843 to 1872: David Livingstone correspondence..., p. 52; D Livingstone – E Gabriel, “Tete, 4 April 1856”,
in the same source, p. 81.
90 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 231-232.
91 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 358, 565, 684; D Livingstone, “Explorations into the
interior of Africa: On the people of Southern Africa, with concluding remarks”, Journal of the Royal Geographical
Society of London, 27, 1857, p. 373.
92 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27,
1857, p. 358.
93 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches…, after p. 359.
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Distances

The daily distances covered by Livingstone’s expedition varied. In the desert
they would trek less than 10 km a day.94 If they travelled close to rivers and
through swamplands the water made progress slow and exhausted the men.
Livingstone writes:95
The continual splashing of the oxen keeps the feet of the rider constantly
wet, and my men complain of the perpetual moisture of the paths by which
we have travelled as softening their horny soles.

In the Zambezi Valley Livingstone’s expedition covered between 16 and
18 km per day. While they were moving forward many of the participants
wandered away to collect honey in the veld. Livingstone, more disciplined,
refrained from doing so and consequently was able to move far ahead of
the rest of his entourage. The distance to be travelled was by no means the
worst part of travelling. Having to persevere and march ahead every day was
particularly fatiguing.96
Securing supplies from locals

At times Livingstone would avoid passing nearby the villages,97 but this was
not the case when they were in need of supplies. In 1855, writing a report of
his travels to the Royal Geographical Society of London, Livingstone notes
that there were some routes from the Angolan interior to central southern
Africa that were particularly arid and dry. So much so that travellers had to
take along their own supplies of water. However, he and his expedition moved
into the interior at a more southerly point and carrying water was unnecessary
– it was freely available at the villages where they spent the nights, or at streams
and rivulets that they passed.98
Water quality

More often than not they would refrain from taking special precautions to
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ensure that their drinking water supplies were of good quality. They could not
maintain a strict routine of constantly cleaning the water:99
One does not stay on these occasions to prepare water with alum nor anything
else, but drinks any amount without fear.

Inconsistency of water supplies

In the Kalahari expedition members were constantly on the look-out for
water supplies. For example, their auditory senses were put to the test when
they relied on the croak of a desert frog, known in the vernacular as Matlamétlo,
and described by Livingstone as Pyxicephalus adspersus, to locate water.100 At
the time of his first visit to Lake Ngami the expeditionary group stopped
over at the Serotli fountain in the Kalahari. This had always been a reliable
water source. However, while on his expedition in the early 1850s, the water
at Serotli was on the decline and they had to rely on the locals to help them
locate drinkable water. With considerable effort, deep pits were dug and the
water was then carefully extracted. It required considerable skill to access the
water. Livingstone explains:
Our guides were ... earnest in their injunctions to us not to break through
the hard stratum of sand at the bottom, because they knew, if it were broken
through, ‘the water would go away’.

After a few days of nursing the water source, it gradually increased, making
it possible to water a substantial number of men, as well as the oxen. It was
water sources of this nature, wrote Livingstone, that the Bakalahari used when
they urgently needed water.101
Communication in areas with a great deal of water

One would assume that Livingstone’s expedition was able to travel with
greater ease in parts of the country where water was more readily available. But
strangely, this does not seem to have been the case.102 In 1853 the expedition
99 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 658-659.
100 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 48-49. There was no truth in the idea that this would lead
them to water.
101 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 63.
102 Also see R Mackenzie, David Livingstone: The truth behind the legend, p. 130.
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reached the vicinity of the swamplands of the Okavango.103 Deep water furrows
and tall grasses, together with the ever-present danger of hippopotami, posed
many challenges. In an effort to determine their location, members of the
expedition frequently had to climb high trees to see around them.104 Elements
in the environment also militated against their senses:105
A peculiar kind of lichen, which grows on the surface of the soil, becomes
detached and floats on the water, giving out a very disagreeable odor, like
sulphurated hydrogen, in some of these stagnant waters.

By November 1853 he and the members of his expedition had become
accustomed to travelling in water-rich environments. By this time he had
secured the services of a number of Barotse boatmen who were familiar
with travelling in their canoes on the Chobe River. They had replaced some
of the people who had been part of the expedition when it left Kuruman.
Accustomed to the arid conditions of the Kalahari, they had frequently
suffered from bouts of malaria and were not as able as the Barotse in the
water-rich environment.106
On a typical day Livingstone would rise at 05:00 and coffee would be made
for him. The rest of the company would then also drink coffee – a beverage the
indigenous people grew very fond of. The canoes would be loaded and for two
hours the group would then row down the river. According to Livingstone this
was the most pleasant time of the day to travel.107 To pass the time the Barotse
boatmen would tease and scold each other in jocular fashion. By about 11:00
they would land the makoros and enjoy some food. This was usually part of
the meat dish of the previous evening. Otherwise they would eat biscuits and
honey, taken with water. At 12:00 they would once again take to the canoes,
but this time under the shelter of an umbrella. As Livingstone puts it, also
giving insight on his weak state of health:
The heat is oppressive, and, being weak from the last attack of fever, I can not
land and keep the camp supplied with flesh.

The men on the boat would sweat profusely in the heat of the day. There
would have to be fairly frequent halts because the boatmen became weary.
About two hours before dusk, by which time everyone was exhausted, they
103 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 191-192.
104 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 193-194.
105 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 192.
106 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 248, 265-266.
107 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 265.
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would draw up on the banks of the river to prepare for the night. Biscuits
and honey, along with coffee, would again be served. The men would also
eat bread made from a course meal or sorghum. If they had been fortunate
enough to hunt down an animal in the course of the day meat would be
prepared, usually by cutting it up into long strips and boiling it in a pot.108
By January 1854 Livingstone and his company were travelling in the vicinity
of the Leebe River, a region where there are frequent downpours of heavy
rain. He often noted in his description of the landscape that he was unable
to make geographical observations because it had been raining incessantly.
These conditions also made it extremely difficult to travel. Everything became
moist. For example, it became impossible to keep the powder in the gunnipples dry.109 In the early months of 1854 the expedition was in the land
of the Balonda, to the north of the Zambezi River, and passed through a
dense, virtually impenetrable forest where they had to use an axe to cut their
way through the vegetation. To make matters worse the forest was literally
flooded. The incessant rain meant that those wearing clothing were literally
soaked. Livingstone became aware of the smell of sulphurated hydrogen. He
soon became ill:110
I had attacks of fever of the intermittent type again and again, in consequence
of repeated drenchings in these unhealthy spots.

Gradually he became more accustomed to the rain. Livingstone writes:111
There was a considerable pleasure, in spite of rain and fever, in this new
scenery. The deep gloom contrasted strongly with the shadeless glare of the
Kalahari, which had left an indelible impression on my memory. Though
drenched day by day at this time, and for months afterward, it was long before
I could believe that we were getting too much of a good thing. Nor could I
look at water being thrown away without a slight, quick impression flitting
across the mind that we were guilty of wasting it. Every now and then we
emerged from the deep gloom into a pretty little valley, having a damp portion
in the middle; which, though now filled with water, at other times contains
moisture enough for wells only. These wells have shades put over them in the
form of little huts.

108 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 266.
109 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 302.
110 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 305.
111 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 307-308.
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Later, the firearms of the members of the expedition began to rust despite
being oiled every evening.112

Indigenous culture and the hydrosphere
Livingstone was an acute observer of the way indigenous communities
interacted with the water realm. He did not explore Africa on his own. He was
always in the company of indigenous people who informed him on matters
of local custom.113 At the same time he was a man of his times, and tended to
view indigenous societies from a particular racial perspective. But then too, he
was well aware of how the physical environment influenced human industry.
For example, he wrote of the people of the hills and those who had settled on
the plains.114 He also discussed river people and the way they interacted with
water.
River people

In 1853 Livingstone made contact with the Barotse, typical river people living
on the banks of the Zambezi River, close to the Gonye Falls. Their settlements
were literally built on mounds. He was told that this tradition was introduced
by a former ruler, Santuru. The region became flooded annually and the area
then took on the appearance of a lake landscape with the villages standing out
on the mounds.115 This simple technological strategy enabled them to build
their dwellings above the average floodline of the river. These indigenous
residents also made adjustments to the natural botanical environment. In the
villages, trees had been transplanted to provide shade, because there were not
many in the valley. The settlements were small:116
There are no large towns, the mounds on which the towns and villages are
built being all small, and the people ... [need] to live apart on account of their
cattle.

112 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 310.
113 JH Robertson and R Bradley, “New paradigm: the African early Iron Age without Bantu migrations”, History in
Africa, 27, 2000, p. 291.
114 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa: on the people of Southern Africa, with concluding
remarks”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27, 1857, p. 368.
115 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 234.
116 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 235.
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The local capital of the Barotse was Naliele, where Santuru’s grain store was
situated. His own residence was about 500m south of this settlement. When
Livingstone visited Naliele in 1851, the ruler’s residence no longer existed.
The site then formed part of the river’s base and only a small mound was still
visible. A similar fate befell the village of Linangelo which was also situated on
the left bank of the river. This led Livingstone to observe:117
No great rise of the river is required to submerge the whole valley; a rise of
ten feet above the present low-water mark would reach the highest point it
ever attains, and two or three feet more would deluge all the villages. This
never happens, though the water sometimes comes so near the foundations of
the huts that the people can not move outside the walls of reeds that encircle
their villages.

Livingstone also noted that the people resident in the river regions tended to
show some resilience to malaria. Those who did not were forced to move away
or be decimated by the killer disease. It appears to have influenced agricultural
communities more than mobile groups, like the San and Khoi pastoralists.118
River people in the Kalahari

Livingstone also comments on the river people of the Kalahari. The Bayeiye
or Bakoba people lived on the banks of the Zouga River (also known as the
Botletle River) that passes through the Kalahari Desert. They lived on small
islets that were covered with reeds. They cultivated gardens, reared goats and
conducted considerable fishing and hunting activities. According to him they
were fairly muscular people. Livingstone describes them as follows:119
Wherever you meet them they are always the same. They are the Quakers
of the body politic in Africa. They never fought with any one, but invariably
submitted to whoever conquered the lands adjacent to their rivers.

For him these people were different from Sekote and his followers who lived
under virtually identical circumstances and ornamented their villages with
human skulls.120
117 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 236.
118 M Gelfand, “David Livingstone’s management of malaria – its historical significance,” BW Lloyd (ed.),
Livingstone 1873-1973, p. 23; JH Robertson and R Bradley, “New paradigm: the African early Iron Age without
Bantu migrations”, History in Africa, 27, 2000, pp. 297-298, 315-317.
119 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa: On the people of Southern Africa, with concluding
remarks”, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London, 27, 1857, p. 369.
120 D Livingstone, “Explorations into the interior of Africa: On the people of Southern Africa...”, Journal of the
Royal Geographical Society of London, 27, 1857, p. 370.
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People of the Kalahari plains

The people who lived on the desert plains, the Bakalahari were perhaps
– as far as water management is concerned – Livingstone’s most important
subject of investigation. They chose to steer clear of conflict with ‘foreign’
as well as local tribal communities and settled at sites a long distance from
water resources. Livingstone writes:
When they wish to draw water for use, the women come with twenty or
thirty of their water-vessels in a bag or net on their backs.

The Bakalahari used ostrich eggs as water vessels. The egg shell had a hole at
the one end, about the size of a person’s finger. Water was carefully extracted
from what appeared to be moist sand. Livingstone describes the technique as
follows:
The women tie a bunch of grass to one end of a reed about two feet long,
and insert it in a hole dug as deep as the arm will reach; then ram down the
wet sand firmly round it. Applying the mouth to the free end of the reed, they
form a vacuum in the grass beneath, in which the water collects, and in a short
time rises to the mouth. An egg-shell is placed on the ground alongside the
reed, some inches below the mouth of the sucker. A straw guides the water
into the hole of the vessel, as she draws mouthful after mouthful from below.
The water is made to pass along the outside not through the straw. If any
one will attempt to squirt water into a bottle placed some distance below
his mouth, he will soon perceive the Bushwomen’s contrivance for giving the
stream direction by means of a straw. The whole stock of water is thus passed
through the woman’s mouth as a pump, and, when taken home, is carefully
buried.

On occasion, Livingstone visited Bakalahari villages where there was no
indication at all of any available water. Had he been arrogant, he would not
have been given any access at all to the community’s valuable water supplies.
However, if he waited patiently, he found that water would be made available
to him once the people were certain of his sincerity.121 In 1853 he visited a
sucking site some 92 km north of Kanne where many San had congregated
with egg-shells and reeds. In this region there was no other water available and
livestock had great difficulty in coping with thirst:122

121 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 59.
122 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 171.
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Figure 8: Bakalahari women collecting valuable water from a pool in the desert123

Figure 9: A Khoikhoi female returning from a waterhole with ostrich eggshells filled with
water. At the camp the males have brought in a hartebeest from the hunt

Livingstone informs us that typical family industries manufactured salt in
marshes along the Leebe River, north of the Zambezi River. A man, his two
wives and their children would remove the coarse reeds and the stalks of the
tsitla plant that grew in the brackish marshlands. These would then be burnt.
Livingstone describes the production process:124
They make a funnel of branches of trees, and line it with grass rope, twisted
round until it is, as it were, a beehive-roof inverted. The ashes are put into
123 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., before p. 59.
124 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 292.
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water, in a calabash, and then it is allowed to percolate through the small hole
in the bottom and through the grass. When this water is evaporated in the sun,
it yields sufficient salt to form a relish with food.

Fishing

In the Barotse Valley the annual flood made a sizeable amount of fish available.
Livingstone noted in 1853 that the mosala (Clarius capensis and Glanis sularis)
as well as the mullet (Mugil africanus) were present in large numbers in the
Barotse Valley at these times. The indigenous people would catch them when
the water began to recede. The fish were then cut up and dried in the sun.
There was far more fish available than the people could consume which meant
that it tended to rot, causing a dreadful smell.125
Along the banks of the Lokalueje River as it flows into the Leebe, the local
villagers frequently caught large quantities of fish. The omnivorous fish, Glanis
siluris, also known as the mosala were available in prolific numbers on the
flood plains. The Balonda in the region would catch these fish as they headed
back to the river in the aftermath of the floods. They constructed earth dykes
and hedges across the receding waterways. They also planted creels to trap
the fish. The catch was then collected and smoke-dried. The smoked fish,
according to Livingstone, made quite a tasty meal.
The Balonde also made weirs of reed mats sewn together. Between the mats
there was a mere half inch of space. Creels were placed in the spaces between
the mats.126 In areas where the flood plains were not flowing, fish traps, similar
to the common mouse traps, were used, usually made of reeds and other
suitable vegetation. Food was placed on the inside the traps to lure the fish
to enter.127 Fish were also caught using a hook of iron without a barb. The
point was bent in such a manner that it was impossible for the fish to retract.
Nets were not commonly used in the region, as was the case in the vicinity of
the Zouga and the Leeambvye rivers. Some communities planted the bruised
leaves of a shrub beside their villages in the water plains. These were said to
have the power to kill large numbers of fish. Livingstone does not venture an
explanation on how these fish were affected by the bruised leaves.128
125 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 282.
126 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 336.
127 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 336-337.
128 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 337.
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Water and tradition

Livingstone took particular note of religious and traditional rites in respect
of the water realm. For example, in January 1854, while amongst the Balonde,
north of the Zambezi River, in a region with a very high rainfall, Livingstone
attended a traditional ceremony to drive off the rain.129 On many occasions
in his career as a missionary he had been aware of the indigenous tradition of
rainmaking,130 so he had a very specific bias in respect of indigenous religious
practices. Nevertheless, he was objective enough to include details of these
ceremonies in his writings, making it possible for contemporary readers to
form an impression of the customs and traditions of indigenous peoples.
In the Zambezi Valley in 1856 he encountered a local ruler, Nyampungo, a
rainmaker of repute. His powers were so respected that other communities also
made use of his services. Nyampungo suffered from the disease locally called
Sesenda – a condition similar to leprosy.131 On another occasion Livingstone
met a community worshipping the figure of an “alligator” (crocodile) made
of clay which was said to have healing powers. Livingstone describes the
treatment:
It is formed of grass, plastered over with soft clay; two cowrie-shells are
inserted as eyes, and numbers of the bristles from the tail of an elephant are
struck in about the neck. It is called a lion, though, if one were not told so, he
would conclude it to be an alligator.

At times when sickness prevailed in the community this figure was placed in
a shed and the Balonda prayed to it all night, beating drums nearby.132

Conclusion
Livingstone provides in his writings a valuable impression of the water
realm in southern Africa at a time when colonial influence in the region was
still peripheral. His observations later informed colonial planners on what
to expect in areas of expansion. His observations are lucid and provide an
essential subscript to our comprehension of conditions of travel, coping with
water-related disease and the manner in which indigenous society interacted
129 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 304.
130 JI Macnair, Livingstone the liberator: a study of a dynamic personality (Collins, London and Glasgow, c. 1940),
pp. 96-100.
131 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., pp. 648-649.
132 D Livingstone, Missionary travels and researches..., p. 304.
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with water. Missionary travels, informs us indirectly on aspects of the water
realm, perceived in the mid 1800s by a product of Victorian culture. In
Africa, under the most difficult of conditions, Livingstone lived out the
customs of his own culture and society – for example, in respect of personal
hygiene and the use of purified water. The manner in which he wrote of his
‘discoveries’ of the natural water features of Africa to a northern hemisphere
society, informs us on the way in which ‘darkest’ Africa, and its water was seen
in time to come. His most important message was that although in Africa
there were similarities with Western culture and practices, there were also a
number of important differences. We are today more than aware that there
is a distinct variation in the nature of water supplies in Western Europe to
those in the relatively water-stressed parts of southern Africa. In the context
of a subtext, Livingstone informed a growing public awareness of imperial
ambition that it was high time to open up Africa. After all, he was addressing
a resource-hungry industrialising society, confident about the possibilities of
human progress. In the larger picture of things, water and its availability, was
destined to play a pivotal role in British territorial expansion, development
and political dominance.
Finally, it is pertinent that Livingstone was not an anthropologist; nor was
he a hydrologist. Precisely because of these assumed shortcomings, we are
able to learn from the observations he made on his travels. His ‘word-pictures’
inform our impressions of indigenous African culture and its interaction with
the water realm of the subcontinent.
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Dancing with literature: An overview of South African
ballroom dancing
Alida Green
Department Historical and Heritage Studies
University of Pretoria

Samevatting
Hoewel baldanse deel maak van Suid-Afrika se ryk erfenis, is hierdie sosiale
aktiwiteit se kulturele-en maatskaplike waarde tot dusvêr nie in diepte ondersoek
nie. Hierdie artikel gee ‘n kort oorsig oor dansliteratuur wat tans in Suid-Afrika
beskikbaar is; die stilisties aspekte en die teikenlesers van hierdie bronne word
bespreek. Daar word ook kortliks na internasionale literatuur verwys aangesien
dít die ontwikkeling van dans en plaaslike baldans, kontekstualiseer. Dancing
with literature bespreek ook vlugtig die beperkinge wat deur vooropgestelde
metodologieë op dansliteratuur geplaas word. Die leemtes in dansgeskiedenisbronne word uitgewys. Verder word die belangrikheid van dans as betroubare
kultuurvorm, wat die gees van die samelewing reflekteer, bespreek.
Keywords:
Ballroom dancing; Dance literature; Cultural history; Leisure; Dancing history
of South Africa.

Introduction
While ballroom dancing has a longstanding history in South Africa, as yet
it is a fairly untraversed field of study. This dance form can be defined as “a
social gathering with the emphasis on dancing… a choreography of varying
elaborateness invented by a professional dancing-master and performed either
at a social gathering or on the stage…”.1 Given the popularity of ballroom
dancing in South African society2 it needs to be valued not only for, as the
above definition suggests, its physical and aesthetic appeal, but also for its
1
2

Grove music, “Ballo” (available at http://www.grovemusic.com.innopac.up.ac.za/data/articlea/music/0/01910.
xml as accessed on 10 July 2005).
See S Dalton, “Ritmes, passies en swier”, Insig, Maart 2000, p. 36 where ballroom dancing is rated as the third
most popular leisure activity after soccer and boxing.
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social and cultural significance. It has been said that “social dancing reflects
the Spirit of the Age more faithfully than any other art”.3 This points to the
significant role dance can be seen to play in society. Moreover, in what historians
describe as a “post-modern globalising world”, it has become apparent that
while historical studies tend to be more thematic, focusing on specific topics,
there is also a tendency to focus more on previously “ignored histories” of the
marginalized or suppressed groups.4 Where South African revisionist history,
for example, focused mainly on “resistance politics, racial consciousness and
class formation” two or more decades ago, historians are now diversifying
and “turning their attention to the history of sport… culture, education…”.5
There is a need now to write the “new kinds of history making, the histories of
families, of sport or music…”.6 Leading cultural historian Peter Burke argues,
“[d]ance history, once the province of specialists, is now taken seriously by
cultural historians and discussed in relation to politics and society”.7
This article presents a brief literature overview where the general trends in
dancing literature will be discussed. The current problems in writing dance
history will be outlined, emphasizing the need for a “new”, more inclusive,
historical portrait of South African society.

Dancing through South Africa’s history’s pages
There is a variety of material available on ballroom dancing. This includes
books and articles as well as archival, audio-visual and oral sources. However,
literary sources specifically dedicated to an exposition of dance history are
limited. Most publications focusing on dancing either emphasise the technical
aspects of dancing or discuss it as a mere social pastime. In the next sections
these general patterns in dance literature will be discussed.
General South African texts seldom refer to ballroom dancing and the word
3
4

5
6
7

Lancer, “In the dancing world: Official results of the examinations”, Rand Daily Mail, 11 May 1935, p. 8.
A Blunt & G Rose (eds.), Writing women and space: colonial and postcolonial geographies (New York, Guilford,
1994); H Giliomee, The Afrikaners: Biography of a people (London, Hurst & Company, 2003); R Morrell &
L Ouzgane (eds.), African masculinities: men in Africa from the late nineteenth century to the present (New
York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); A Mountain, An unsung heritage (Cape Town, David Phillip, 2004); P Brock
(ed.), Indigenous peoples and religious change (Leiden, Brill, 2005).
G Vahed, “Review: Vahed on Murray & Merret, Caught behind: Race & Politics in Springbok Cricket”(available
at H-SAAFRICA@H-NET.MSU.EDU, as accessed on 21 May 2005).
M Morris, Every step of the way. The journey to freedom in South Africa (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2004), p.
321.
P Burke, What is cultural history? (Cambridge, Polity Press, 2006), p. 91.
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“ballroom dancing” hardly ever appears in the indexes. Only a few publications
that appeared in the past decade mention or give a short discussion on the
influence of “dancing”, but these remain chequered and superficial.8 Some
earlier studies approach dance purely as a social activity of a certain group. For
example, in his 1955 commentary on the early leisure activities of the Dutch
settlers, the cultural historian Victor de Kock, briefly refers to the informal,
but popular, nature of seventeenth century travellers’ dances at the Cape.
He refers to the “…Dutch sailors who came ashore visiting inns where they
could pass away the time in merrymaking, and dancing their own boisterous
measures…”.9 Both A.F. Hattersley10 and CG Botha11 in their social histories
published in the 1960s and 1970s respectively, emphasise dancing’s popularity.
They described its prevalence in the eighteenth century South African ballroom
as adding to the “...colour of life”12 and that “amongst the wealthy who had
young folks in the house a dance was a regular pastime…”.13 In the 1970s, in
their seminal Oxford history, Leonard Thompson and Monica Wilson mention
how “the Bantu” danced and point to social activities (including dancing) as
separating the various races in South Africa.14
A decade later, in his popular pictorial history of South Africa, journalist
Peter Joyce discusses dancing mainly as a form of white recreation. Here he
mentions the first national ballroom dance competition held in 1928 and
refers to heats that were danced throughout South Africa with the final taking
place in Johannesburg.15 In the 1980s and 1990s passing reference is also
made to specific ballroom dances, like the tango and the waltz, in texts such as
Cape Town the making of a city16 and South Africa in the 20th century: chronicles
of an era.17 These are also books written in the context of the white ballroom.
A short, but annotated overview of ballroom (social) dancing appeared in the
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

American historian, Jaques Barzun, for example, discusses how the waltz can be seen as the start of a more
“sexually” aware age. See J Barzun, From dawn to decadence: 1500 to the present: 500 years of Western cultural life
(USA, Harper Collins publishers, 2001), p. 500.
V de Kock, The fun they had! The pastimes of our forefathers (Cape Town, Howard B Timmins, 1955), p. 47.
AF Hattersley, An illustrated social history of South Africa (Cape Town, AA Balkema, 1969), p. 17.
CG Botha, Social life in the Cape Colony with social customs in South Africa in the 18th century (Cape Town, C
Struik, 1973), pp. 51, 85.
AF Hattersley, An illustrated social history of South Africa, p. 17.
CG Botha, Social life in the Cape Colony with social customs in South Africa…, pp. 51, 85.
M Wilson & L Thompson (eds.), The Oxford history of South Africa (Oxford, Clarendon, 1971), pp. 145, 162,
266.
P Joyce, Reader’s Digest: South Africa’s Yesterdays (Cape Town, Reader’s Digest Association, 1981), pp. 102-103.
N Worden, E van Heyningen & V Bickford-Smith, Cape Town the making of a city: An illustrated social history
(Cape Town, David Philip Publishers, 1998), pp. 139; 148-149.
P Joyce, South Africa in the 20th centur:y chronicles of an era (Cape Town, Struik Publishers, 2000), pp. 31, 141,
176, 103.
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1971 Standard Encyclopaedia of Southern Africa. Dorothy Dymond, who was
a life member of the “Imperial Society of Teachers of Ballroom Dancing” as
well as an examiner of the “South African Association of Teachers of Dancing”
in Cape Town, was the author of this contribution. She claims that “in South
Africa, like overseas… festive occasions were seen as an opportunity for a
social ball” where “musicians played the accompanying music”. She however
presents an overview that is entirely white and colonial with only a single
concluding sentence referring to “coloured” and “bantu” participation.18
Dance is also referred to in publications dealing with predominantly
Afrikaans related topics. In his publication Solank daar musiek is…Musiek
en musiekmakers in Suid-Afrika (As long as there’s music… Music and music
makers in South Africa) Jan Bouws, a musical scientist from the Netherlands,
traces the development of music and musicians, especially songs and
composers, in South Africa from the 1650s to the 1980s. Bouws emphasises
the popularity of ballroom dancing describing for example, certain dances
like the “minuet” and the waltz as well as the prominence of dance masters
like Etienne Garoute and the importance of dance for the early pioneers.19
The lack of a detailed index, footnotes and source list however makes it
difficult to follow up on primary sources and detracts from the usefulness of
the book. Another publication specifically aimed at the Afrikaans speaking
sector of South Africa includes Die etiek van dans (The ethics of dance) which
was written by JH van Wyk in the mid 1970s and forms part of a series
of works published by the Potchefstroomse Universiteit vir Christelike Hoër
Onderwys’s (PUCHE) Instituut vir Bevordering van Calvinisme (Institute for
the Enhancement of Calvinism).20 Van Wyk considers the opinions of various
prominent persons and institutions on dance including: church leaders like
John Calvin; the Nerderduits Gereformeerde (NG) and Gereformeerde
Churches; South African writers, like JD du Toit (Totius); and the Bible.
Although Van Wyk explores both institutions that support and condemn
dances, and urges church members to differentiate between different dances
and the influence they have on society, he is highly critical of the “modern
dance” trend. He regards folk dances (volksdanse) as one of the few dances
that can have a positive influence and warns readers inter alia against the
18 D Dymond, “Dancing Ballroom”, DJ Potgieter (ed.), Standard Encyclopaedia of Southern Africa III (Cape Town,
NASOU, 1971) p. 558.
19 J Bouws, Solank daar musiek is…Musiek en musiekmakers in Suid-Afrika (1652-1982) (Kaapstad, Tafelberg,
1982), pp. 46-47, 112-113.
20 JH van Wyk, Instituut vir die bevordering van Calvinisme. Die etiek van dans (Potchefstroom, I.B.C, studiestuk
97, November 1975).
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dangers of social dancing when married leading to promiscuity.21 Although
almost obsessed with the “dangers of dance”, van Wyk’s study is one of the few
that compares both the so-called “negative” and “positive” influence of dance
in the South African Protestant church environment. It is consequently useful
as a point of reference for a study on the perceived “moral values” of ballroom
dancing in South Africa within a particular sector of society. It is in a sense a
source which can be reflected upon as an indicator of the times.
In his work entitled African women in towns: An aspect of Africa’s social
revolution, Kenneth Little, professor of African Urban Studies at the University
of Edinburgh, researches the African urban women’s experience of the
townships on the African continent. Although very generalized, and with few
examples taken from the South African context, Little’s study does emphasise
the important role that certain Western activities, like ballroom dancing,
played in raising the perceived status of an individual.22 This touches on a
theme that sometimes recur in the accounts of early travellers in Africa.23
Only a limited number of sources touch on why ballroom was so easily
accepted in a diversified South African society. An example of this is South
African anthropologist D. Coplan’s24 In township tonight! South Africa’s black
city music and theatre. It is one of the few South African books that discusses
ballroom dancing within South African society. Published in 1985, this book
emphasises black popular culture and the influence that industrialisation and
urbanisation had on music, theatre and dance in the townships. Focusing
mainly on the period from the nineteenth century up until the 1980s, In
Township tonight! makes reference to ballroom dancing both as a professional
white activity, as well as a preferred black and coloured practice.25 Coplan
has done extensive research on this era and his in-depth knowledge of
popular black culture makes this book a worthy source of information on the
development of dance in South African history.
Besides the above, there are a few journal articles concerning the presence of
dance (often in combination with music or in relation to ballet) in South Africa,
21 JH van Wyk, Instituut vir die bevordering van Calvinisme..., pp. 8-9.
22 K Little, African women in towns: an aspect of Africa’s social revolution (London, Cambridge University Press,
1973), pp.1-5.
23 See for example D Fairbridge, Lady Anne Barnard at the Cape of Good Hope 1797-1802 (Oxford, Clarendon,
1924), pp. 20, 28-31.
24 David Coplan is an anthropologist at the University of the Witwatersrand. He has done extensive research on
the music, theatre and dance history of especially black South Africans.
25 DB Coplan, In township tonight!.., pp. 129-130.
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as well as the biographical stories of South African dancers and their passion
for ballroom. David Rycroft’s26 article on African music in Johannesburg,
Peter Alegi’s27 work on sport and cultural performance and Lize Kriel’s28 study
of contemporary exhibition dances are examples of the former. As regards
the latter biographical trend, leading South African ballroom dancers, Bill
and Bobby Irvine, produced a book in 1970 which traces the story of their
dancing careers. This husband-and-wife team were leading ballroom dancers
and taught ballroom in South Africa for a couple of decades. Bobby Irvine
was born and grew up in South Africa, and in teaching ballroom they both
visited dancing studios throughout South Africa across the black and white
divide. The book is a life history tracing the rise of the Irvines’ dancing
career mainly between the 1950s and 1960s. The book refers to the state
of dancing in the world and more particularly in South Africa during these
years. Irvine also describes and compares the state and standard of white and
coloured dancing in South Africa. The Irvines’ travels take the reader to Japan,
America and other prominent European ballroom dancing competitions
(e.g. Blackpool), competitions which South Africa would participate in as
the century progressed. Their writings reveal the difficulty of both surviving
as a dancer and dancing as South Africans in the mid-twentieth century.
Being a biography, the book mainly focuses on their personal dancing, their
perspectives and their problems. Yet, in its very intimate and subjective nature
lies the enormous cultural historical value of this text. Although the book is
primarily autobiographical, it does provide some comment on the coloured
dancers, whom they encountered in their dancing careers.29
There are a few academic studies that survey the presence of ballroom
dancing in South African society. Matilda Burden’s study entitled Die herkoms
en ontwikkeling van die Afrikaanse volksdans (The origin and development of
Afrikaans folk dances) explores the existence of social dancing in South Africa
between 1652 and the 1940s. Her research is based on early travel journals and
diaries and mainly Afrikaans magazines and newspapers as well as a number of
questionnaires targeting the Afrikaans community.30 Another study by Ranke
Hamona entitled, The impact of ballroom dancing on the marriage relationship,
26 D Rycroft, “African music in Johannesburg: African and Non-African Features”, Journal of the International Folk
Music Council, 11, 1959, pp. 25-30.
27 P Alegi, “Playing to the gallery? Sport, cultural performance, and social identity in South Africa, 1920s-1945”,
International Journal of African Historical Studies, 35(1), 2005, pp. 17-38.
28 L Kriel, “The State Theatre Dance Company and the shaping of contemporary dance in South Africa”, Historia,
46(1), May 2001, pp. 159-188.
29 B Irvine, & B Irvine, The dancing years (London, WH Allen, 1970).
30 M Burden, Die herkoms en ontwikkeling van die Afrikaanse volksdans (M.A., US, 1985).
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explores the psychological value that social dancing has on marriage in South
Africa in the twenty-first century.31 Although both studies provide some
insight into the social value of dancing in South Africa, the limited range
of the authors’ questionnaires/interviews and the small amount of primary
archival documents used, limit the scope of these studies as they basically
explore ballroom dancing within its leisure milieu.
There are also other academic studies that include ballroom dancing within
broader themes, for example, Ellen Hellmann’s study entitled: Rooiyard.
A Sociological survey of an urban native slum yard which was published in
1948 as part of the Rhodes-Livingstone paper series. In this study, which
was based on her 1935 M.A. thesis at the University of the Witwatersrand,
Hellmann recorded the everyday life and analysed the various problems that
individuals experienced living in a slum yard during the early 1930s. Although
ballroom dancing is only mentioned in passing, the detailed research done
on especially the social struggles and economic capabilities of these urban
citizens makes it a valuable resource in determining what kind of ballroom
dance infrastructure was available to them.32 CM de Villiers’s two-volume
study entitled Die vryetydsbesteding van volwasse manlike Bantoe in die gebied
Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereniging (Leisure activities of the male adult Bantu
in the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereniging area) also gives a detailed analysis
of the nature of leisure activities amongst the black community, following
much the same analytical structure that Hellman utilized forty years earlier.
Although De Villiers does not focus, like Burden’s and Hamona’s studies,
exclusively on ballroom dancing in South Africa, the value of this study lies in
the author’s understanding of the area, the people and especially in the detailed
recording and the extensive nature of the questionnaire data collection and
useful comparative tables.33

Finding inspiration: Ballroom dancing in international literature
As is evident from the above, only a few general and subject specific studies
are available on the developments of ballroom dancing in South Africa. The
international literature on the other hand, presents an overview account of the
31 R Hamona, The impact of ballroom dancing on the marriage relationship (MA, UP, 2006).
32 E Hellmann, Rooiyard. A sociological survey of an urban slum yard (Northern Rhodesia, The Rhodes-Livingston
Institute, 1948), pp. 37, 93, 94.
33 CM de Villiers, Die vryetydsbesteding van volwasse manlike Bantoe in die gebied Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereniging
(D Phil., UP, 1972).
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development of styles in ballroom dancing. However, many of these are “doit-yourself ” handbooks, illustrating the basic social steps of the various dances.
Some of these books were written by the “big names” in the dance field, such
as the dancers Alex Moore34 and Victor Silvester.35 These secondary sources
are indicative of the type of ballroom dancing literature which is currently
available in South Africa. They will be considered in terms of what they cover,
how they reflect the times in which they were published and what aspects
the various authors underplayed or neglected. This will reveal not only how
literature on dancing has developed, but also what aspects still require attention
for further study. It must also be noted that the South African ballroom dance
arena was to a large degree influenced by the international realm. Ballroom
dances were basically “borrowed”36 from overseas. The international literature
therefore informed the local developments. This discussion will also draw
parallels between the international realm and South Africa.

General histories of ballroom dancing
International studies that focus on the general history of ballroom dancing
provide a useful chronology against which South African developments can
be measured. Publications like J. Martin’s The dance: the story of the dance told
in pictures and text; 37 A. Haskell’s The wonderful world of dance;38 S Sadie’s
The new Grove dictionary of music and musicians;39 W Sorell’s Dance in its
time;40 G Jonas’s Dancing. The power of dance around the world41 and Don
Herbson-Evans’s History of modern ballroom dancing42 are some of the detailed
studies on the history of Westernized contemporary dancing. These studies
both highlight the most popular contemporary dances of a period and analyse
the influence of a certain dance on other dances. One of the first books to
34 Alex Moore was the President of the “Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing” and an honorary president of
the “International Council of Ballroom dancing”.
35 Victor Silvester was the co-founder of the British “Ballroom Branch of the Imperial Society of Teachers of
Dancing”.
36 AM Green, “Dancing in borrowed shoes: a history of ballroom dancing in South Africa”, (M.A., U.P., 2008)
37 J Martin, The dance: the story of the dance told in pictures and text (New York, Tudor Publishing Company,
1946).
38 A Haskell, The wonderful world of dance (New York, Garden City Books, 1960).
39 S Sadie, The new Grove dictionary of music and musicians (London, Macmillan publishers, 1980); Grove music,
“Dance” (available at http://www.grovemusic.com. innopac.up.ac. za/data/articlea/music /0/01910.xml., as
accessed on 7 October 2005).
40 W Sorell, Dance in its time (New York, Anchor Press, 1981).
41 G Jonas, Dancing: The power of dance around the world (London, BBC Books, 1992).
42 D Herbison-Evans, “History of modern ballroom dancing” (available at http://linus.socs.uts.edu.au/-don/pubs/
modern.html., as accessed on 6 April 2005.
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approach this subject on such a wide scale was C Sachs’s World history of
dance.43 In order to explain the world history of dance, Sachs divided his
book into two parts. The first explains general themes that can be found in
various dances, including different basic movements (e.g. convulsive, circular,
close dance); types of dances (e.g. initiation dances, wedding dances); forms
and choreography (e.g. individual dances, choral dances, couple dances); and
music. In part two, Sachs presents a chronological explanation of the most
prominent dance movements over time. Other international dance historians
tend to follow Sachs’s example, using both a chronological and thematic
approach in explaining the most popular dances of a certain period.
Another comprehensive source that is available on ballroom dancing, as it
presents both the history of dancing and suggests other sources for further
consultation is the above mentioned, The new Grove dictionary of music and
musicians. This musical encyclopaedia, along with its electronic version,
provides both a detailed overview of the development of dance as well as a
description of the history, figures and musical style of some of the social dances.
Although the encyclopaedic style makes it difficult to get a clear overview
of how dances developed over time, it is useful as a source to corroborate
views in other sources. This source also explains variations of dances that
were danced in earlier years in South Africa, but are neglected by other more
general international histories.
Apart from Sadie and Sachs, most of these dance histories lack a detailed
reference system. Furthermore dance is often viewed in the general studies as
a “reaction” to society, and the books fail to explain dance and the reason for
dancing apart from its artistic appeal. However, these publications highlights
the very Western influence of ballroom dancing and thus provide insight not
only into where the dances that are danced in South Africa came from, but
also why South African ballroom dancers are so reliant on the international
ballroom dancing scene for its choreography, music, clothes and inspiration.

Literature on dances preferred by specific groups
Some international authors moved away from discussing a broad general history
but rather focused on the type of dance preferred by a specific group of people.
These studies include amongst others: The public dance halls of Chicago;44The
43 C Sachs, World history of dance (London, George Allen & Unwin, 1938).
44 L de Koven Bowen, The public dance halls of Chicago (Chicago, The Juvenile Protective Association of Chicago,
1917).

61

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

anthropology of dance;45 Videodance;46 Rhythmic gesture in Mozart: Le nozze
di figaro and Don Giovanni;47 Black dance;48 Dancing till dawn: A century of
Exhibition Ballroom dance;49 Writing dancing in the age of postmodernism.50 The
nature of these publications makes them very limited in scope. Furthermore,
the importance of a specific group is usually (over)emphasised, often to the
point of exclusivity. However, these publications are detailed and passionate
accounts of how ballroom dancing is portrayed in communities and issues
raised in these publications are regularly mirrored in South African society.
For example, Bowen’s book The public dance halls of Chicago is concerned
with the conditions in dance halls in Chicago and emphasises the late hours,
lack of infrastructure, “indecent dances”, inappropriate advertising, liquor,
and misbehaviour of both men and women involved in this pastime. Bowen
feels that dancing provides “innocent enjoyment”, but that other influences
cause dancing to be “dangerous”.51 She concludes by recommending laws to
prohibit the selling of alcohol at the dance halls. Although Bowen’s book
deals mainly with dancing in Chicago, the problems she discusses concerning
public dancing are also echoed in South African dance history and thus her
study serves as a useful comparative text. Another example is E Thorpe’s Black
dance. Thorpe presents a detailed discussion of the development of AfricanAmerican dance in thirty-two chapters and is of direct relevance to how and
why ballroom dancing is danced in black South African communities. Black
dance traces the origin of African-American dance back to the slaves who
were brought from Africa to the New World to work on the plantations. It
shows how different African dance traditions were brought into contact with
one another as well as different European dance traditions, conventions and
protocols. Thorpe discusses the influence that minstrels, jazz, and tap had
on the dances of the world. He also focuses on the life and development of
prominent black dancers as well as the place of black dancers in the world of
ballet and theatre, which took many prominent African-American performers,
as well as their South African counterparts, to Britain. Thorpe concludes by
pointing to the racial, political and social problems that black dancers still
45 AP Royce, The anthropology of dance (Bloomington, Indiana University press, 1977).
46 R Lorber, Videodance (D. Phil. Thesis, Columbia University, 1977), pp. i-20.
47 W Allanbrook. Rhythmic gesture in Mozart: Le nozze di figaro and Don Giovanni (London, University of Chicago
Press, 1983).
48 E Thorpe, Black dance (New York, Overlook Press, 1990).
49 Julie Malnig (available at http://www.greenwood.com/books/ BookDetail.asp?dept_id=1& sku=MND/
&imprintID=I1as accessed on 10 October 2005); J Malnig, Dancing till dawn (New York, Greenwood Press,
1992).
50 S Banes, Writing dancing in the age of postmodernism (London, Weslyn University Press, 1994).
51 L de Koven Bowen, The public dance halls of Chicago, p. 12.
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encountered at the end of the twentieth century. Although the book contains
a wealth of relevant material, little attention is given to the sources used.
There is also too much emphasis on specific individuals at the expense of an
understanding of broader dance trends. However, Black dance does provide
valuable insights into studying the influence and adaptation of social dance
in various traditions, by giving a detailed history of the development of dance
among a minority and oppressed group in the United States.

“Do-it-yourself ” handbooks
The majority of international literature on ballroom dancing are teaching
books written by professional dancers for dancers or people who intend to
dance. A few of these publications include: Course of instruction in dancing
and aesthetic development of the body;52 The tango and other up-to-date dances: a
practical guide to all the latest dances;53 The modern dances, how to dance them;54 A
study in modern dance positions;55 Tips to dancers, good manners for ballroom and
dance hall;56 Orchesography;57 Modern ballroom dancing: history and practice;58
Ballroom dancing;59 Teach yourself ballroom;60 Dance class.61 Apart from a very
brief history on each dance these publications explain how and when to dance
a specific dance as well as the proper etiquette at social events. In, for example,
A study in modern dance positions ,Wilson, a dance instructor, discusses the
best and worst positions that dancers can dance in. Like other teaching books,
this publication contains numerous photographs showing various positions
in which dancers can hold each other, and provides a detailed discussion of
the most basic positions in the ballroom dances, making it a useful general
52 LF Segadlo, Course of instruction in dancing and aesthetic development of the body (Newark, NJ, ca1889).
53 JS Hopkins, The tango and other up-to-date dances; a practical guide to all the latest dances, tango, one step,
innovation, hesitation, etc; illustrated with photographs posed by Mr. and Mrs. Vernon Castle, Joseph C Smith ... and
many other famous dancers (Chicago, The Saalfield Publishing Co, ca1914).
54 C Walker, The modern dances, how to dance them, complete instructions for learning the tango, or one step, the Castle
walk, the walking Boston, the hesitation waltz, the dream waltz, the Argentine tango, (Chicago, Saul Brothers,
1914).
55 GH Wilson, A study in modern dance positions (New York, The Inner Circle, c1916).
56 VP Dewey, “Tips to dancers,” good manners for ballroom and dance hall (Wisconsin, Kenosha, ca1918), pp. 15,
21.
57 T Arbeau, Orchesography (New York, Dover publications, 1967), pp. 5-7.
58 V Silvester, Modern ballroom dancing: History and practice (London, Barrie and Jenkins, 1977).
59 A Moore, Ballroom dancing (London, A & C Black, 1974).
60 The Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing, Teach yourself ballroom dancing (London, Hodder Headline,
1992).
61 BBC Blast: Paul Bottomer,(available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/blast/dance/ as accessed: 10 October 2005); P
Bottomer, Dance class (London, Southwater, 2000).
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reference book. This kind of instruction often found its way into the local South
African newspapers advising the readers on what was acceptable.62Although
Wilson’s study and other similar publications, obviously have a very specific
audience and limited scope, the value of these sources lies in their detailed
accounts of everyday events. Often South African contemporary sources,
especially newspapers and travel journals, merely mentioned that there was a
dance or social event, emphasizing who danced but neglecting to explain how
or what was danced.63 International “do-it-yourself ” dance handbooks thus
serve as a ballroom reference book for popular dances of the time.

Out of step: Problems in writing ballroom dance history
In general, the style and focus of the international literature focusing on
dance has changed very little over the years. As is evident in the above section,
authors seem to focus on the history and development of dances or the dances
of specific groups64 or general trends in dances.65 Because of its direct link
with people’s everyday lives, a history of dance can however never ignore the
economic, political, cultural or social circumstances of the time. Consequently
the relatively few dance histories that have appeared are to a certain extent a
reflection of the intellectual thought of the day.
It is apparent in many of the sources included in the previous section that
writing dance history is not without problems. Apart from the usual difficulties
in doing research (e.g. limitation of sources) the very essence of dance makes
it nearly impossible to pinpoint specific changes in style and influence.
According to Royce, researchers have “neglected dance” because they felt that
it was “not really essential to understand it” while other researchers found it
difficult to obtain and analyse information that was seldom stored.66 Because
people learn “rhythmic movement” by imitation and not from written sources,
the basic steps of a certain dance are seldom recorded immediately. Unlike
musical notation, dances do not have a specific writing style or language that
enables them to have written record of movement. Although systems, like
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T Violl, “Dancing and the ballroom”, Rand Daily Mail, 12 July 1930, p. 5.
Lancer, “In the dancing world: success of the Easter dance events”, Rand Daily Mail, 20 April 1935, p. 6.
E Thorpe, Black dance, pp. 60-66.
AP Royce, The anthropology of dance, pp. 38-49; J Martin, The dance…, pp. 20-40; S Banes, Writing dancing in
the age of postmodernism, pp. 48-50.
66 AP Royce, The anthropology of dance, p. 38.
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the Labanotation,67 have been used to record movements, it requires time,
training and effort to document each inclination in a dance. Usually only
the strange or elaborate movements of a certain dance are photographed or
described in detail, making it necessary for the historian to assume certain
aspects when finding sources referring to dancing.
Firstly, because not everything about dancing has been recorded there will
always be a dimension that remains unknown. Secondly, the historian must
bear in mind that apart from dance instruction manuals, descriptions about
dancing in sources are more a kind of social commentary than knowledge of
an expert in the field. Thirdly, the historian must assume that there will always
be groups of people who support or reject a certain style or type of dance
within a community. Descriptions of dancing amongst a group of people thus
do not necessarily represent the take or feeling of all the people in a given area.
There remain these “hidden voices” practising dance in their own space with
their own characteristics. Lastly, it must also be remembered that dancing
is easily influenced by other cultures and changes in economic and social
situations. Therefore it cannot be assumed that a dance from one decade will
look exactly the same in the following decade. To truly understand the type
of dances and influence dance had on a particular society it is consequently
necessary to examine not only contemporary (mainly international) dance
instructions manuals, but also newspapers, official records, administrative
documents and popular literature simultaneously. Although these sources, as
noted by Burke, do necessitate extreme caution and source criticism before
they can be used, 68 it is only in the very personal nature and dance choices in
these contemporary sources that the complexity of South African society can
be understood.

Choreographing a ballroom history for South Africa
The American anthropologist, Clifford Geertz, described the method of
studying cultural anthropology as a “thick description” where one symbolic
incident or action can provide a “window to understanding a culture or

67 Symbolic representation of movement developed by Rudolf Laban, a Hungarian dancer, in the 1920s.
68 P Burke, What is cultural history?, pp. 114-115.
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community”.69 According to Geertz, one must be familiar with the social and
cultural practices or laws of a specific society to determine if an action is an
“incident” or a “symbolic presentation” of the community. He argues that by
simply describing a certain cultural practice one can begin to interpret the
event and understand the community better. The description is thus used
as an interpretation of a specific event. Ballroom dancing may seem very far
removed from the “Balinese cockfight” of Geertz’s famous essay, but dancing
can also be observed as a symbolic representation of a society. 70 It is believed
by simply explaining how and why a social action took place one can better
understand the functioning of a certain community. Consequently a study
of the relevance of ballroom dancing should explore the reasons why dance
started, what it entailed, who it involved and how it was represented in order
to reflect on the nature and history of the society at a certain time.
While the use of international secondary sources, such as books and
articles, is indispensable to obtain a theoretical foundation and background
understanding necessary for a study of ballroom dancing in South Africa
specifically, South Africa-related information on dance is found in primary
sources. These are spread thinly across the holdings of the National Archives,
the National Library, the National Film Archives, Cape Town Provincial
Archives and other archival collections housed in both the UNISA and
University of the Witwatersrand archives. Dance does obviously not exist as an
identifiable section or topic in any particular archives series, but information
can be gleaned from sources ranging from the correspondence and minutes of
officials, various organisations as well as public records and central government
policies. These include, amongst others, the Governor-General (GG) archival
series, the Bantu Men Social Centre (BMSC) minutes, African National
Congress (ANC) correspondence, and minutes of the Garment Workers
Union.
The problem in writing dance history lies not only with the lack of
contemporary evidence, but even more so with the dance critics, current
dancers and dance historians themselves.71 It is interesting to note that during
69 J Tosh, The pursuit of history, (London, Longman, 2002), pp. 284-285; S Hammerstedt, “Anthropological
theories: a guide prepared by students for students, Symbolic and interpretive anthropologies” (available at
http: //www.as.ua.edu/ant/Faculty/murphy/436/symbolic.htm, as accessed on 11 October 2005); P Burke,
What is cultural history? pp. 36-37.
70 P Burke, What is cultural history?, pp. 36-37; S Hammerstedt, “Anthropological theories: A guide prepared
by students for students, Symbolic and interpretive anthropologies” (available at http://www.as.ua. edu/ ant/
Faculty/murphy/436/symbolic.htm as accessed on 11 October 2005).
71 SJ Cohen, “Dance in its time”, Dance Research Journal, 15(2), Spring 1983, pp. 38-39.
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certain periods many adults did not want it to be known that they were taking
dance lessons, and this secrecy resulted in numerous ballroom dance teachers
not getting the recognition and support that was due to them. This might
explain the rather limited amount of contemporary sources that refer to
ballroom dancing.72 However, newspaper reports and magazine articles play
a fundamental, if not indispensable, role in both recording and analysing
contemporary social history.
The social commentary found in the Rand Daily Mail and The Bantu World
provide crucial information regarding the place and state of ballroom dancing
during its heyday that would otherwise have been lost. The Rand Daily Mail
was based in Johannesburg and reported on political, social and economic
events concerning South Africa from 1902 up until 1985 when it ceased to
exist and was dependant on a largely English-speaking support base.73 Many
of the details of the founding meeting of the South African Dance Teachers
Association (SADTA) as well as the further development of competitive
ballroom dancing in South Africa were recorded in a weekly column in the
Rand Daily Mail. The authors of this “side-line” used pseudonyms– “Treble
Viol” and “ Lancer”– making it difficult to ascertain what positions they were
writing from. They obviously had a keen interest in the role of ballroom in the
local South African social scene providing very detailed first-hand accounts
of South African ballroom. These are an indispensable and rare source of
information in studying the development of this dance form. Reports
regarding the activities of South African dancing organisations are scarce and
it was primarily the Rand Daily Mail’s weekly report entitled: “Dancing and
the ballroom” (since 1927), and “In the dancing world” (since 1934), that
commented on their various activities and achievements. The weekly features
in the paper further included snippets of international renowned ballroom
writers, like Katie Smith, Victory Silvester, Josephine Bradley and Wellesley
Smith, “words of wisdom” and “Do’s and don’ts” in the ballroom with pictures

72 Anon., “Fashions for the Royal visit: Dance time”, Rand Daily Mail, 4 June 1925, p. 13.
73 R Gibson, Final deadline. The last days of the Rand Daily Mail (South Africa, David Phillip Publishers, 2007);
The Switzers’ detailed study on the black press reveals that the Rand Daily Mail did have a black support base
and since 1965 even had a “black-supplement”. It is however difficult to determine how popular, if at all, the
Rand Daily Mail was amongst the black community during the period concerned here, since the first detailed
study Market Research Africa was only done in the 1960s. L Switzer & D Switzer, The black press in South
Africa and Lesotho: A descriptive bibliographic guide to African, Coloured and Indian newspapers, newsletters and
magazines 1836-1976 (Boston, GK Hall & Co, 1979), pp. 20, 22, 127.
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of the winners of local and international ballroom dance competitions.74
The Johannesburg based The Bantu World: South Africa’s only National Bantu
Newspaper included articles on dance from about 1932 onwards that were
written by both black and white authors. This newspaper was founded by a
white farmer, BFG Paver, to provide a “platform for free comment…” with,
initially, a large body of African shareholders. Appearing every fortnight, at
3d a copy, the newspaper prided itself in being “truly independent” printing
in six languages (Zulu, Xhosa, Sesotho, Sechuana, Afrikaans and English)
and producing articles that were held to be “interesting and instructive to
the Bantu people”.75 After 1933 the newspaper was taken over by the Argus
Printing and Publishing company, which was controlled exclusively by white
shareholders.76 Like the Rand Daily Mail, The Bantu World provided detailed
comment on its readers’ social activities, giving first-hand accounts on the
popularity and nature of dancing.
The South African Dancing Times was first published in 1933, and although
its publication was suspended between 1940 and 1945, most likely due to
a lack of funds during the Second World War, it provided information on
dancing up to the mid-1950s. Based in Johannesburg, the South African
Dancing Times was more of a popular magazine, lavishly illustrated with selfhelp articles and a range of advertisements relevant to the dancing world.
These give an indication of what was perceived as important for the dancers
on the South African ballroom floor. It is unfortunate that it is difficult to
locate this magazine, and the lack of a complete set makes it problematic to
use what is a very rich resource to its full potential.
Travel documents and early colonial texts such as the journals and diaries
of Jan van Riebeeck (1651-1662), Lady Anne Barnard (1793-1803) and W
Bird (1822), which reflect on the social activities of the early colonial times,
also cast a unique light on South Africa’s ballroom history. Certain travel
74 T Violl, “Dancing and the ballroom: ‘Sprightly Springboks’- ‘Trebla’- Dancing ‘do’s and don’t’s by ‘Treble
Violl’”, Rand Daily Mail, 28 June 1930, p. 12; T Violl, “Dancing and the ballroom”, Rand Daily Mail, 16 May
1931, p. 7; T Violl, “Dancing and the ballroom”, Rand Daily Mail, 6 December 1930, p. 12; Anon., “The
correct dancing hold”, Rand Daily Mail, 5 February 1925, p. 10; T Violl, “Dancing and the ballroom”, Rand
Daily Mail, 8 April 1932, p. 14.
75 Anon., “The Bantu World”, The Bantu World, 08 April 1933, p. 8; Anon., “The Bantu World”, The Bantu World,
7 May 1932, p. 1.
76 L Switzer & D Switzer, The black press in South Africa and Lesotho…, pp. 20, 22, 127; Anon., “The Bantu
World”, The Bantu World, 8 April 1933, p. 8; Anon., “The Bantu World”, The Bantu World, 7 May 1932, p.
1; L Switzer, “Bantu World and the origins of a captive African commercial press in South Africa”, Journal of
Southern African Studies, 14(3), April 1988, p. 352.
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diaries and reminiscences of the early twentieth century also highlight the
prominence of ballroom dancing within specific communities. In her travel
diary, African Apprenticeship: An autobiographical journey in Southern Africa
1929, Margery Perham, for example, set out to record the state of the “native”
in South Africa.77 She visited various black and white communities and, while
she condemns the racist manner in which the white South African government
and public treated the blacks, she also presents insightful narratives on their
leisure activities.
In his seminal publication, The Bantu in the city: a study of cultural adjustment
on the Witwatersrand, American missionary R.E. Phillips describes how
black South Africans experienced life on the Witwatersrand. Phillips was
sent to South African in 1918 to assist with the development of a social
programme for the American Board Mission in South Africa. He was actively
involved in various white and black clubs and formed part of a number of
commissions of inquiry that investigated inter alia the “liquor problem” in
South Africa and supervised the use of motion pictures for instructing black
South Africans.78 Phillips used his own experiences, oral records as well as
newspapers and reports to record how blacks adapted to the urban area. This
study consequently offers a unique view of the popularity of black ballroom
because of Phillip’s extensive use of 1910s to 1930s contemporary sources
and his own involvement in the social life of blacks in Johannesburg. Mia
Brandel-Syrier’s study entitled: Reeftown elite: a study of social mobility in a
modern African community on the Reef was published in 1971.79 BrandelSyrier followed and recorded the everyday life experiences of sixty black males
from “elite” families in a township on the Witwatersrand during the 1960s.
The first-hand accounts, detailed analysis and direct quotations from people
living in the township provide an insightful account of social and economic
survival on the Reef. Although Reeftown elite focuses mainly on the 1960s,
the reminiscences of the Reeftown elite and their own comparison between
dancing in the 1960s and ballroom in the “old days” provides useful glimpses
into the prevalence and history of ballroom outside of the white ballrooms.80

77 M Perham, African Apprenticeship: An autobiographical journey in Southern Africa 1929 (London, Faber and
Faber, 1974).
78 RE Phillips, The Bantu in the city: a study of cultural adjustment on the Witwatersrand (South Africa, The Lovedale
Press, 1970), pp. xiii-xiv.
79 M Brandel-Syrier, Reeftown elite a study of social mobility in a modern African community on the Reef (London,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971).
80 M Brandel-Syrier, Reeftown elite…, p. 50.
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Conclusion
The ever changing social order of South Africa’s pervasive legacy of cultural,
economic and political segregation was mirrored in the realm of the history
of South African ballroom dancing. In analysing sources from within and
outside of the ballroom dancing arena from, both the international and local
field, one can obtain an understanding of the significance of this social activity
in the history of both white and black South African societies.
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Samevatting
Die minibus taxi bedryf in Suid-Afrika is ’n belangrike afdeling van die
vervoerstelsel, en daarom is dit ’n beduidende faktor in die nasionale ekonomie.
Sedert die middeltagtiger jare het hierdie bedryf binne ‘n eie stel reëls en
regulasies ontwikkel, in dié mate dat dit betrokke geraak het by wetteloosheid.
Verskeie gewelddadige ‘taxi oorloë’ het al plaasgevind. In baie dele van die land
is daar min alternatiewe openbare vervoerstelsels. Daarom het die eienaars wat
die bedryf beheer, die gesamentlike mag ontwikkel om die regering se pogings
om kontrole uit te oefen, te ontduik. Baie regeringsamptenare blyk betrokke
te wees by taxi-sindikate. Die regering se taxi herkapitaliseringsprogram
het ten doel om die swak beeld en veiligheidsrekord van die taxi-bedryf te
verbeter, en om opnuut die mag af van die regering te druk op die toekenning
van hulpbronne in die sektor. Hierdie inisiatief mag heel moontlik op ’n
mislukking afstuur. ’n Meer pragmatiese oplossing sou kon wees om die bedryf
te dereguleer, in samehang met effektiewe polisiëring, sodat die mag van die
beherende partye in die bedryf aan bande gelê kan word.
Keywords:
South Africa; Informal sector; Minibus taxis; Taxi wars; Deregulation.

Introduction
The ascendancy of the minibus taxi industry in South Africa was a consequence
of the apartheid policy of situating poorly-serviced black settlements on
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the periphery of the urban conurbations.1 After deregulation in 1977 the
taxi industry experienced exponential growth to the point where it came
to be regarded as a shining example of black entrepreneurship in action.2
Notwithstanding some of the seemingly intractable problems that afflicted
the sector, the Minister of Labour, echoing sentiments first articulated by
former President PW Botha, warmly referred to it as “a sector that we need to
be particularly proud of.”3
Before 1977, taxi operation was restricted to sedan motor vehicles equipped
with fare meters. Roving taxis that could be waved down were not allowed.
Amended legislation passed in 1977 allowed for the use of kombi (minibus)
vehicles as taxis and, in time, regulations allowed for the conveyance of 15
passengers by a driver.
As the Railroad Association of South Africa goes on to explain: “The use
of meters fell away, as did official efforts at enforcing the prescribed areas to
which minibus-taxis were confined in terms of their working permits. Strictly
speaking, the term ‘taxi’ is no longer appropriate to this mode of passenger
transport, which is listed elsewhere in the world under the headings of minibus
operation or para-transit”.4
The rise of the industry was classically demand driven. Black people,
having been moved to under-serviced dormitory towns and peripheral areas,
nevertheless needed to access the areas from which they were excluded from
residing in, in order to work, shop, and transact business. The rigidity of the
state-run trains and buses’ routes and timetables made day-to-day commuting
extremely time consuming, tiring and expensive.5
Notwithstanding state subsidies, the public transport system’s lack of
flexibility often necessitated multiple changeovers during a single journey
and this, apart from being intensely inconvenient, often made commuting
prohibitively costly. The pressure on the state - from black commuters,
1
2
3
4
5

KG Nustad, “The right to stay in Cato Crest: Formality and informality in a South African development
project”, KT Hansen & M Vaa (eds.), Reconsidering Informality: Perspectives from urban Africa (Uppsala,
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2004), p. 55.
MM Khosa, “Accumulation and labour relations in the taxi industry”, Transformation, 24, 1994, p. 55.
Department of Labour, “Minister’s speech: Launch of the sectoral determination for taxi sector”, 2005
(available athttp://www.labour.gov.za/media-desk/speeches/2005/minister2019s-speech-launch-of-the-sectoraldetermination-for-taxi-sector-1, as accessed on 9 June 2009).
Railroad Association of South Africa, “Passenger transport” (available at http://www.rra.co.za/passenger.shtml,
as accessed on 9 June 2009).
International Labour Organisation (ILO), Organising in the taxi industry (Johannesburg, ILO, 2003), pp. 8-9.
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aspirant minibus taxi operators, and the white business sector - to allow for
kombi taxis, became quite overwhelming and the state had little option but
to capitulate in the face of the compelling market logic these pressure groups
were able to draw on. The minibus taxi industry had become a popular de
facto reality that simply ignored official restrictions.
The Department of Labour, some ten years ago, reported that:6
Transport plays a key role in enabling job search, affordable travel to work
and services, and access to education. Yet, public transport fares in South Africa
are 32 per cent higher than the world average, taking into account purchasing
power parity and subsidies… 13 per cent of urban residents cannot afford
access to any form of transport. Almost 30 per cent of urban residents are
‘captive’ to public transport; about 17 per cent are totally dependent on the
cheapest form of transport available.

The Department went on to say that “long distances and low densities [were]
causing low levels of capacity utilization (22% on rail, 52% on buses, 48% on
taxis)”. This last figure suggests that either the taxi industry was over-traded
- or it was not matching demand effectively. This analysis will argue for the
latter and will claim that little has changed to ameliorate the situation in the
intervening years. It will be argued that this is largely due to self-appointed
‘strongmen’ having opportunistically usurped the enforcement of certain of
the state’s regulatory strictures. It will also be shown that, while the state is
trying to formalize the industry by means of a raft of elaborate and ultimately
unenforceable regulations (cf. the National Land Transport Transition Act,
Act No.22 of 2000), it continues to neglect enforcing basic ‘rules’ which
could serve to rehabilitate the sector, and bring it into line with good business
practices.
The study also demonstrates the strength of the dangerous belief that the
“commons” (a public route) can be “owned” by whoever (not excluding the
state) is strong enough to “capture” it and fight off challengers.7 It is this
“commodification”, of what is in fact an intangible public good, that lies
at the heart of the taxi industry’s present malaise - and which the state is
misguidedly perpetuating as part of its taxi recapitalization programme. This
programme will be dealt with in a later section.
6
7

South African Government Information, “Create jobs fighting poverty: An employment strategy framework”,
1998 (available at http://www.info.gov.za/otherdocs/1998/jobs_poverty.htm, as accessed on 9 Jun. 2009).
See “Taxis have no legal rights”, Sapa, 24 June 2009 (available at http://www.iol.co.za, as accessed on 4 Jul.
2009) for a refutation of the minibus taxi industry’s claim that bus routes are its “intellectual property”.
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Structure, size and importance of the minibus taxi industry
The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) aptly summed up the South
African transport sector as follows:8
The South African transport system is extremely complex with all three
spheres of government [local, provincial and national] being the
provider of transport infrastructure and public transport services and at the
same time being the regulator of public and private transport. Inter-modal
linkages between passenger and freight, road, rail, aviation, ports and airports
further add to the complexity. An additional level of complexity arises in the
urban context, because South Africa does not have one [integrated] urban
transport system, but rather a series of individual transport systems in urban
areas, often with little or no relation to one another.

According to the Competition Commission of South Africa, 9 the taxi industry
consists of two types of taxis: metered taxis (represented by the SA National
Metered Taxi Association, or SAMTA) and minibus taxis (represented by
the SA National Taxi Council, or SANTACO). These two national umbrella
bodies operate in parallel, altogether independently of one another, but have
an identical hierarchical structure. Each national body has its members who
belong to their particular local taxi associations. These in turn elect local taxi
councils. Local taxi councils are represented on regional taxi councils which,
in their turn, are represented on provincial taxi councils. It is these latter
councils which report in to their respective national affiliates.
The Competition Commission reported in 2003 that it was impossible to
determine the number of taxis operating in South Africa, due to the informal
nature of the industry. The Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal taxi industries
seemed, however, to be rather better coordinated than was the case in the
Gauteng province where there were about 3700 “metered” taxis, only half of
which were thought to be “legal”. The Commission estimated that there were
approximately 150 000 public minibus taxis nationwide. The South African
taxi industry was thought to have an annual turnover of roughly R16.5-billion
(excluding metered taxis) but the overall contribution of the taxi industry to
the country’s Gross Domestic Product was not known. Many, if not most,
taxi operators were not registered as taxpayers, although they might well
have been registered with the Department of Transport as taxi operators. The
8
9

Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), “Transport sectoral study for the Department of Provincial and
Local Government, Pretoria”, Unpublished report (Pretoria, HSRC, 2004).
Competition Commission of South Africa, “The South African taxi industry”, 2003 (available at http://www.
compcom.co.za/resources/CompComIssue11/pages/04_taxi.htm, as accessed on 9 June 2009).
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Competition Commission added that:
While conventional metered taxis continue to operate in the major centres
minibus taxis are thought to constitute at least 90 per cent of the local taxi
market. In the case of minibuses, different individual taxi associations appear
to decide collusively on taxi fares to be charged per route, outside consultation
with, or interference by, the authorities. According to … the South African
Competition Act, Act No 89 of 1998, such agreements between competing
firms, or an association of competing firms, are prohibited as they involve
directly or indirectly fixing a purchase or selling price or any other trading
condition. At present, minibus commuters are charged fixed amounts for
travelling on particular routes. These routes are generally known, without
being published.

If there are indeed upwards of 150 000 minibus taxis on the road then the
industry is unlikely to provide direct employment for fewer than 300 000
people.10 The Free State Department of Public Works, Roads and Transport
estimated in 2004 that the industry provided 14 000 jobs in the province.11
Given that the Free State economy represents roughly a twentieth of the
national total, a figure of roughly 300 000 jobs nationally would seem to
be about right. This is a very considerable figure given a total population of
about 50-million with unemployment rates oscillating between 30 and 40
per cent.
Indirectly, the taxi industry supports a host of upstream and downstream
economic activities.12 These include advertising, motor repairs, vehicle
financing, passenger insurance, and the maintenance of taxi rank ablution
blocks. The industry also employs rank marshals, car washers, and fare
collectors apart from the drivers themselves.
The HSRC articulates transport’s importance to society and the overall
economy as follows:13
Transport performs many functions. It is the backbone of a country’s
economy. Without transport, firms and entrepreneurs in both urban and rural
areas would not be able to get inputs in, nor products out. Adequate transport
service makes rural areas vibrant and a country economically competitive.
But that is not all… Transport services have a crucial social function to play,
10 MM Khosa, “Accumulation and labour relations…” p. 56 provides a figure of 300 000 derived from sources
dating back as far as 1989.
11 Free State Department of Public Works, Roads and Transport, “Taxi lekgotla heralds new era for the industry in
the Free State”, November 2004 (available at http://www.bulletinonline.co.za/archives/specfeat/nov2004.php,
as accessed on 9 Jun. 2009).
12 See also MM Khosa, “Accumulation and labour relations…”.
13 HSRC, “Transport sectoral study…”. 2004.
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linking families, providing access to education, health, welfare and many other
social services. They are also the means by which families sustain themselves,
commuting to work and to stores for the necessities of life. It is not surprising
that a recent World Bank study showed that the returns on investments in the
transport sector in developing countries were one and a half times higher than
the Bank average.

Employment conditions in the industry
Employment conditions within the minibus taxi industry were identified
as long ago as 1994 as being almost Dickensian with many drivers working
16- to 18-hour days for a mere pittance.14 In March 2003, the Community
Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE) conducted a survey of earnings and
working conditions in the taxi industry commissioned by the Department
of Labour.15
The survey found that taxi drivers were almost invariably male (98 per cent
of the sample); that the majority of drivers could officially be classified as
“youth” (63 per cent were less than 35 years old); and that drivers tended to
have modest levels of education (less than one-third of drivers had a matric
school-leaving certificate, and this proportion increased to almost 90 per cent
among those older than 35).
Although most taxi drivers are not taxi “owners”16 fewer than 10 per cent of
the drivers in the CASE survey had a written employment contract. Almost
all the drivers indicated that they worked in the taxi industry because they
had no choice - either there were no other jobs available or because they were
not qualified to do anything else. Drivers were paid an average wage of R1200
per month. Wages in metropolitan areas were, on average, R200 per month
higher than wages in non-metropolitan areas. Drivers tended to work either
for the entire week (70 per cent of all drivers) or six days a week (21 per cent)
and on average spent about 13 hours at work each day.17
In the light of these details it is hardly to be wondered at that taxi drivers have
a fearsome reputation for being short-tempered and accident prone.18 That:
14 See especially MM Khosa, “Accumulation and labour relations…”, pp. 63-67.
15 Community Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE), Determination of earnings and working conditions in the taxi
industry (Johannesburg, CASE, 2003).
16 International Labour Organisation (ILO), Organising in the taxi industry..., p. 5.
17 Also see “No easy ride for taxi drivers”, Mail & Guardian, 11 May 2005.
18 See for example Road Traffic Management Corporation (RTMC), “Road traffic report”, April 2006, pp. 48-51;
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“about half of South African road users are driving with ‘irregular licences’”19
is also not the sort of finding which instills confidence in the professionalism
or integrity of the industry. The implications of this issue will be examined
more fully below.

Taxi violence
In Hernando de Soto’s survey of the informal transport sector in Peru, which
spans a period of some 70 years, it is salutary that, although mention is made
of corruption, the kind of violence that has come to be associated with the
taxi industry in South Africa appears to be altogether lacking.20
Violence is endemic to South Africa’s minibus taxi industry. According to
Dugard,21 during the period 1991 to 1999, taxi-related violence claimed an
average of 19 lives a month with a further 26 seriously injured every month.
Croucamp22 describes the hiring of foreign nationals to act as “hit-men to
eliminate rival strongmen” in describing the “mafia-style nature of violence in
the industry”. He also reiterates the widely held view that the police force is
often complicit in this violence.23
Unsurprisingly, barely a day passes in South Africa without a media
report of some or other taxi-related incident which frequently involves
straightforward murder.24 This violence is not confined to within the
taxi sector either but is sometimes directed at other transport sectors,
most especially bus operators and even Metrorail.25 The following report
is but one of many hundreds that exemplifies the general situation:26

B Molosankwe, “Talkshow host in tears about abuse”, The Star, 19 February 2008, p. 3.
19 “Half of SA using ‘irregular licences”’, The Mercury, 30 May 2005.
20 H de Soto, The other path: The invisible revolution in the Third World (New York, Harper & Row, 1989), pp.
93-127.
21 J Dugard, “Drive on: Taxi wars in South Africa”, J Steinberg (ed), Crime wave: The South African underworld and
its foes (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 2001).
22 PA Croucamp, “The social relations of the taxi industry in South Africa: Contending theories of corporatism,
pluralism and systematic patronage” (PhD., UFS, 2003), p. 5.
23 Also see KG Nustad, “The right to stay in Cato Crest…”, p. 56.
24 An archival search for ‘taxi’ in http://www.iol.co.za will reveal literally hundreds of such cases.
25 See for example B Maclennan, “Taxis linked to rail sabotage, inquiry hears”, SAPA, July 2005 (available at
http://www.iol.co.za, as accessed on 9 June 2009) and C Barnes & E Lewis, “Bus petrol-bombed in Cape
Town”, Cape Argus, 13 February 2009, p. 1.
26 “Warring taxi organizations agree to meet”, South African Press Association (SAPA), 12 May 2005 (available at
http://www.iol.co.za, as accessed on 9 June 2009).
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Rival taxi associations in the Durban city centre were meeting… in an
attempt to resolve the differences which led to a shootout… “The dispute at
the moment is about the dropping off and picking up of passengers,” said [a]
police spokesperson… police and traffic police were facilitating the meeting
between members of the Durban Taxi Association and the Durban Long
Distance Taxi Association. In the meantime, members of the police’s area
crime combating unit were on standby at the taxi rank in Brook Street, where
two bystanders were wounded in an exchange of fire between the two groups
during morning rush hour traffic.

This violence generally features territoriality over coveted routes27 or access
to taxi ranks, but can easily escalate into broader conflagrations, of quite
bewildering complexity, as happened at Durban’s Cato Crest and which
claimed 14 lives.28

Transport needs: Extensive and unmet demand
At a November 2004 transport conference, the Department of Transport’s
Director-General (DG) announced the following findings which had arisen
out of a National Household Travel Survey:
•

Low household incomes constrained the affordability of public transport
services. Of the 5.8-million households earning under R1000 per month, 53
per cent were in rural areas. Of the 2.8-million households that earned up
to R500 per month, half spent more than a fifth of their income on public
transport.

•

Twice as many workers used either public transport (including rail, bus
or taxi) or walked than used cars. Just under 10-million people travelled to
work regularly. Of these 32 per cent used private cars, 39 per cent used public
transport (including taxis), and 23 per cent walked.

•

Minibus taxis carried 64 per cent of the 3.8-million workers who had recourse
to public transport. As a mode of transport, taxis were dominant in all areas.
Private transport was not available to 74 per cent of households.

•

While most children who walked could get to school within 30 minutes there
were about 550 000 children who spent more than two hours a day walking to

27 C McCaul, No easy ride: The rise and future of the black taxi industry (Johannesburg, South African Institute of
Race Relations, 1990).
28 C Goodenough & C Forster, “Community safety and public security”, P Robinson, J McCarthy & C Forster,
Urban Reconstruction in the developing world: Learning through an international best practice (Johannesburg,
Heinemann, 2004), pp. 334-335; KG Nustad, “The right to stay in Cato Crest….”, pp. 56-57.
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and from schools. Only nine per cent of school children used taxis.29

The DG went on to report that public transport user dissatisfaction levels
were very high. Forty-two percent of train users, 31 per cent of bus users,
and a massive 48 per cent of taxi passengers were dissatisfied with the overall
service. The main reasons for dissatisfaction with taxi services were inadequate
safety (67%), a lack of facilities at taxi ranks (64%) and the poor condition
of vehicles (59%). Over half the taxi users were also dissatisfied with fares,
crowding, and the drivers’ behaviour towards them.
The inescapable impression derived from the literature is that consumers’
interests (other than financial) are, notwithstanding protestations to the
contrary, the least of the minibus taxi industry’s concerns. The industry exudes
a strong air of entitlement which that sector of the populace that patronizes
metered taxis would never tolerate. There is no sense of “customer service”
whatsoever.
Minimum wages
As of July 2005, South Africa’s minibus taxi drivers were entitled to a minimum
wage, unemployment insurance and paid leave in terms of a new “sectoral
determination”.30 It was not clear that the industry could bear the cost of
compliance with the regulations (even though the minimum wage was set far
lower than workers had been hoping for) or that it had the capacity to deal
with the administrative implications of the regulations. For one thing, the fact
that fewer than one in 10 employees had any form of written employment
contract suggested an environment in which literacy was low.31
While operators did not want to be seen to be endorsing anything that
might be tantamount to driver exploitation, it was made very clear that many
were not at all happy with these regulatory developments and would probably
ignore them. That a state which has shown itself to be unequal to the task of
administering and controlling drivers’ licences,32 has the capacity to enforce
labour regulations in a hugely dispersed, autonomous and anarchic industry
is very much to be doubted.
29 “Transport subsidies will target non-motorized public transport”, SA Local Government Briefing, November
2004.
30 Department of Labour, “Minister’s speech...”, 2005 (internet accession).
31 “A bumpy road ahead”, Mail & Guardian, 11 May 2005.
32 “Half of SA using ‘irregular licences”’, The Mercury, 30 May 2005.
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The taxi industry sectoral determination aimed to formalise the sector “from
the bottom up”. The Minister for Labour set a minimum wage of R1350 a
month for all taxi drivers and administrative staff, R1080 for rank marshals
and R945 for fare collectors and car washers. In the South African context
these levels were far from demanding. The determination specified a 48-hour
working week for all drivers, as well as rates and conditions for overtime;
and makes provision for annual, maternity and sick leave. The determination
further provided for an annual increase for workers. This is to be calculated
at the officially determined inflation rate plus two percentage points after one
year, and another of the same margin a year after that.
Compulsory rest periods were also provided for. According to one driver sick
leave is a serious concern: “In the taxi industry you can’t afford to get sick. You
get sick and there is another driver tomorrow, forever, and you end up hoping
he gets sick so you can get your job back”. During the launch of the sectoral
determination, “taxi owners muttered a running commentary, indicating that
there might be a bumpy ride ahead”.
Objections raised by the industry revolved ostensibly around concerns over
job losses, as taxi operators claimed that the industry would battle financially
in meeting the minimum conditions. The veiled threats (and demands for a
quid pro quo by way of subsidies) implicit in the following comment bode ill
for compliance with government’s attempts at formalizing the industry:33
A spokesperson for the industry said owners were in broad agreement with
the sectoral determination, but concerned about its practical execution and
the implied costs. Referring to provisions for sick, parental and other types of
leave and the curbing of working hours, he said: “We do not oppose these, but
we do have to ask, who will bear the costs?” He pointed to the fact that the taxi
industry receives no government subsidies. It is based in the informal sector of
the economy, yet “now the government expects us to adhere to formal sector
provisions”. He also warned that the new determination [brought] with it
“a great possibility for misunderstanding… It is already an industry where
there are more than enough grounds for unrest and violence…The last thing
anyone wants is for a government Act, intended to improve the situation of
employees, to result in the worsening of the picture.”

33 “Taxi industry moves into ‘exciting era”’, Mail & Guardian, 28 April 2005.
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The taxi recapitalization programme
In 2005 Government said it planned to spend R7.7-billion over the next
five to seven years on scrapping the ailing taxi fleet.34 The recapitalization
programme also aimed to formalize the sector by regulating taxi fares, the
labour conditions of drivers, and by introducing more stringent safety
specifications.
In mid-2003, the Department of Transport (DoT) indicated that it was
considering postponing the implementation date for the taxi recapitalisation
programme due to pressure from taxi organisations. Top Six Taxi Management
protested that their members would not be able to meet the deadline, because
a large number of them would still be paying for their old vehicles when
the cutoff date was reached in September 2006. Top Six accordingly asked
for an extension to 2010 also partly because the bidders for the tender to
manufacture the government-approved, safer, purpose-built 18- and 35seat vehicles had not even been announced yet. According to the original
timetable, recapitalisation should have begun in 2001 and been completed by
September 2006. By the time 2003 came the DoT was left with just over two
years to implement the phasing in of about 90 000 new vehicles to replace the
ageing fleet of minibus taxis. But according to the Department’s estimates,
only about 25 000 vehicles were expected to be delivered each year.35
In November 2003 the Department of Transport and SANTACO
announced an agreement to extend the date for the implementation of the
taxi recapitalisation programme. The previous month, the government and
SANTACO had had to postpone the signing of a Memorandum of Agreement
(MoA) after the Pretoria High Court granted the KwaZulu-Natal Taxi Council
(KWANATACO) an interdict to prevent SANTACO from signing the MoA.
The provincial body said they had not been properly consulted and lacked
necessary information on the whole process. SANTACO, which a few months
previously had demanded that the recapitalization programme be handed over
to it to administer, on the grounds that it was proceeding too slowly, now
expressed its satisfaction with the postponement as this would allow all the
roleplayers time to gain a better understanding of the process and buy into it.

According to the Mail & Guardian36 SANTACO’s about-turn came as
a result of “a mutiny by its members that was endangering the whole taxi
34 “Time is running out for ‘death-trap taxis”’, Saturday Star, 21 May 2005.
35 See “Government may delay taxi recapitalization date even further”, SA Local Government Briefing, August
2003; “Taxi industry urged to shake up govt.”, Mail & Guardian, 23 May 2003; “Government extends taxi
recapitalization deadline”, SA Local Government Briefing, November 2003
36 “Omar bows to taxi industry pressure”, Mail & Guardian, 28 November 2003.
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recapitalization programme”. Members of SANTACO were threatening to
boycott the programme because they would not be able to afford the new
taxis by 2006. It was said that SANTACO had no alternative but to call for
the programme to be slowed down in order to improve communication with
its members and prevent a mass exodus of its provincial affiliates. Jeremy
Cronin, the parliamentary transport committee chairperson, was reported as
saying that the taxi recapitalization was “… a very complex process, and when
we first started out in 2000, we could not imagine half the challenges we
would come across.” He added that his committee had been worried all along
about the affordability of the new taxis.
SANTACO’s accommodating sentiments certainly did not seem to have
been shared by all its members, and dissatisfaction continued to be expressed
at the delayed roll-out of the programme. At a Taxi Summit held in Welkom
in October 2004, and attended by 1200 representatives, resolutions were
adopted for the expediting of the recapitalization programme and, tellingly
enough, for the 18- and 35-seater vehicles proposed by the government to be
augmented with options for sedan vehicles and 16-seater minibus kombis.
The delegates were also particularly keen on being given ‘equity shares’ in
various bus companies and on being guaranteed preferential treatment in the
awarding of tenders for the construction of roads, the building of taxi ranks,
and the “designing and putting up of transport-related billboards”.37
In May 2005 the then Minister of Transport, Jeff Radebe, announced that
the process for the scrapping of ageing minibus taxis was imminent. The safety
requirements for the new taxi vehicles were complete and would be published
as regulations in June 2005. He said that the provinces were converting current
permits into operating licences and that permit holders should convert their
permits by the end of August 2005 or risk forfeiting them. Radebe explained
that, “The taxi recap is primarily about the removal of the ageing and
unreliable taxi fleet and its replacement with new taxi vehicles… One group
is those vehicles whose owners intend to exit the taxi industry immediately. In
exchange for the R50 000 scrapping allowance, we will require them to hand
in their vehicles and permits and/or operating licences”.38

37 Free State Department of Public Works, Roads and Transport, “Taxi lekgotla heralds new era…”, 9 June 2009.
38 “Scrapping old taxis to start soon – Radebe”, SAPA, 20 May 2005 (available at http://www.iol.co.za, as accessed
on 9 June 2009).
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But according to a subsequent media report39 the practice of leasing or renting
out licences was widespread. It was also alleged that licences were being sold
for up to R30 000 apiece to operate along certain Cape Town routes. When
the present writer spoke to a taxi owner about this it became clear that he
regarded his operating licence as being held in perpetuity to the extent that it
might one day be inherited by his children, or by another family member.
Radebe continued: “The others we need to get off the roads quickly are
the death-traps, the worst wrecks on the road… We envisage a period of
grace for voluntary surrender of these wrecks, but failure to do so within the
time stipulated will lead to these vehicles being impounded. No scrapping
allowance will be paid for vehicles impounded in this way”.
It was not made clear why traffic law enforcement agencies had not pulled
these “wrecks” and “death traps” off the roads already, or whether the “period
of grace” meant that until such times as the taxi recapitalization process was
implemented, drivers could continue using their “death traps” on public roads
while carrying passengers.

Market dysfunction in the taxi industry
The minibus taxi industry in South Africa possesses enormous resilience and
appears quite unassailable.40 Due to a welter of opportunities for corruption,
however, it has appropriated for itself many of the most negative aspects
of the regulatory hand of the state and become a law unto itself. Whether
the state can ever wrest control back from the industry is open to doubt.41
Notwithstanding the minibus taxi industry’s market being hobbled and
distorted by the excess of anti-competitive practices which characterize its
operations, and its apparent indifference to the convenience of its consumers,
it nevertheless manages to thrive due to captive demand and the inability of
the state and its organs to provide consumers with viable alternatives.
The following excerpt from the Musina Integrated Development Plan
(IDP)42 illustrates the extent to which the state could be held hostage by the
taxi industry should it choose to flex its muscle by going on ‘strike’ (which it
39
40
41
42

“Councillor receives several death threats”, Cape Argus, 31 May 2005.
See for example F Forde, “Why a 2010 transport timebomb is ticking”, The Star, 13 June 2009, p. 10.
PA Croucamp, “The social relations of the taxi industry...”, pp. 3-4.
Musina Municipality, Integrated Development Plan (Musina, Musina Municipality, 2002) p. 59.
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not infrequently does):
[N]o mass transportation system exists. The only form of public transport
is one bus service (private) between Nancefield… and the CBD, and privately
owned taxis that transport people within Musina and Nancefield, to Beit
Bridge and to other long distance destinations. … Musina has one taxi rank
that is located in the central business area and was built in 1997. Some 43 taxi
operators and 119 taxis are registered with the Beit Bridge Taxi Association...
Some illegal taxi’s are operating [from] Musina.
Numerous other instances could be added including that of the Free State
Gold Fields. The Matjhabeng (Welkom) IDP, for instance, states: “There are
no public transport systems operating in Matjhabeng except the privately
owned taxis”.43 It should be noted that Matjhabeng is an important economic
hub.
It is also noteworthy that municipalities appear far more willing and
comfortable with liaising with the taxi industry than with the formal business
sector. For instance, apropos of the Nala (Bothaville) municipality in the
Free State: “In 2001, an LED forum was established and a supervisor for
LED projects was appointed by the Municipality. The forum only represents
Council and the taxi industry, neither the black nor the white business sectors
are represented”.44 For much of the country then it would appear that minibus
taxis are the only show in town and that the state is beholden to the industry
in a way that is far from healthy.
The extent of market failure is illustrated if one poses the hypothetical
question: “Would someone who won a new minibus kombi in a lottery be
able to leverage this asset to earn a living in the minibus taxi industry?” It is
this writer’s contention that such a person’s chances would be minimal, unless
they were prepared to relocate to an ostensibly under-serviced region or unless
they already had good contacts within the myriad autarkic associations that
effectively control the industry and police the routes.
De Soto’s observation that: “it was easier to avoid detection by the authorities
and by formals in a motor car than in a larger vehicle”45 may presage the
future of the informal transport sector in South Africa should the state ever
succeed in co-opting the minibus taxi industry. There is every indication that
43 Matjhabeng Municipality, Integrated Development Plan (Welkom, Matjhabeng Municipality, 2001) p. 12.
44 Free State Premier’s Economic Advisory Council (PEAC), An evaluation of Local Economic Development (LED)
in the Free State, (Bloemfontein, PEAC, 2004).
45 H de Soto, The other path..., p. 108.
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the recapitalization will result in a rise in fares asked by the ‘formalized’ taxis,
which will stimulate even more informal (pirate) competition. Peru’s informal
transport history, as detailed by de Soto, is likely to repeat itself in South
Africa. This is one of successive waves of the state ‘capture’ of pirates leading
to openings for a new generation of pirates, which, in its turn, results in the
bankruptcy of the formalized, erstwhile pirates who can no longer compete
with their informal counterparts.
It is also not clear that the DoT, with a massive infrastructural backlog of
roads that are disintegrating46 should be pursuing a very costly solution to the
problems presented by the taxi industry, when a far more economical one,
namely deregulation, is at hand.47 As Croucamp points out, the state is wont
to commit itself to much more than vehicle recapitalization. It also variously
contemplates providing funds for the establishment of taxi “co-operatives
which will extend the operational authority of taximen to the petroleum
industry, retailing in spare parts and vehicle maintenance”. Apart from the
fact that this reads like a recipe for providing yet more niches for organized
crime to colonize, it is all quite unnecessary.
In this context the implications of the following very serious assertion are of
the essence: “The problem of corruption, as relating to the ownership of taxis,
is wider than the police force, pervading the entire government bureaucracy,
and it greatly contributes to the ongoing violence as officials promote the taxi
association to which their taxis are affiliated”.48 If this is the case might not
the best course of action be to minimize the opportunities for corruption via
careful deregulation?

Conclusion
South Africa suffers from a lack of diversity and variety in the range of transport
services it provides. As per the Human Sciences Research Council: 49
International best practice indicates that road-based public passenger
transport is likely to be cost effective and better suited to customer needs
when there is some product differentiation and a range of different services
46 One estimate is that it will take R50-billion to restore the infrastructure, see “R50 bn road shock”, The Star, 16
February 2008.
47 PA Croucamp, “The social relations of the taxi industry: ...”, pp. 3-4.
48 J Dugard, “Drive on...”, p. 33.
49 HSRC, “Transport sectoral study...”, 2004.
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provided. The benefits of creating clearly differentiated sub-brands within
the overall industry offering, and tailoring these to the specific needs of the
consumers, should be encouraged. These differentiated service brands could be
built around, as an example, a broader mix of vehicle sizes and capacities. This
new competitiveness, based purely on service delivery, would result in a better
offering for the consumers, the people of South Africa. In addition, it would
mean increased profitability for the business entities that subscribe to it.

It is submitted that only a private sector in which entrepreneurs can function
as free agents can give rise to such differentiation. To this end the only
“formalization” that is really required is the proper enforcement of “already
existing” standards such as, for example, those that automatically address
passenger safety by requiring adherence to the normal rules of the road.
The head of the Western Cape’s Department for Transport and Public
Works, on re-opening a taxi route which had been closed due to violence,
made the following announcement which neatly encapsulates the intrusive,
hegemonic thinking that informs government policy regarding the minibus
taxi industry:50
Our intervention in the taxi industry is informed by three important
objectives. Firstly, it is aimed at formalising and democratising the taxi
industry. Secondly, it is aimed at integrating the industry into the formal public
transport environment. To this end, the strengthening of regulations governing
the taxi industry is key to our success, especially the implementation of the
taxi recapitalisation project. Thirdly, government will implement measures
aimed at supporting the taxi industry to make it sustainable… [and] ensure
that taxi operators become viable and sustainable businesses.
The past [violence] brought to the fore the question of who is responsible
for regulating public transport. The tendency for self-regulation, which is
common in the taxi industry, is going to be a thing of the past. “The taxi
operators and their associations must understand that all routes, permits and/
or operating licenses as well as ranking facilities, belong to the Government”.
The taxi operators are only afforded the opportunity and privilege to render
services to commuters, and should therefore not be involved in regulatory and
enforcement exercises, which are the exclusive domain of the Government.

Instead of trying to wrest ownership of the public routes commons from the
strongmen for its “own” allocation, the state should be keeping these routes
open for the free use of its public, including aspirant taxi entrepreneurs. The
state’s current approach, if it has the enforcement capacity to give effect to
50 Cape Gateway, “Lifting of restrictions on Kraaifontein/ Bellville/Modderdam Road taxi route”, April 2005
(available at http://www.capegateway.gov.za/eng/pubs/news/2005/apr/103334, as accessed on 9 June 2009).
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it, would seem to sound the death-knell for a market-driven taxi industry.
Whether the state will be able to second-guess the market and, by co-opting
the present cohort of minibus operators, deliver a more focused and efficient
supply of transport than that which has been achieved by the informal industry
to date, is what is at issue.
The laws pertaining to vehicle usage are adequate as they stand to ensure
passenger safety. Far rather that the authorities should focus their energies on
more vigorously giving effect to the existing laws regarding straightforwardly
criminal behaviour; vehicle roadworthiness; bad driving; overloading; and
the validity of drivers licences, and conserve their sorely limited enforcement
capacity by pulling out the rug from under the feet of the informal regulators
exercising a stranglehold on the industry from within, and opening up the
market to all-comers.
It is said that the violence in the taxi industry is caused by its being so
competitive but the reverse is true. It is caused by the zero-sum notion that
competition is something to be suppressed. There is nothing in the nature of
competition that says it must find expression in violence or corruption or that
it should compromise service to the customer. This only happens when the
societal “rules of the game” give way to the “law of the jungle”.
The objection that scrapping ownership of routes will lead to a harmful
oversupply will not hold either. The market is better able than any local
authority to rectify oversupply and a much-needed differentiation of transport
options could arise organically instead of being arrived at via a costly process
of trial-and-error on the part of a state that tends to overrate its omniscient
wisdom.
It was allowing markets to function, in the face of an intransigent state, which
gave birth to the minibus taxi industry in the first place. The market will not
kill off its creation until it has outlived its usefulness, but the resurgence of
unnecessary state interference could seriously sap its potential for growth,
if not effectively checked by compelling market realities. Arguably what is
needed is not more state regulation but less, and for this level of regulation
(which is little more than common sense and good housekeeping) to be
properly enforced. This entails the state jealously maintaining its prerogative
to act as “sole” regulator, in order to root out the element of ‘street justice’,
and the mobster ethos, which has so tarnished the South African minibus taxi
industry’s image.
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Samevatting
Suider-Afrika is `n belangrike streek in Afrika waar politieke en ekonomiese
samewerking tussen state reeds dekades gelede `n aanvang geneem het. Dit was die geval
selfs voor Uniewording in 1910, maar sedert die 1990`s het dit dramaties toegeneem.
Die veranderde realiteit met betrekking tot regionalisme in Suider-Afrika het saamgeval
met die beëindiging van Apartheid in Suid-Afrika en die gepaardgaande normalisering
van internasionale verhoudinge in die streek. Dit is ook die geval dat die groei van
regionalisme in Suider-Afrika en die positiewe ekonomiese en veiligheidsamewerking
tussen die state van die streek wat daaruit gevloei het, direk verband hou met die
beëindiging van die burgeroorloë in Mosambiek (1992) en Angola (2002) en die
endemiese algemene konflik wat so kenmerkend van Afrika was in die tweede helfte
van die twintigste eeu. Die “wedloop om Afrika” en die eksterne buitelandse koloniale
belange wat daarmee saamgeval het, het natuurlik baie bygedra tot die gebrek aan
eenheid in Afrika. Die Suider-Afrikaanse Ontwikkelingsgemeenskap (SAOG) het
midde-in hierdie ontstuimige historiese omstandighede sy beslag as regionale organisasie
in die sub-kontinent gekry.
Veral sedert 1994 het politieke en ekonomiese interaksie skerp gegroei en het
`n definitiewe regionale identiteit en bewussyn in Suider-Afrika begin ontwikkel.
Regionalisme in Suider-Afrika word natuurlik spesifiek met die SAOG geassosieer
as `n internasionale organisasie met `n tweeledige doel, naamlik die bevordering van
ekonomiese integrasie en die versterking van regionale solidariteit , vrede en veiligheid in
die streek. Die vraag is waar die SAOG in 2009 staan in die realisering van sy doelwitte
en watter struikelblokke in die weg staan van sy suksesvolle funksionering.
Keywords:
Southern Africa; Regionalism; Globalization; Development; African politics;
SADC.
1

The Southern African Development Community (SADC) has been in existence since 1980 when it was formed
as a loose alliance of nine states in Southern Africa with the main aim of lessening economic dependence on the
then apartheid South Africa. SADC, 2009 (available at http://www.sadc.int/index/print/page/52 as accessed on
5 Junie 2009).
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Introduction
Since the 1990s a renewed international interest in regions and regionalism
has been observed. This makes the theme of this article important and relevant.
We are indeed spectators of a noted awareness of the possibilities of regional
cooperation and institution-building.2 Also, there has been a growing tendency
in the world to look for additional and/or new mechanisms and instruments
of cooperation in the field of politics, security, and economics. Regional
forms of governance and organisation are indeed confronting conventional
understandings of power and authority in world politics.3
South-East Asia, associated with the Association of South-East Asian Nations
(ASEAN), North America with the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), and Southern Africa, closely identified with SADC, are relevant
examples of this trend. Smith4 states that regions and regionalism can be used
in a practical sense to analyse central issues of world politics and to understand
them better. It is also argued that successful regionalism contributes to global
order and stability. However, there is the perceived negative possibility that
regional groupings of states can become protective in their activities and in
this process isolate themselves from the world economy.5 This negative trend
is presently not observed in the case of SADC.
In this analysis the focus is on the SADC as a regional organization
representing 15 countries in Southern Africa. As part of a worldwide trend the
importance of the SADC as a regional organisation has grown exponentially
with the addition of South Africa as a formal member in 1992. With its “...
vision of a common future for the region that will ensure economic wellbeing, improvement of the standards of living and quality of life, freedom and
social justice, peace and security for the peoples of Southern Africa” (SADC,
2009)6, it has created massive expectations throughout the region and in the
rest of Africa. The problem with this is that all policy decisions and policy
implementations are judged by friend and foe in the light of the mentioned
vision and the goals obviously flowing from that. From the start, this fact
presented the SADC with a range of difficult challenges. The last part of the
2
3
4
5
6

M Smith, “Regions and regionalism”, B White, R Little & R Smith (eds.), Issues in world politics (Hampshire,
Palgrave/Macmillan, 2005), pp. 58-77.
P Sutch & J Elias, International relations: the basics (Abingdon Oxon, Routledge, 2007), pp. 88-89.
M Smith, Regions and regionalism”, B White, R Little & R Smith (eds.), Issues in world politics... p. 59.
B Russet, H Starr & D Kinsella, World politics: the menu for choice, 8th ed. (Belmont CA, Thomson & Wadsworth,
2006), p. 431.
SADC, 2009 (available at http://www.sadc.int/index/print/page/52 as accessed on 5 Jun. 2009).
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article elaborates further on this point in highlighting the obstacles which the
SADC will have to overcome as a condition for success.
In addition, the aims of the article are to explore the extent to which
regionalism has manifested itself in Southern Africa and to reflect on the
institutional framework and interactions of the SADC in general. Firstly,
however, as a background and introduction to the general theme the attention
will now be shifted to regionalism as a dynamic theoretical concept in world
politics. An attempt will be made to define it and to show its relevance with
regard to Southern Africa.

Regionalism – a theoretical clarification
It is important to realize from the outset that there are many definitions
of regionalism and that it is regarded as an ambiguous term.7 Seen from
an economic perspective, regionalism as a process consists of a group of
countries that implemented a set of preferential policies designed to enhance
the exchange of goods among themselves.8 Along these lines of thought Lee9
defined regionalism as “…the adoption of a regional project by a formal
regional economic organization designed to enhance the political, economic,
social, cultural, and security integration and/or cooperation of member states”.
This amounts to what Russett, Starr and Kinsella10 describe as the coordinated
activities of countries which are geographically close to each other regarding
their economic interactions and foreign economic policies.
It can be argued that SADC is an example of this phenomenon. Behind all
of this lies the ultimate goal of economic integration which is the creation
of a single market out of a number of separate markets previously defined
by national boundaries. Once a number of states in close proximity join
together to form a federal political and economic union, the level of regional
integration has been achieved. The European Union is an example of this
advanced stage of regionalism, while SADC is presently in the position of a
7

A Hurrell, “Regionalism in theoretical perspective”, L Fawcett & A Hurrell (eds.), Regionalism in world politics:
Regional organisation and international order (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 38.
8 A Wyatt-Walter, “Regionalism, globalisation and world economic order”, L Fawcett & A Hurrell (eds.)
Regionalism in world politics…, p. 39.
9 MC Lee, The political economy of regionalism in Southern Africa (London, Lynn Rienner Publishers, 2003), p.
8.
10 B Russet, H Starr & D Kinsella, World politics: the menu for choice… p. 430.
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regional organisation still in the process of trying to achieve this goal .11 As
such SADC is described as a regional community in the making in spite of the
fact that it is the oldest regional community in Africa.12
To further clarify the meaning of regionalism, Smith13 refers to Stubbs and
Underhill14 who identified three important elements of regionalism. In the
first instance, in order to make it possible to refer to a region, there must be
a number of countries located in a specific geographic area with a more or
less common historical background and experience. Secondly, those countries
are characterised by close linkages of a specific nature, which means that the
region is demarcated involving distinct countries of which interactions with
one another are more frequent and deeper than with those outside the region.
Smith15 refers to this intensification of interactions as regionalization. Thirdly,
for regionalism to become a reality, an organisation must be created which
can endow the region with a legal and institutional identity.
Thus, the key elements for regionalism to exist are proximity of member
states, intensity of relationships, and the existence of a legal institutional base.
Conscious policy which is applicable to all the member states is important and
forms part of the legal foundation of the regional organisation and its conduct.
When applied to SADC it is clear that it qualifies for the status of regionalism
– its members are mostly in close proximity to each other in Southern Africa,
relationships among them are close with a shared awareness of a common
destiny, and with the existence of a legal institutional framework.
As has already been hinted, regionalisation is a concept with a wider implied
meaning and is defined by Lee16 as: “…the process by which state and non-state
actors seek to enhance their economic, political, cultural, social, and security
interaction with societal forces within a region through formal or informal
structures.” To make the difference between regionalism and regionalisation
clearer, the following example will suffice: cross-border informal trade is
regarded as a form of regionalisation. However, it is also a factor in enhancing
the economic integration of a region. The informal nature of this, however,
11 M Griffiths & T O’Callaghan, International relations: the key concepts (London, Routledge, 2003), p.156.
12 G Le Pere & E Tjønneland, “Which way SADC? Advancing co-operation and integration in Southern Africa”,
(Occasional Paper no. 50, Institute of Global Dialogue, Johannesburg, 2005), p. 42.
13 M Smith, Regions and regionalism… p. 60.
14 R Stubbs & G Underhill, Political economy and the changing global order, 2nd ed. (Toronto, Oxford University
Press, 2000), pp. 231-234.
15 M Smith, Regions and regionalism… p. 60.
16 MC Lee, The political economy of regionalism in Southern Africa… p. 8.
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puts it outside the activities/domain of regionalism.
Currently, it is generally acknowledged that the European Union (EU) is
the best example of regionalism in the world. It consists of a highly developed
set of institutions expressing not only the economic but also increasingly the
political integration of the Western European region. Recently it was extended
into central and Eastern Europe and now also covers the field of security
and defence.17 The current (2009) example of the EU as a successful regional
organisation contributed significantly to the present occurrence of regionalism
worldwide, but the extent to which different regional organisations were
directly influenced by the EU in terms of organization and general conduct,
is not exactly clear.
The focus now shifts to Southern Africa as a separate region in the world
under the banner of the SADC. This international governmental organisation
(IGO) will be analysed in terms of its origin, institutional framework, and
functioning. An attempt will also be made to show that the SADC is indeed
a valid example of regionalism in Southern Africa. (See figure 1).

Figure 1: A map of Africa, with SADC

17 B Russet, H Starr & D Kinsella, World politics: The menu for choice… p. 421.
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SADC: Profile, institutional framework and interaction
Profile
SADC is a direct product of the political history of Southern Africa. It was
originally formed in 1980 as a loose grouping of nine states in the region with
the main aim of coordinating development projects in an effort to lessen their
economic dependence on the then apartheid South Africa. At that stage it
was known as the Southern African Development Co-ordination Conference
(SADCC). The founding member states were Angola, Botswana, Lesotho,
Malawi, Mozambique, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.18
On 17 August 1992, during a Summit of Heads of States or Governments
in Windhoek, Namibia, the SADCC was replaced by SADC with a new
Declaration and Treaty. New member states that have been added to the original
list of nine are the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Mauritius,
Namibia, Seychelles and South Africa. In June 2004, the Seychelles chose to
terminate its membership, with Madagascar taking its place.19 This change
from a Co-ordination Conference to a Council was the result of SADCC
leaders realising that although the co-ordination conference had served them
well and had demonstrated the need to cooperate in development efforts, it
was necessary to give the Organization a legal and more formal status.20
Since its inception as a newly constructed organisation in 1992 until
2001 the functioning of SADC involved the allocation of specific sectors of
responsibility for each member state. In practical terms this meant that each
state was supposed to propose policies, strategies and priorities for the sector
it was responsible for, process projects and report to the Council of Ministers.
These sectors were as follows: Angola – energy commission; Botswana
– agricultural research, livestock production and animal disease control;
Lesotho – environment, land management and water; Malawi – Inland
fisheries, forestry and wildlife; Mauritius – tourism; Mozambique – culture,
information, sports, and the Transport and Communications Commission;
Namibia – marine, fisheries and resources legal affairs; South Africa – finance,
investment and health; Swaziland – human resources development; Tanzania
– industry and trade; Zambia – employment, labour and mining; Zimbabwe
18 Department of Foreign Affairs of South Africa, “Southern African Development Community”, 2007 (available
at http://www.dfa.gov.za/foreign/Multilateral/Africa/sadc.htm, as accessed on 30 Jan. 2008).
19 S Sitta, “Seychelles: The obituary of a former SADC member”, SADC Barometer, 8, March 2005, p. 8.
20 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006 (available at http://www.sadc.int/about_sadc/
history.php, as accessed on 21 Jan. 2008), p. 2.
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– crop production, food, agriculture and natural resources.21
This sector-based approach and strategy for achieving the goals of SADC
was not successful and the need for drastic changes to procedures was keenly
felt amongst member states. Therefore, in 1999, a decision was made by the
SADC Summit that a review must be conducted of the institutions of SADC
as well as its operations in order to strive more successfully in achieving the
ultimate objective of SADC, namely to build a harmonious region “…to
enable the pooling of resources to achieve collective self-reliance so as to
improve the living standards of the people of the region”22, and to foster market
integration23. The mentioned review was completed in December 2000 and
endorsed at a SADC Summit meeting in March 2001. Its implementation
started immediately after that.

Institutional framework
Following the adoption by the extra-ordinary Summit of the Report on the
Restructuring of SADC Institutions, the principle institutions of the SADC
are as follows24 (see figure 2):

21 Department of Foreign Affairs of South Africa, “Southern African Development Community”, 2007 (available
at http://www.dfa.gov.za/foreign/Multilateral/Africa/sadc.htm, as accessed on 30 Jan. 2008).
22 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006… p. 2.
23 The overall objectives of SADC are contained in Chapter 3, Article 5, of the 1992 SADC Treaty. It is notable
that in 2000, SADC member states added to the existing list of objectives the combating of HIV/AIDS and
poverty eradication. MC Lee, The political economy of regionalism in Southern… p. 47.
24 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006… pp. 1-6.
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Figure 2 (Cont.): Summit of the Report on the restructuring of SADC Institutions

•

Summit – consists of the Heads of State and/or Government. The Summit
is the ultimate policy-making institution of SADC. It is responsible for the
overall policy direction and control of functions of the Community. It usually
meets once a year (August/September). More functions of the Summit are
summarized under Article 10 of the SADC Treaty.

•

The troika – The Troika system consists of the Chair, Incoming Chair and the
Outgoing Chair of SADC. It has been in practice since it was established by
Summit at its meeting in Mozambique in August 1999. Other member states
may be co-opted into the Troika as and when necessary. The purpose of this
system was to enable the Organization to execute tasks and implement decisions
expeditiously and to provide policy direction to the SADC Institutions inbetween regular SADC meetings.

•

Organ on politics, defence and security – The Organ is co-ordinated at the level
of Summit on a Troika basis and must report to the Chairperson of SADC; the
Chairperson of the Organ serves on a rotational basis for a period of one year;
the Member State holding the Chairpersonship of the Organ also provides the
secretariat services; the Chairperson of the Organ shall not simultaneously hold
the Chair of the Summit; the structure, operations and functions of the Organ
are regulated by the Protocol on Politics, Defence and Security Cooperation.

•

Council of Ministers – the Council consists of Ministers from each member
state, usually from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Economic Planning
or Finance. The Council is responsible for overseeing the functioning and
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development of SADC and ensuring that policies are properly implemented.
Council usually meets twice a year in January and just before Summit in August
or September.
•

Integrated Committee of Ministers – this is a new institution with the
purpose of ensuring proper policy guidance, coordination and harmonization
of cross-sectoral activities. The Integrated Committee performs the following
functions:

-

Oversee the activities of the four core areas of integration, namely trade,
industry, finance and investment ;

-

Constituted by at least two Ministers from each member state and responsible
to the Council of Ministers; and

-

Provide policy guidance to the Secretariat.

•

SADC Tribunal – The Treaty of SADC also makes provision for a Tribunal
which is not yet established. A protocol to create the Tribunal was signed in
Windhoek, Namibia, during the 2000 Ordinary Summit. Once established, the
Tribunal will ensure adherence to and proper interpretation of the provisions of
the SADC Treaty and adjudicate disputes referred to it.

•

SADC National Committees – these committees are composed of key
stakeholders, notably government, private sector and civil society in member
states. Their main functions are to provide inputs at the national level in the
formulation of regional policies and strategies, as well as coordinate and oversee
the implementation of these programmes at the national level.

•

Standing Committee of Senior Officials – the functions of this Committee
are provided for under Article 13 of the Treaty. The standing Committee
of Officials consists of one Permanent/Principal Secretary or an official of
equivalent rank from each member state. The responsibility of this Committee
is to give technical advice to the Council of Ministers.

•

Secretariat – this is the principal executive institution of SADC responsible
for strategic planning, co-ordination and management of SADC programmes.
It is headed by an Executive Secretary and has its headquarters in Gaborone,
Botswana. The Extra-Ordinary Summit agreed that the Secretariat should
be strengthened in terms of both its mandate and the provision of adequate
resources to achieve its goals effectively as provided under Article 14 of the
Treaty. The most important functions of the Secretariat are:

-

Strategic planning and management of the programme(s) of SADC;

-

Implementation of the decisions of the Summit and Council;
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-

Organization and management of SADC meetings;

-

Financial and general administration;

-

Representation and promotion of SADC; and

-

Promotion and harmonization of policies and strategies of Member States.

A Department of Strategic Planning, Gender and Development and Policy
Harmonization has also been established to strengthen the Secretariat in
achieving its main functions, particularly regarding strategic planning, gender
mainstreaming, and the management and harmonization of policies. This
department consists of the following four Directorates:
-

Trade, Industry, Finance and Investment (TIFI);

-

Infrastructure and Services;

-

Food, Agriculture and Natural Resources (FANR); and

-

Social and Human Development and Special Programs.

What is important in this regard is that the former 20 sectors of responsibility
were now all clustered under these four directorates.25 This, of course,
highlights the importance of these directorates in terms of their role in
realising the SADC’s general objectives. Consequently, mention must also be
made of the SADC Programme of Action (SPA) which represents the totality
of the previously mentioned Sectoral Programmes and which are now the
responsibility of the four Directorates mentioned above. At the end of 2006
the number of projects under the SPA stood at 407 with an estimated cost of
US$8.09 billion.26 This gives an indication of the scope and importance of
the activities of SADC’s programme of action.
Under the SPA, several protocols have been developed and signed in the fields
of Shared Water Course Systems, Energy, Combating Illicit Drug Trafficking,
Transport, Communication and Meteorology, Trade27, Education and
Training, Mining, Immunities and Privileges, Health, Wildlife Conservation
and Law Enforcement, Tribunal and Legal Affairs. Most of these have been
ratified and are at various stages of implementation.

25 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006… p. 6.
26 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006… p. 5.
27 The trade protocol is viewed as very important for SADC`s integration process and started functioning in
January, 2000 following its ratification.
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Importantly, the work of the Department of Strategic Planning, Gender
and Development and Policy Harmonization and the four directorates
functioning under it is supposed to actually spearhead SADC in the direction
of achieving its objectives. The first directorate, Trade, Industry, Finance and
Investment, has the task of achieving regional economic integration and
poverty eradication in Southern Africa. It is trying to do this by creating a
positive investment and trade environment in SADC countries. Objectives
include the establishment of a single regional market; the removal of barriers
to the movement of goods, services and people; and the promotion of crossborder investment.28
In accordance with the Protocol on Trade, all intra-SADC trade tariffs were
to be removed by 2012, a custom union was to be implemented by 2010, a
common market by 2015, a monetary union by 2016, and a single currency
was to be introduced by 2018. Plans and activities to achieve these goals are
still on track with the approval of the 2009 SADC budget by the SADC
Council of Ministers.29 The extent to which the preparatory groundwork for
the successful implementation of these objectives are in place, is, however,
seriously questioned and will later be discussed when the obstacles and
challenges to SADC are reviewed.
The second directorate, that of Infrastructure and Services, is also active
in its efforts to achieve its objectives. This Directorate focuses on transport,
communications and meteorology, energy, tourism and water. As can be
expected, at the SADC`s birth, transport was regarded as the most important
area to be developed, because if that was not done, other areas of cooperation
would of course have become impractical.

Interaction
The SADC`s road network, covering a distance of more than 1 million km,
is the most important mode of transport for both freight and passengers and
therefore crucially important to the economy of the region. The continuing
process of upgrading roads can thus be regarded as part of a wider strategy to
alleviate poverty and the pursuit of economic growth and development.

28 Anon., The Europa world yearbook, volume 1 (London, Routledge, 2006), p. 376.
29 N Dlamini-Zuma, Post Council media briefing, 27 February 2009, p. 7.
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The tourism sector functions within the context of national and regional socioeconomic development objectives. It comprises four components: tourism
product development; tourism marketing and research; tourism services; and
human resources development and training. SADC has promoted tourism
for the region at trade fairs in Europe and has initiated a project to provide a
range of promotional material and a regional tourism directory.
The Directorate of Food, Agriculture and Natural Resources aims to develop,
coordinate and harmonize policies and programmes on agriculture and
natural resources with the focus on sustainability. The directorate covers the
following sectors: agricultural research and training; inland fisheries; forestry;
wildlife; marine fisheries and resources; food security; livestock production
and animal disease control; and environment and land management. SADC
figures indicate that agriculture contributes about 30% of the region’s GNP,
accounts for about 25% of total earnings of foreign exchange and employs
some 80% of the labour force. The principle objectives of this directorate
are regional food security, agricultural development and natural resource
development.30 Planning and budgeting for achieving these objectives on a
continuous basis, are is done annually.31
Generally, under the auspices of this directorate, SADC aims at protecting
and improving the health, environment and livelihoods of people living in the
Southern African region; at preserving the natural heritage and biodiversity of
the region; and at supporting regional economic development on a sustainable
basis. There is also a focus on capacity building, training, regional co-operation
and the exchange of information in all areas related to the environment and
land management.
The fourth directorate, namely on Social and Human Development and
Special Programmes, aims at supplying the region with skilled manpower by
providing training in the following categories: high-level managerial personnel;
agricultural managers; high- and medium-level technicians; artisans; and
instructors. As a special programme, SADC adopted a protocol on Health in
August 1999. A strategic framework and programme of action for tackling
the HIV/AIDS endemic in the region, formed part of this protocol. A special
summit on HIV/AIDS was held in July 2003 in Maseru, Lesotho, also
attended by representatives of the World Bank, UNAIDS, and the WHO.
30 Anon., The Europa world yearbook 2006… p. 361.
31 N Dlamini-Zuma, Post Council media briefing, p. 7.

100

Southern Africa, regionalism and the SADC

The Maseru Declaration on HIV/AIDS was issued after the meeting, which
identified priority areas for action, including prevention, access to testing and
treatment, and social mobilization. 32
The aims and objectives stated above of each directorate translate into major
challenges. The important point is that these challenges must be decisively and
successfully tackled as a condition for functional regionalism and, ultimately,
regional integration33 in Southern Africa. Undoubtedly, an adequate
institutional and policy foundation has been laid for the potential successful
functioning of SADC. It can even be said that the institutional framework
that was created and implemented since 2001 is almost too comprehensive
to the point of making SADC a clumsy Inter-governmental Organization
(IGO). Even so, the organisation is expected to perform better in its attempts
to address the development problems facing the region. However, much is
still to be done of which the strengthening of the Secretariat is probably one
of the most important tasks. Unfortunately, this is not enough to render and
guarantee effective leadership and policymaking.
For the SADC it is crucial to address the developmental needs of the region
that it represents and to position Southern Africa in such a way that it can
effectively meet the challenges of a globalizing world economy and to take
advantage of the opportunities presented by globalisation. This, along with
other dynamic changes taking place in the region on a continuous basis,
represents major challenges to the organization. In fact, it can be said that the
SADC is only now beginning with the real process of regional integration34.
However, this process is severely hampered by a range of issues (apart from
those already mentioned) that the members of SADC will need to address
constructively as a prerequisite for achieving even its most basic objectives.

Obstacles and challenges
Regionalism and regional integration are not new concepts in sub-Saharan
Africa. Since decolonization, policy-makers tried to make regional integration
a reality in Africa. Gibb35 points out that a widely held belief exists “…that
32 Anon., The Europa world yearbook 2006… p. 362.
33 Regional integration is regarded as the next higher phase of economic cooperation in a specific region.
34 H Masemola, “An analysis and appraisal of restructuring in SADCC/SADC since 1990” (MA, UNISA, 2005),
p.163.
35 R Gibb, “The challenge of regional integration in Southern Africa”, South African yearbook of international
affairs, 2006/7, p. 75.
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the economic integration of Africa is a condition for real independence and
development”. Indeed, Southern Africa faces such serious development issues
that governments have to recognise that existing national boundaries have a
serious inhibiting effect on economic growth and recovery. Therefore, it seems
as if regional integration is a necessary step to take.
It is with this realization in mind that the SADC, during the past few years
(1992-2003), adopted policies and protocols aimed at furthering regional
integration and also involved the region more actively in the global economy.36
In this regard the Regional Indicative Strategic Development Plan (RISDP),
adopted by SADC, is regarded as very important because it provides strategic
direction to the organization and is also supposed to operationalise the
common agenda of the SADC.37 Trade is the main instrument with which
deeper regional cooperation and integration is to be achieved; and for that
purpose a trade protocol was integrated into the framework of the RISDP. In
terms of this trade protocol it was the goal to create a free trade area (FTA) in
the region already by 2008, a customs union by 2010, and a common market
by 2015. However, the achievement of these goals is hampered by several
factors which are found mainly within the SADC itself.
Mulaudzi38 mentions the following obstacles: problems regarding the
original rules in terms of which SADC was created, a lack of enthusiasm
for trade liberalisation, low levels of intra-regional trade, tariff and non-tariff
barriers, and overlapping membership of various regional organizations.
With reference to the first issue, Mulaudzi states that the current SADC rules
changed notably from the earlier ones and that they have become complex
and restrictive and as a result inhibit the liberalisation of regional industries
and trade. Therefore it is important that these rules be reformed and
simplified so that intra-regional trade can be boosted and the process of the
SADC’s integration into the world economy be furthered. Regarding trade
liberalisation, some member states are guilty of being reluctant to help create
an environment auspicious for the free movement of goods in the region. This
is because of fears that trade liberalisation will reduce revenue from trade taxes
due to the fact that all SADC countries, except South Africa, receive more
than 10% of their total revenue from this source of income. Subsequently
low levels of intra-regional trade are the result, a substantial problem in its
36 Anon., South African yearbook 2005/06 (Pretoria, GCIS), p. 341.
37 Anon., The Statesman`s yearbook 2009, (New York, Palgrave), p. 62. .
38 C Mulaudzi, “Going nowhere slowly”, Global Dialogue, 13(1), 2008, p. 30.
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own right. What is more, intra-regional trade is inhibited by the existence of
extensive non-tariff barriers (NTBs) across Southern Africa like cumbersome
customs procedures, complex import and export licensing and quotas, and
unnecessary import bans. Ironically, the SADC has thus far done very little to
remove these obstacles. This fact contributed largely to a Free Trade Area not
being implemented in 2008 as has been planned.39
Finally, there is the obstacle of overlapping membership of various
regional organizations, namely the East African Community (EAC), the
Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the South
African Customs Union (SACU), and SADC. These institutions overlap
geographically, structurally, and through shared membership. This situation
impedes greater integration and continues unabated40. Mulaudzi41 concludes
that regional governments will not successfully reach their goals unless they
commit themselves much more seriously to a common integration agenda. In
this way the region’s role in the global economy is undermined as well as the
possibility of progressively reducing poverty.
Apart from the obstacles indicated above, there are also strong indications
that the SADC Secretariat is experiencing problems with its monitoring and
integration responsibilities, a direct result of the fact that the Secretariat was
not strengthened with more power and authority as was promised with the
unveiling of the new institutional structure of the SADC in August 2004.
The Secretariat thus remains crippled because of bureaucratic inefficiencies,
staff shortages, and an inability to produce important policy proposals.42
Therefore if these problems and deficiencies are not addressed as a matter of
urgency, the SADC will continue to be an international organization without
substance and with the status of yet another example of a failed development
experiment in Africa.
Gibb43 mentioned another factor that can also be regarded as a threat to
functional integration in Southern Africa, namely the disparities in the degree
of development among the countries of the region. This problem manifests
39 C Mulaudzi, “Going nowhere slowly…”, p. 32.
40 In this regard Tanzania sets a positive example by quitting its membership from COMESA in 2000 because of
the high costs associated with membership of three international organizations (COMESA, SADC, and EAC)
and because of accelerated co-operation within SADC and the EAC (S Sitta, “Quitting Comesa: implications
for Tanzania”, SADC Barometer (1), 2005, p. 8).
41 C Mulaudzi, “Going nowhere slowly…”, p. 33.
42 C Mulaudzi, “Going nowhere slowly…”, p. 30.
43 R Gibb, “The challenge of regional integration in Southern Africa…”, p. 78.
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itself most clearly in the inequalities between South Africa and the other
countries of Southern Africa. Pretoria dominates politics and economics in
the region and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. The most
important issue that is raised by this reality is: “…the question of how best
to merge a semi-developed state, South Africa, with developing and lessdeveloped countries”44. What tends to happen is that industrial development
is concentrated in the most economically active member state and it is virtually
impossible to decentralize these activities to other countries with much less or
non-existent infra-structure. Therefore, when regional integration is allowed
to continue on the principles of the free market a concentration of goods,
services and development will take place in those countries with better infrastructure.45 No clear consensus presently exists regarding both this issue and
what the best approach should be to reduce regional inequalities.
Oosthuizen is of opinion that not even a better structured and more focused
and cohesive SADC will be capable of improving its performance to a
significant degree in the foreseeable future. The reasons for this is merely the
fact that the organization and its members lack the human, financial and
institutional capacity to implement and reach most of the SADC`s plans
and objectives. The member states of the SADC are just not capable of
meaningfully participating in the organization’s activities mainly because of
a lack of finances, institutional weaknesses, general needs that are too great,
and too few skilled personnel. Oosthuizen46 states that a clear indication of
capacity constraints regarding the members of the SADC is the fact that in
their cooperation efforts they rarely move beyond statements of intent. It is
not the task or responsibility of the Secretariat to address the shortcomings
of members to carry out their duties. In fact, as was mentioned above, the
Secretariat has its own capacity problem and cannot even perform its own
duties properly.
Recent developments in the region of Southern Africa give impetus to the
pessimistic views of many commentators regarding the future of SADC.
Reference is being made to the role and position of Zimbabwe as a key
country in the region.47 The present government in Harare has virtually
destroyed the country’s viability and economic ability to survive and has
44 R Gibb, “The challenge of regional integration in Southern Africa”…p. 82.
45 R Gibb, “The challenge of regional integration in Southern Africa”…p. 83.
46 G Oosthuizen, “The future of the Southern African Development Community”, South African Yearbook of
International Affairs, p. 95.
47 H Masemola, “An analysis and appraisal of restructuring...”, p. 163.
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brought Zimbabwe to a position of total dependence on its neighbours and
the international community. What is more, the present lack of political and
economic liberalization in Zimbabwe is destined to continue for at least the
short to medium term.48 As a result of the deteriorating political and economic
situation in Zimbabwe during the past five years, millions of Zimbabwean
citizens have fled the country, most of who have moved to South Africa.
With socio-political instability in member states of this nature it is of course
not possible for an international regional organization such as the SADC to
function normally and according to expectations.
This leaves us with the reality that the SADC is presently not nearly
functioning according to potential and that much is still to be done before
proper regional co-operation, not to speak of real regional integration, can be
achieved.

Conclusion
In its pre-1994 phase of existence (as SADCC), when its main aim was
minimizing dependence on South Africa, SADC enjoyed relative success.
However, as a re-organized organization since 1994 as the SADC, it proved to
be struggling to implement its regional programmes. Rapid progress has been
made with regard to policies and agreements, but because of weak and nonfunctioning institutions the implementation of decisions has lagged behind.
Not even the organizational overhaul of SADC in 2001 changed this lack of
ability to perform. The stronger leadership and a more effective Secretariat
that have been hoped for have not materialised.
One of the main reasons why weak or non-existent leadership in the
SADC continues is because of the fact that the organization is still making
its decisions on the basis of the principle of consensus. No supra-national
decision-making powers exist and member countries cannot be forced to
implement decisions. The net effect of SADC’s shortcomings, is that there is
an abundance of discussions and talks taking place, but very little actions in
terms of successful policy implementation and solving of issues. Strong and
undivided support for the SADC from all member countries are essential,
which can only occur if members realise that the programme and policies of
48 G Hill, What happens after Mugabe? Can Zimbabwe raise from the ashes? (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2005), p.
viii.
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the organization are directly in the national interest of each country and its
populations. Apparently, member states realize this and lip service is given to
this objective, but in practice very little seems to be happening.
The problem seems to be located in the different political outlooks and
interpretation of interest among member countries, along with huge disparities
in development between member states. Although South Africa’s future role
as a regional power in Southern Africa and as a member of the SADC is of
major importance, the specific way it is going to play its part has the potential
of making or breaking the SADC. Thus far it is clear, however, that South
Africa is not going to be the so-called great political and/or economic rescuer
of Southern Africa or Africa in a broader sense. The growing signs of political
instability taking root in the South African political reality and the realization
that economic growth in the region cannot be guaranteed by Pretoria, are
proof of this observation.
However, in spite of the concerns and reservations regarding the SADC`s
ability to achieve its integration goals, it must be noted that there is wide
agreement with regard to the achievements of SADC since 1980. The view is
that the SADC has actually achieved quite a lot, of which the following are
specifically relevant:49
•

The SADC demonstrates that regional co-operation is indeed possible;

•

The Organization contributed in creating a sense of unity and belonging among
its members and strengthened an already existing tradition of consultation
among the governments of Southern Africa;

•

The SADC created and launched a regional plan of action which covers
cooperation in various economic sectors; and

•

Under the SADC’s Programme of Action (SPA) a number of infrastructural
projects have been undertaken and completed – rehabilitation of roads, railway
lines and harbours, and the development of new seeds for adapting it to different
climatic conditions of the SADC region.

Unfortunately, the mentioned list of ‘achievements’ represents a mere
starting point. To prove its worth SADC will now have to deliver on the real
integration objectives it has set for itself. Taking the past into consideration,
it can be argued that the SADC failed as an instrument of development and
did not change the economic well-being of the region in any dramatic way.
49 Anon., “SADC history, evolution and current status”, 2006…p. 6.
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The very fact is that if SADC ceased to exist tomorrow, the general population
of Southern Africa will not be adversely affected in a noticeable fashion. In
other words, the SADC, in its present guise is, alas, not a successful agent of
development. This means that the populations of the region can hardly hope
for a major short or medium term development boost from the SADC as a
regional organization.
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From “struggle” to “post-revolutionary” politics: The
National Party, the African National Congress, and the “great
rapprochement”
Patrick J Furlong
Alma College
Michigan, USA

Opsomming
Die Nasionale Party as regerende party onder Suid-Afrika se apartheidsbestel,
en sy langtydse teenstander en navolger, die African National Congress, blyk
onwaarskynlike onderwerpe vir ‘n vergelyking: Die een verwant aan, en bekend
vir, bekrompe etniese “verregse” nasionalisme, militante anti-Kommunisme,
rassisme, en deur sommige kritici ge-etiketeer as te assosieer met afwisselende
kwasie-fascisme. Die ander: Die ANC, as ‘n politieke groepering met vae
sosialistiese neigings en langdurige bande met die Kommunistiese Party. Tog
het beide die NP en die ANC baie in gemeen. Beide het ontwikkel in ‘n tyd
van oorloë: Byvoorbeeld die Suid-Afrikaanse Oorlog, die Wêreldoorloë, en
‘n langdurige stryd teen ‘n vorm van blanke heerskappy. Albei het ook vir
jare hulself aangebied as buitengewone politieke party binne ‘n nasionalistiese
grondslag (NP: Veral die wit Afrikaan en die ANC: Veral die swart Afrikaan)
en as bewegings gemoeid met ‘n revolusionêre stryd teen ‘n onderdrukkende
stelsel (NP: Teen Britse kolonialisme en die ANC: Teen apartheid). Voorts
was albei ondubbelsinnig teenoor grootskaalse kapitalisme. Toe beide hierdie
politieke groeperinge in ‘n stadium aan bewind gekom het, het elk ’n meer
pragmatiese vorm van politiek gevolg, ‘n wyer steunbasis gesoek, en hulle
aangepas by die voorskrifte van die wêreldkapitalisme. Tog het geeneen
heeltemal ontslae geraak van die “strydpolitiek” nie. Dit sluit in ‘n beperkte
geduld met direkte kritiek, of standpunte oor, die desentralisasie van gesag,
asook die neiging om terug te val op groepsidentiteit en ‘n sterk afkeer te toon
vir individualistiese liberalisme. Ondertussen het die NP tot niet gegaan, en
heelwat van die oorblyfsels daarvan is deur die ANC verswelg. In vele opsigte
beklemtoon hierdie historiese gegewe in welke mate hierdie “ou vyande” met
mekaar in gemeen gehad het.
Keywords: Afrikaner; Afrikaan; African; Nationalism; Struggle; Postrevolutionary; Pragmatism; National Party; African National Congress.
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Introduction
South Africa’s long-ruling National Party and its longtime foe and successor,
the African National Congress, seem unlikely subjects for comparison. The
NP, in power from 1948 to 1994, was associated with white Afrikaner rule,
apartheid racism, militant anti-Communism, and at times even charges of
quasi-fascism.1 The ANC, in contrast, led a decades-long anti-racist insurgency.
Its socialist leanings became more explicit after in 1960 it was outlawed
and, lacking Western support for armed struggle, turned in exile to Soviet
sponsorship, strengthening existing ties to the South African Communist
Party.2
This essay is not offered as a work of original, archive-based scholarship. It
is more of a “thought-piece,” exploring some possible parallels between these
movements, however improbable given the above considerations, the idea
for which was first prompted by the extraordinary rapprochement between
the ANC and revamped “New” NP (renamed “New NP” in 1998 in the
hope of stemming recent voting losses),3 most of its leadership ultimately
absorbed by the ANC after successive election defeats in 1999 and 2004.4
The salience of that development seemed only underlined in May 2009
following the next election. Even the remnant in Parliament of the exclusivist
Afrikaner nationalism once promoted by the NP, Pieter Mulder’s Freedom
Front Plus party, which had long held out for an Afrikaner homeland or
Volkstaat, now also embraced the politics of rapprochement when Mulder
accepted an invitation to join new President Jacob Zuma’s government as a
1

2

3

4

Compare WH Vatcher, White laager: The rise of Afrikaner nationalism (New York, FA Praeger, 1965); B Bunting,
The rise of the South African reich (London, International Defence and Aid Fund, 1986; orig. pub. 1964); P
Furlong, Between crown and swastika: The impact of the radical right on the Afrikaner nationalist movement in
the fascist era (Middletown, Connecticut, Wesleyan University Press, 1991); D O’Meara, Forty lost years: The
apartheid state and the politics of the National Party 1948-1994 (Athens, Ohio, Ohio University Press, 1996).
Compare F Meli, A history of the ANC: South Africa belongs to us (Bloomington and Indianopolis, Indiana
University Press, 1988); H Holland, The struggle: A history of the African National Congress (New York: George
Braziller, 1989); J Frederikse, The unbreakable thread: Non-racialism in South Africa (Bloomington and
Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 1990); S Ellis and T Sechaba, Comrades against apartheid: The ANC &
the South African Communist Party in exile (Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 1992).
See Versoening: Oorkom die verdeelde verlede - Aanvaar ons gedeelde toekoms (NNP Federal Council, 2004)
(available at http://www.nnp.co.za/HTML/home.asp, as accessed on 13 August 2004). The NP was renamed
to stem voting losses. See W Breytenbach, “The new National Party”, A Reynolds, Election ’99 South Africa:
From Mandela to Mbeki (New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1999), p. 120.
In August 2004, after winning 1.7% of the vote in the April election (compared with 20% in the 1994 first
non-racial election), the NNP announced it would cease operations in the next few weeks, when party leader M
van Schalkwyk applied for ANC membership, but exist in name until September 2005, when Parliament next
allowed switching between parties. See M Wines, “South Africa dissolves party that was architect of apartheid”,
New York Times, 9 August 2004, p. A4.
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deputy minister.5
Were these movements really such opposites after all, or has the conservative
commentator RW Johnson been proved correct in a 1996 article that “the
continuities between Afrikaner and African nationalism are far greater than
the discontinuities”?6 His piece predated the shift from the newly more liberal
if still oppositionist NP led by FW De Klerk (after withdrawing from Nelson
Mandela’s post-1994 Government of National Unity in 1996) to the more
overtly accommodationist NNP under Marthinus van Schalkwyk, who led
what was left of his party into the ANC, but that development seems only to
confirm RW Johnson’s view.
After all, both long presented themselves not as ordinary political parties but
as “national” (NP: white Afrikaner; ANC: African7) liberation movements
in a revolutionary struggle against an oppressive system (NP: versus British
colonialism, ANC: versus apartheid), and both were ambivalent about largescale capitalism. In power both adjusted to a more pragmatic politics, sought
a more diverse base, and accommodated, albeit with some internal dissent,
the dictates of global capitalism.

From “struggle” radical populism to “post-revolutionary” pragmatic
capitalism
RW Johnson noted the NP’s curious whites-only “leftism” prior to its 1948
victory, including the goal of nationalizing the gold and diamond mines,
hostility to “Jewish capitalists” and the white English-speaking upper class,
and much rhetoric about “saving” poor Afrikaners. In practice, the apartheid
regime soon showed the interests of its mainly petit bourgeois leaders -- many
of them members of the secretive Afrikaner Broederbond (Afrikaner Brothers’
Union or AB) - backing off nationalization and making a peace of sorts
with English-speaking capitalists. Its turning the large public sector into an
5

6
7

Anon., “DA: Mulder puts pension before principle”, Mail and Guardian online, 11 May 2009 (available at
http://www.mg.co.za/article/2009-05-11-da-mulder-puts-pension-before-principle, as accessed on 11 May
2009). On the protracted demise of the NP, see C van der Westhuizen, White power & the rise and fall of the
National Party (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2007), pp. 247-327; I Aucamp and J Swanepoel, Einde van ‘n groot
party: ‘n Vrystaatse perspektief op die (N)NP (Allensnek, Morrison Befonds, 2007).
RW Johnson, “The new South Africa”, National review, 48(25), 31 December 1996, p. 25.
Non-Africans (whites, mixed race “coloreds,” and those of Indian descent) living in exile were admitted to the
ANC only in 1969 and to the ANC national executive committee only in 1985. T Karis and G Gerhart, From
protest to challenge: A documentary history of African politics in South Africa, 1882-1990, Vol.5 – Nadir and
resurgence, 1964-1979 (Pretoria, UNISA Press, 1997), p. 36.
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Afrikaner preserve, blocking English-speakers’ competition at one end and
that from blacks at the other, merely enriched an expanding Afrikaner middle
class.
The parallels with the post-apartheid era are, as RW Johnson comments,
striking. The revolutionary ANC, led by “another class of teachers, trade
unionists, lawyers, and clerics,” made its own peace with capitalism, also
not nationalizing the mines, focusing instead on aggressive “transformation”
benefitting primarily the black petite bourgeoisie. RW Johnson argues that
the once highly secretive South African Communist Party (which like the
AB provided key Cabinet members) functioned like the AB had for the NP
(as an elite vanguard group), although the SACP, like the AB, found that
ideology often had to give way to pragmatism once in power. However, this
was far more rapid in the case of ANC rule, while taking several decades in
the apartheid era.8
RW Johnson’s critique of the ANC’s accommodating capitalism once in power
is even more true for after Thabo Mbeki succeeded Mandela as president.
Leftwing critics concur. John Saul derides Mbeki’s “unqualified commitment
to his chosen role of architect of South Africa’s appeasement of capitalism....”9
Patrick Bond views the “neoliberal clique” in the ANC as the captives of global
capitalism.10 As tensions grew between the Congress of South African Trade
Unions (COSATU) and the Mbeki government, the former complained of
an ANC leadership “drifting towards dictatorship” amidst efforts “to shift
the ANC... from its radical character into a moderate, centre-left political
party....”11 SACP General Secretary Blade Nzimande warned of “the triumph
of money (greed, get-rich-quick mentality) over the will of the people” and
“overlapping interests between some of our cadres in the echelons of the state
and business.”12 A 2006 CP discussion document described emerging black

8
9

RW Johnson, “The new South Africa”, National review, 48(25), 31 December 1996, pp. 25-26.
J Saul, “Cry for the beloved country: The post-apartheid denouement”, S Jacobs and R Calland, Thabo Mbeki’s
World: The politics and ideology of the South African President (London and New York, Zed Books, 2003), p.
48.
10 P Bond, Global capitalism: South Africa meets the World Bank, IMF and international finance (Cape Town,
University of Cape Town Press, 2001), pp. 280-81.
11 M Letsoalo and V Robinson, “Cosatu warns against Mbeki dictatorship”, Mail and Guardian online, 25
May 2006 (available at http:www.mg.co.za/articlePage.aspx?articleid=272738&area=insight/insight/insight_
national/, as accessed on 26 May 2006).
12 B Nzimande, “Assessing options of the working class and its relationship to state power in a democratic South
Africa: Address to NUM congress, 24 May 2006, Gallagher Estate, Midrand” (available at http://www.sacp.org.
za/ index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1490&Itemid=100, as accessed on 26 May 2006).
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capitalists as “parasitic” in “reliance on and symbiotic relation with the upper
echelons of the state apparatus”13 - parallelling the rise of Afrikaner capitalism
after the NP coming to power in 1948.
In some ways, the growing divide between the populist left (SACP, COSATU,
and ANC Youth League hardliners in particular) and the more pro-business
wing of the ANC and its close allies, the newly wealthy beneficiaries of the
post-1994 government’s “Black Economic Empowerment” program, parallels
those noted by Dan O’Meara between the traditionalist petit bourgeois and
working class verkrampte (“narrow”) NP hardliners in the AB (and Afrikaner
trade unions) and the emerging pragmatic verligte (“enlightened”) aggressive,
self-confident nouveau riche capitalists. 14 The latter benefitted most from the
NP’s own Afrikaner economic empowerment program, emerging dominant
in the PW Botha era from 1978, when the NP regime tried to marry a
“reformed” apartheid to the realities of modern capitalism.

The “politics of struggle”: Nationalism, anti-imperialism, liberation,
and the crucible of war
The history of the ANC and NP during their respective “liberation struggles”
suggests why they eventually found more in common with each other than,
for instance, with South African liberals. Both parties were shaped deeply
by wars and associated brutalization, not least due to the notion that as the
bloodied banner-bearer of the “nation,” the NP or Congress was no ordinary
party, but the political embodiment of a righteous “national” struggle. The
exact meaning of the “nation” embodied by the party was often unclear,
varying over time and by audience. Did the NP mean committed “Afrikaner
nationalists” (as in the NP ca.1948), all Afrikaners, all whites committed
to South Africa (NP founder JBM Hertzog’s definition of “Afrikaner”), or
later all supporters of “Western Christian” values, as the NP moved from a
narrowly ethnic to a white nationalist to (in the early 1990s) a broad Christian
Democrat-style party? Did the ANC, long riven by debate on the “national
question,” mean committed “African nationalists,” all “African” blacks, all
South African blacks- including mixed race “Coloureds” and “Indians”- or all
13 Special edition of Bua Komanisi: Information bulletin of the central committee of the Communist Party, 5 (1), May
2006, p. 25.
14 D O’Meara, Volkskapitalisme: Class, capital and ideology in the development of Afrikaner nationalism, 1934-1948
(Johannesburg, Ravan, 1983), p. 251.
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“progressive” South Africans?15
The notion of uniquely embodying a “national” struggle is less contested, if
more familiar in the case of the ANC as an armed liberation movement that
had difficulty adjusting to conventional party politics after its unbanning in
1990. The ANC’s 1979 “Green Book” alluded to the view of the ANC as
not a party in the ordinary sense, but a broad national movement.16 Mandela
acknowledged in his memoirs that one of the ANC’s most demanding tasks
in 1990 was “to transform an illegal underground liberation movement into
a legal mass political party.”17
Yet the NP also viewed itself as a liberation movement, even if in opposition
(1914-24, 1934-48) - it ruled in coalition with the English-speaking Labour
Party and the more “centrist” South African Party from 1924 to 1933 - it
never openly embraced violence against the still “imperialist”- dominated
state. As Malan told the 1941 NP Congress, “We are no ordinary partypolitical organization. We occupy a central position in our Afrikaner volk
(people’s) life... we have our party to thank for our national consciousness,
our language rights, our Afrikaans National newspapers, the expansion of
our freedom, our republican aim and struggle, our united volk will for the
preservation of our white civilization....”18
Afrikaner nationalism certainly was shaped by wars and other violent
episodes, just as African nationalism was shaped by earlier anti-colonial wars,
the world wars, later anti-segregationist campaigns, and the later armed
“struggle.” Both viewed their struggles as against not just internal foes, but
broader “imperialism.” Ironically, to the ANC the NP regime was an agent
of imperialism; in 1970 ANC president Oliver Tambo told the Non-aligned
States:19
The South African white minority regime has over the past few years matured
to become a fully fledged member of the imperialist conspiracy [including
France, the United States, Portugal, West Germany, and Japan];
15 See footnote 7.
16 As quoted in Bua Komanisi, 5(1), May 2006, p. 6.
17 N Mandela, Long walk to freedom: The autobiography of Nelson Mandela (London, Little and Brown, 1994),
p. 584. As he confessed in 1997, “ours was not a planned entry into government....” See G Hawker, “Political
leadership in the ANC: The South African provinces 1994-1999”, Journal of Modern African Studies, 38(4),
December 2000, p. 639.
18 “Die party is moeder”, Speech, Union congress of NP, 3 June 1941; SW Pienaar, SW Pienaar and JJJ Scholtz,
Glo in u volk: Dr DF Malan as redenaar 1908-1954 (Cape Town, Tafelberg, 1964), pp. 38-39.
19 O Tambo, “South Africa and imperialism: Statement to the preparatory meeting of the non-aligned states, May
1970”, A Tambo, Preparing for power: Oliver Tambo speaks (New York, George Braziller, 1988), p. 64.
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this criminal conspiracy [aimed] at regaining lost colonial territories and
countries, the plunder of and exploitation of the peoples and resources of
their country, and the perpetuation of a system of amassing fabulous profits
for industrial and armaments monopolies.

Yet this has echoes of a Malan speech to the 1942 NP congress, describing
the NP as “the antipode (teenvoeter) of capitalism and volk exploitation” and
attacking “British imperialism” for causing such destruction in South Africa
and wanting to tie Afrikaners to the “leading strings” (leiband) of another
land, whether Britain or the United States.20
Afrikaner nationalists were inspired by British treatment of the “Boers,”
the Afrikaners of the Orange Free State and the Zuid Afrikaanse Republiek
(ZAR), in the South African War (1899-1902), when thousands died in
concentration camps and Boer farms were laid waste. Afterwards, as after
a shorter war in 1880-1881 between Britain and the Transvaal, Afrikaner
intellectuals rallied around a new, broader consciousness distinct from
“Cape Dutch”; “Free Stater” or “Transvaler,” focused on the emerging
Afrikaans patois.21 Rodney Davenport has argued that in the negotiations
that led to the Union of South Africa in 1910, Afrikaner leaders rejected any
coalition with the English-speaking “Unionists,” believing that intra-white
conciliation was only possible via “annihilating” the Unionist opposition
and that: “The only acceptable organization for bringing the white groups
together ...was one over which they exercised control.”22 This stance was
shaped by war: “It would have been asking a lot of a community which
had recently paid in suffering for its lack of power to suggest that it should
now relax its grip on the power which it had now acquired.”23 This position
foreshadowed that of the ANC in post-1990 negotiations with De Klerk’s
NP government: the ANC insisted on clear primacy in any “power-sharing”
arrangement, rejecting minority “group rights” or some type of white veto.24
War and struggle shaped even more the early NP, representing a yet narrower
strand of Afrikaner nationalism than that of those negotiating the agreement
on Union such as General Louis Botha, and founded in 1914 by JBM
20 DF Malan, “Opmars na die republiek”, Policy speech, Union congress of NP, 16 September 1942; SW Pienaar
and JJJ Scholtz, Glo in u volk, pp. 43, 49.
21 FA van Jaarsveld, “Die onstaan van die Afrikaanse geskiedskrywing”, Geskiedkundige verkenninge (Pretoria, JL
van Schaik, 1974), pp. 40-50.
22 TRH Davenport, The Afrikaner Bond, 1880-1911 (Cape Town et.al, Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 328.
23 TRH Davenport, The Afrikaner Bond, p. 328.
24 A Sparks, Tomorrow is another country: The inside story of South Africa’s negotiated revolution (Wynberg and
Sandton, Struik, 1994), pp.126-129; N Mandela, Long walk to freedom, p. 569.
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Hertzog, another South African War Boer commander, benefitted greatly
from elections a few months later after a brief but bloody Afrikaner rebellion
against South African participation in the First World War. It swept to power
in the 1924 elections on a tide of anger against the government’s crushing of a
still more violent white worker revolt in 1922. After Hertzog reconciled with
moderate Afrikaners and English-speakers in the 1930s to form the United
Party, the NP leader in the Cape Province, Daniel Malan, remained behind
with hard-line elements as the “Purified” NP, the core of the party that came
to power in 1948.
The Second World War was crucial in mobilizing divided Afrikaner
nationalists, as Prime Minister Jan Smuts led South Africa into the war on the
Allied side, despite bitter NP opposition; Hermann Giliomee recently argued
that the war was more important than the apartheid platform in Malan’s 1948
victory.25 Malan, in the 1941 speech depicting the party as the “mother” of
the Afrikaner nation, compared Smuts’s alleged efforts to threaten, persecute
and oppress the pro-neutral NP with those of British imperialists who, despite
“all of the armed might of the British Empire and “all the barbaric methods
of the [also called the Second English War]” South African War, could not
break the back of Afrikanerdom.”26 The post-1948 government introduced
apartheid, the first all-Afrikaner cabinet, and a republic outside the British
Commonwealth, marking the triumph of the struggle against the “English”
foe and its likely successor as the primary designated enemy of Afrikaner
nationalism, the increasingly politicized, urbanizing black majority.
Although the NP had not become, as many have charged, a “fascist” party,27
its complex relationship in the late 1930s and early 1940s with radical
Right movements such as the Ossewabrandwag (Ox-Wagon Guard or OB)
and Greyshirts, and the presence inside the NP in the early war years of a
fascist caucus, the New Order, did not leave it untouched, helping give it its
more authoritarian, “revolutionary” flavor in the run-up to coming to power
in 1948 (at least relative to Hertzog’s old NP), even though more radical
aspects of its rhetoric (such as nationalizing mines) became less apparent after
consolidating power.28

25 H Giliomee, The Afrikaners: Biography of a people (Charlottesville, Virginia, University of Virginia Press, 2003),
pp. 440, 446.
26 DF Malan, “Die party is moeder”, SW Pienaar; JJJ Scholtz, Glo in u volk, p. 38.
27 R Bunting’s Rise of the South African reich is the most sustained exposition of this view.
28 This is the central thesis of Between crown and swastika.
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There are parallels with the impact on the ANC of its own “wartime” (i.e.
during the armed phase of the liberation struggle) relationship with the SACP,
imparting a revolutionary, sometimes authoritarian flavor that lessened after
1990, but which did not wholly disappear. In one of his frequent attacks on
“reactionary” liberals, Thabo Mbeki asserted that “No revolution is possible
without revolutionaries” and, regarding countering liberal efforts to promote
their vision of change, warned that “To ensure the victory of the national
democratic revolution, this is a struggle we must and will continue to take on,
namely the political and ideological struggle to determine the dominant ideas
for the transformation of our society.”29
The ANC-led armed struggle from the 1960s onward re-shaped the NP
differently from the old Boer-British struggle, encouraging it to reach out
beyond its Afrikaner core to other whites and, in the 1980s, even to “brown”
(“Indian” and mixed race) and black collaborators, to join the struggle against
“the Total Onslaught” (by “international Communism” and its alleged liberal
fellow-travellers), a concept used by PW Botha’s increasingly militarized
regime to justify armed intervention in neighboring states, sending the army
into black townships, and, despite denials, even torture and death squads.
Ironically, this paralleled the ANC admitting non-Africans, even whites,
including in leadership, as it moved from pre-exile “multi-racialism” (when
the ANC led a broad “Congress alliance” including the South African Indian
Congress, the South African Colored People’s organization, and the small
leftwing white Congress of Democrats) to the “non-racialism” of a single
party, while permitting the separate existence (with dual membership) of the
SACP and later the newly formed COSATU in a new alliance.

The problem of violence
If the NP in opposition officially distanced itself from violent resistance by
more extreme Afrikaner nationalists (the rebels of 1914 or 1922 or the OB,
with its associated Stormjaer (Stormtrooper) “saboteurs”, this was always a
complex relationship (state-sanctioned violence once in power is a different
issue: note De Klerk’s discomfort with and Botha’s hostility to the Truth and
29 T Mbeki, “Letter from the president: I-Freedom Charter – bakhala ngayo emazweni!”, ANC today: Online
voice of the African National Congress, 5(1), pp. 7-13 January 2005 (available at http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/
anctoday/2005/at01.htm, as accessed on 4 January 2006).
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Reconciliation Commission).30 The NP benefitted at the polls in 1915 and
1924, as in 1943 and 1948, from its sympathy for reducing the penalties
imposed on those “persecuted” by the state, such as the jailed rebels of 1914
or convicted OB saboteurs, and from its outrage at such state actions. One of
Malan’s first steps on coming to power in 1948 was to free pro-Axis prisoners:
Eric Holm, who broadcast pro-Nazi propaganda to South Africa during
World War II, OB members Julian Visser and HS van Blerk, instigators of a
deadly post office bombing in the war, and Robey Leibbrandt, a Nazi agent
who sought to assassinate Smuts and set up a puppet regime.31
The ANC, like the NP, had a long history while in opposition of rejecting
revolutionary violence against those in power. For nearly forty years after its
founding in 1912 the ANC was remarkably conservative, relying primarily on
petitions, letter-writing, and deputations to state officials. It took repeated
arrests, failure to reward blacks for their support in two world wars,32 the
unsuccessful five year-long “Treason Trial” of the leaders of the ANC and its
allies, police mass shootings such as at Sharpeville in 1960, and outlawing
the major liberation organizations that year to push Congress into backing a
limited armed struggle, initially avoiding civilian targets. As Mandela insisted
at his 1964 trial, the ANC stood for non-violent struggle even after shifting in
1949 from “strictly constitutional means of protest” to Gandhian mass nonviolent defiance and chose armed struggle only when “all lawful modes of
opposition” were outlawed and crushed by force: “We did not want interracial
war, and tried to avoid it to the last minute.”33
Yet these last words hint at the complexity of the ANC’s position on
revolutionary violence too, as it came to accept “collateral damage” and
strikes against “soft” targets. When in 1983 an ANC bombing of air force
headquarters in Pretoria killed and injured many black passersby, ANC
President Oliver Tambo dismissed white critics’ “crocodile tears”:34
30 FW de Klerk, The last trek - A new beginning: The autobiography (London, Macmillan, 1998), pp. 371-385.
31 P Furlong, Between crown and swastika, p. 244; PJ van der Schyff, Die Ossewabrandwag: Vuurtjie in droë
gras (Dept. of History, Potchefstroom University, 1991), pp. 233-34; GC Visser, OB: Traitors or patriots?
(Johannesburg, Macmillan, South Africa, 1976), p. 196.
32 A Grundlingh, Fighting their own war: South African blacks and the First World War (Johannesburg, Ravan,
1987); P Furlong, “The bonds of war: The African National Congress, the Communist Party of South Africa
and the threat of `fascism’”, South African Historical Journal, 36, May 1997, pp. 68-87.
33 N Mandela, “I am prepared to die: Statement from the dock at the opening of the defence case in the Rivonia
trial, Pretoria Supreme Court, 20 April 1964”, K Asmal, D Chidester, and W James, Nelson Mandela in his own
words (New York and Boston, Little and Brown, 2003), pp. 28-29.
34 “Our bases are inside South Africa: An interview with Carlos Cordosa of the Mozambique Information Agency,
July 1983”, A Tambo, Preparing for power, pp. 164-165.
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The innocent were injured by the apartheid system itself, and as our own
struggle intensifies more innocent people are going to get hurt...the exploited
masses accepted that those of them who died were simply casualties...

When in April 2006, liberal Democratic Alliance Cape Town Mayor Helen
Zille was assaulted by ANC supporters, some Congress officials’ defence was
that she had not sought permission to be in an ANC-dominated area.35
Like the NP, the ANC hastened once it had the power to do so to organize
the release of political prisoners, including ones jailed for violence against
civilians. After 1990, in a move reminiscent of Malan’s 1948 amnesty,
the ANC insisted in negotiations with the De Klerk regime that it release
prisoners, including those involved in killings that matched some of the worst
excesses of apartheid regime death squads, such as the bombing of a bar or
“necklace” murders (burning with a petrol-soaked tire around the neck) of
alleged collaborators.36

After the revolution...
The political economy of patronage...
Despite the NP’s accommodating large-scale capitalism after 1948, contra
RW Johnson, it did not embrace truly free market approaches, remaining as
leery of “neo-liberal” economics as the ANC of the 1990s. Walter Williams
has argued that capitalism and apartheid, far from being bedfellows, were
antithetical, insofar as apartheid involved “extensive government allocation
of resources and significant restrictions on exchange.”37 From 1948 to the
early 1990s the NP, seeking to uplift the previously relatively poor Afrikaners,
shifted some 57% of fixed assets to state ownership.38 Apartheid required a
massive expansion of the state bureaucracy and of the state into the economy,
using regulation, licensing and investment to help Afrikaner business. By
1970 half of economically active Afrikaners (versus 17% of English-speaking
whites) worked in the public and semi-public sectors.39 Only in 1987, on
35 T Leon, “Democracy begins at home, Mr President,” SA TODAY, 22 September 2006 (available at http://www.
da.org.za/da/Site/Eng/satoday/ print_satoday.asp?SATodayID=201, as accessed on 24 September 2006).
36 FW De Klerk, The last trek, pp. 250-251.
37 W Williams, South Africa’s war against capitalism (Johannesburg, Juta, 1990), p. 4.
38 RM Price, The apartheid state in crisis: Political transformation in South Africa 1975-1990 (New York and Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 289.
39 RM Price, The apartheid state in crisis, p. 25.
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the eve of black majority rule, did the NP government decide to deregulate
and privatize the huge parastatal sector, a longtime job haven for whites and
especially Afrikaners, including the post office, railways and harbors, state
airline, nuclear energy, electricity, and iron and steel production. This may
have been as much for political reasons, anticipating the transfer of state assets
into ANC hands, as due to a change in economic philosophy.40
Ironically, the ANC protested loudly, hoping once in power to steer to its
supporters the same patronage the NP had once used. Yet after coming to
power in 1994 its stance toward capitalism was, again reminiscent of the
old NP, ambivalent. Indeed, Sampie Terreblanche argues for considerable
continuity between the increasingly cosy relationship between the NP and
corporate interests in the last two decades (the “reform” phase) of apartheid
and the increasingly similar relationship between the ANC and neo-liberal big
capitalists, especially after the signing in late 1993 of a secret protocol between
big business, NP government, and ANC leaders, reading like a corporate
sector wish list, and a “curtain-raiser” for the ANC’s 1996 shift from its 1994
“Reconstruction and Development Program” to the more business-friendly
“Growth, Employment and Redistribution” strategy.41

...Exclusive versus inclusive nationalism
Yet neither party completely shook off the “politics of struggle,” including
limited tolerance for forthright criticism or de-centralization of power, a
tendency under attack to fall back on group identity, and a visceral dislike for
incremental reformist, individualistic liberalism. The NP had abandoned its
“Afrikaner first” ethnic nationalism only with difficulty. As late as 1973 the
government, despite recent efforts to attract foreign capital by for instance
giving large coal export allocations to oil companies such as Shell, decided
to restrict to 50% foreign shares in banks and insurance companies. The
English-speaking whites, despite voting in larger numbers for the NP,
remained at the fringes of government, and while the state still tried to
limit English economic power by, for instance, in 1977 backing off selling
a huge manganese producer, Samancor, when the highest bidder was the
40 JJ Hentz, “The two faces of privatisation: Political and economic logics in transitional South Africa,” Journal of
Modern African Studies, 38(2), 2000, pp. 203-223.
41 S Terreblanche, A history of inequality in South Africa, 1652-2002 (Scottsville, University of Natal Press, 2002),
pp. 96-97.
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leading “English” company, the Anglo-American Corporation, and blocked
the merger of the two biggest English-speaking newspaper companies; at the
same time the Afrikaans press obtained very profitable government printing
contracts, such as for telephone directories.42 All of this has parallels in the
vast bureaucratic complexities of satisfying the ANC’s “Broad-Based Black
Economic Empowerment Codes,” which mandate multiple forms of assessing
private capital’s compliance with the ANC’s own patronage machine.43
Although even in the early apartheid era the NP tried to entice votes by
English-speaking whites, the most they could hope for in political rewards,
even in the 1980s “reform” era, was a token Cabinet seat, long held by Owen
Horwood, and a deputy ministership or two. The top level of government
was an Afrikaner preserve. In Mbeki’s cabinet, an essentially African preserve,
the parallel was perhaps Van Schalkwyk’s lone Afrikaner seat (other “white”
ministers were English-speakers with old “struggle” credentials, primarily in
the SACP).44
The ANC might, ironically, have adopted a yet more overt African nationalism
once in power were it not for Joe Slovo’s SACP, which under Slovo pushed
for “reconciliation, power sharing and economic accommodation” of fearful
whites’ interests.45 It was Slovo, central to the armed wing of the ANC,
Unkhonto we Sizwe, who proposed in July 1990, against strong objections in
the ANC National Executive Committee, that Congress suspend the armed
struggle to promote a climate conducive to negotiations.46
The issue of perceived African domination, however, not only led to
tensions with whites, but to the perception among many “Coloureds” that,
just as they were insufficiently “white” under the NP regime, so had they
become marginalized as insufficiently black.47 This led after 1994 to many
42 M Lipton, Capitalism and apartheid: South Africa, 1910-1986 (Aldershot, Hampshire, England, Wildwood
House, 1986), pp. 312-313.
43 B Terblanche, “ABC of BEE for small business”, Mail & Guardian online, 9 October 2006 (available at http://
www.mg.co.za/printPage.aspx?area=/ insight__economy__business/&articleId=286155>, as accessed on 10
October 2006).
44 In May 2006 23 of 28 cabinet members were African, three white, one mixed race “Colored,” and one “Indian.”
There was more diversity at deputy minister level, including among 21 positions 6 whites, including 4 Afrikaners.
See Lists of ministers and deputy ministers on South African government website (available at http://www.info.
gov.za/leaders/depmin/index.html>, as accessed on 24 September 2006).
45 H Adam, F van Zyl Slabbert, and K Moodley, Comrades in business: Post-liberation politics in South Africa (Cape
Town, Tafelberg, 1997), p. 45.
46 N Mandela, Long walk to freedom, p. 576.
47 See M Adhikari’s work on this subject, Not white enough, not black enough: Racial identity in the South African
coloured community (Athens, Ohio, Ohio University Press, 2005).
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Coloureds (the great majority speaking Afrikaans at home) backing the newly
“deracialized” NP, led by De Klerk, by then widely viewed in such circles
as a liberator.48 However, De Klerk’s retirement in 1997 undercut Colored
support in the 1999 election even in the remaining NP stronghold of the
Western Cape and many white supporters, unhappy at De Klerk’s “selling
out” of white interests, favored Democratic Party leader Tony Leon’s feisty
combativeness over the inexperienced Van Schalkwyk’s more conciliatory
style.49 The NP’s disappearance after further losses in 2004 left the “Colored”
community triangulated between secondary status in the ANC or the still
English-dominated liberal Democratic Alliance, or smaller and essentially
ephemeral ethnic “Colored” organizations.
There are related parallels with the longtime struggle between Afrikaner
hardliners and NP leaders seeking a broader, less ethnic, even less purely
“white” support base (although not necessarily a more open, liberal democratic
political system- as reflected by Botha’s 1980s shift from an openly racist, but
still pluralist party-based system to a less overtly racist, but more totalitarian,
military-technocratic model).50 From 1994 there was a complex set of tensions
in the ANC between a bourgeois black nationalist wing, emphasizing color
over class for purposes of mobilization, led by Thabo Mbeki, and a populist
worker-based wing, emphasizing class over color, and currently led by Mbeki’s
deputy, Jacob Zuma, now ANC and national president, although neither
leader or faction was wholly immune from using aspects of the other side’s
rhetoric and there is even a conservative “Zulu ethnic” dimension to Zuma’s
support base, as became apparent in the comments from his followers during
controversial legal proceedings over charges of rape and corruption. Mbeki
appeared more modernizing, but was highly intolerant of dissent; Zuma
represented some of the old-time religion of the “struggle” era for those who
feared the direction of the “new South Africa” under Mbeki.51

48 H Giliomee, “The National Party’s campaign for a liberation election”, A Reynolds, Election ’94 South Africa:
The campaigns, results and future prospects (New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1994), p. 54.
49 W Breytenbach, “The New National Party”, A Reynolds, Election ’99 South Africa, pp. 118-120.
50 C Alden, Apartheid’s last stand: The rise and fall of the South African security state (New York, St. Martin’s Press,
1996).
51 On the effort to stress Zuma’s “Zuluness,” see “IFP warns against one-party state in SA”, Mail & Guardian
online, 9 October 2006 (available at http://www.mg.co.za/ printPage.aspx?area=/breaking_news/breaking_
news__national/&articleId=286209, as accessed on 9 October 2006). On tensions regarding Zuma’s rape trial,
see “Perspective: Is this justice?” in Hlomelang: Official online publication of the ANCYL 2(6), 29 March-11 April
2006 (available at http://www.anc.org.za/youth, as accessed on 20 March 2006).
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...Discipline, authority and “redemptive” nationalism
The ultimate rapprochement between the ANC and a NP that steadily lost
support in elections in 1994, 1999, and 2004, rather than between the NP
and the liberal Democratic Party (despite a brief and unsuccessful marriage
in 2001 between the latter two in a renamed “Democratic Alliance”) can be
ascribed not only to the kinds of parallel histories noted above, but to the
historic nature of their party organizations and their common view of the
role of the state. For liberals, the party is one cause amongst many others;
for African and Afrikaner nationalists, it is a more sacred project worthy of a
higher level of loyalty. In Frederik van Zyl Slabbert’s memorable phrase, the
NP and ANC represented two competing “redemptive ideologies;”52 Patrick
Laurence elaborates:53
While there may have been occasional nods in the direction of political
tolerance, the antagonists tended to assume that they had all the answers, and
that those who were not with them were against them.

Thus the Transvaal wing of the old NP (each province had considerable
autonomy) demanded members’ “undivided loyalty,” binding themselves
faithfully to fulfil “the obligations attaching to membership” and submitting to
party “authority and discipline.”54 A tight hierarchical party structure ensured
an active grassroots membership devoted to the NP; those who strayed could
be expelled without giving cause.55 NP officials and party holders had to
swear to “seek the development of South Africa’s national life along ChristianNational lines” and “with undivided loyalty uphold the declared principles of
the National Party as the national political front of Afrikanerdom.”56
The ANC is more centralized than was the NP, but requires a similarly
disciplined membership. Members are expected to show “humility,” “a selfless
dedication to the struggle for a non-racial, non-sexist and democratic society,”
and “a commitment to implement the policies of the movement and the
decisions of the collective.” As in the NP of old, they are are expected to be
active members, and, in the tradition of Leninist “democratic centralism,” to
“accept and defend the decisions of the relevant structures of the movement”
and combat “factionalism” while behaving “in an exemplary way in day-to-day
52 P Laurence, citing F van Zyl Slabbert, “Liberalism and politics”, RW Johnson and David Welsh, Ironic victory:
Liberalism in post-liberation South Africa (Cape Town, Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 45-46.
53 P Laurence, “Liberalism and politics”, p. 46.
54 Constitution of the Transvaal NP, quoted in W Vatcher, White laager, p. 118.
55 W Vatcher, White laager, pp. 119-123.
56 W Vatcher, White laager, p. 126.
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life.”57 Even Mandela, presumably seeking to offset suspicions that he sought
to negotiate privately with the De Klerk government, stressed on his release in
1990 that he was “a loyal and disciplined member” of the ANC and “therefore
in full agreement with all of its objectives, strategies and tactics.”58 Just as the
apartheid-era NP leadership insisted on submission (as when Prime Minister
Hendrik Verwoerd forced Cape verligtes into silence on Colored rights), so
under Mbeki, according to leaked 2002 “briefing notes,” the ANC National
Executive Committee demanded COSATU and SACP submission, as the
“ultra-Left” was accused of being in counter-revolutionary league with the
liberal “Right.”59
In contrast with liberal thinking, in which the state, like the party, has a limited
role, for such “national” movements the state is expected to have an intrusive
role, re-shaping society with a view to noble goals, whether empowering
previously marginalized Afrikaners or blacks. Once the post-apartheid NP
had abandoned ethnicity and race for a broader South Africanism, this was
another reason to embrace the ANC. At one level, this expressed a positive
development, as spelled out in a joint statement by the leaders of the two
parties: the recognition that it was time to move from addressing the past, as
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission had done, to work jointly toward
building a democratic society.60 At another, however, it was the result of a
pragmatic decision that, as NNP Secretary-General DW Swanepoel put it,
there was a choice between continuing a “polarizing style” leading to further
isolation and marginalization or joining with the ANC to take the hand of the
majority and be part of the decision processes.61
57 See membership link “What is the African National Congress”? on ANC website (available at http://www.anc.
org.za/about/anc.html, as accessed on 5 October 2006). Tom Lodge suggests that in practice there is more
grassroots room for debate than is suggested by the formal ban on factionalism and restriction on debate to
“constructive criticism.” See T Lodge, “The ANC in Modern South Africa”, Journal of Modern African Studies
42(2), June 2004, pp. 197-99.
58 N Mandela, “Speech on release from prison, Cape Town, 11 February 1990,” K Asmal, D Chidester and W
James, Nelson Mandela in his own words, p. 61.
59 D Forrest, “Mbeki reaps as he sowed”, Mail & Guardian online, 28 October 2005 (available at http://www.mg.co.
za/articlePage.aspx?articleid=255065&area=/insight/insight_national/>, as accessed on 31 October 2005). A
2005 ANC newsletter similarly sought to bracket critics on left and right, including D Tutu, COSATU, DA
leader T Leon, human rights crusader H Suzman, AIDS activist Z Achmat, and Afrikaner scholar H Giliomee
as part of a neoconservative conspiracy. See “The sociology of the public discourse in democratic South Africa,
Part VIII: Frame problems and solutions, label identities and assign value!” in ANC Today, 5(9), pp. 4-10,
March 2005 (available at http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/ anctoday/2005/at09.htm, as accessed on 7 March
2005).
60 See “Gesamentlike deklarasie van die president van die African National Congress en die leier van die Nuwe
Nasionale Party,” NNP federal council, Versoening..., pp. 8-10.
61 DW Swanepoel, NNP Secretary-General, “Voorwoord,” Versoening..., p. 2.
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...Control of the state and the problem of liberalism
Presumably the chief medium of a “polarizing style” was the Democratic
Alliance, heir of the old white liberal Progressive Party and its successor,
the Democratic Party, both of which had long so annoyed the NP regime,
and which as the DP/DA never failed to get under the skin of the ANC
leadership. Despite their ostensible differences, the NP and ANC shared a
fundamental distaste for liberalism, even though the constitution to which
they adhered in 1993 was essentially liberal in structure. That said, the ANC
“final” adjustments of the 1996 constitution are less satisfying to liberal tastes,
giving more weight to the ambitions of a centralizing state over regional,
local, and individual rights.62 As Anthea Jeffery puts it:63
If the aim of the ruling party is to implement a new form of social engineering,
this constitution gives it the tools to do so.

There has been, for instance, talk in ANC circles of reducing the powers of
the nine provinces or even eliminating them altogether (in power, the NP
long resisted liberal calls for federal decentralization, embracing the latter
only when an ANC rather than NP government seemed likely at the national
level).64 In the past, two provinces, the Western Cape and Kwazulu-Natal,
remained in opposition hands, but although by the last years of the Mbeki
era both were effectively under ANC control (the DA gained control of the
Western Cape in the 2009 election), the provinces undercut the ability of the
central government to dominate powerful regional party bosses, leading to
the policy of the ANC leadership of “re-deploying” regional leaders to other
roles, preventing their building up local constituencies. Similarly, after the
2004 election the ANC government in the Western Cape province sought to
end the last bastion of opposition control of a major South African city (Cape
Town, led by then DA mayor Helen Zille, supported by a narrow majority
coalition), just as the NP in the past undercut opposition voices by, for
instance, stacking representative black bodies with appointees to overcome

62 R Southall, “The centralization and fragmentation of South Africa’s dominant party system”, African affairs
97(389), October 1998, pp. 448-451.
63 A Jeffery, “The new constitution: Some doubts”, RW Johnson and D Welsh, Ironic victory, p. 43.
64 “DA demands discussions on scrapping of provinces”, Mail & Guardian online, 28 August 2006 (available at
http://www.mg.co.za/printPage.aspx?area=/breaking_news/breaking_news__national/&articleId=282130, as
accessed on 28 August 2006).
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hostile elected majorities (such practices in the old Transkei legislature and
Colored Representative Council come to mind).65
But this distaste for liberalism went far back. In the old South Africa,
liberals were bracketed with communists, in the new South Africa with racists.
Longtime AB boss and NP pillar Piet Meyer’s memoirs close by naming the
two great threats to “separate development” (i.e. apartheid) as communism
and liberalism.66 Andries Treurnicht, leader of the Verkrampte wing of the
NP in the late 1970s, listed as the chief foes of Afrikaner nationalism from
the 19th century British imperialism- and liberalism, with its emphasis on
“equality and brotherhood, Christian unity, the worth of the individual, the
rejection of protection, the rejection of laws and force.”67
As far back as the 1930s, future ANC president A.B. Xuma, although willing
to work with white liberals and not an opponent of liberal ideology as such,
repeatedly criticized paternalistic white liberals, who often seemed to want to
guide or even restrain blacks in their political efforts.68 The belief that liberals
sought to control the black political agenda remained with later generations of
ANC leaders such as Thabo Mbeki. In post-1994 South Africa, liberals were
so often excoriated by the new establishment as racist reactionaries that the
German liberal Friedrich Naumann Foundation published a whole volume
on the subject.69 Mbeki particularly disliked liberals; quoting Oliver Tambo
from as far back as 1971, he described them in a 2005 ANC newsletter as
“sweet birds.” Such “sweet birds” said they “were opposed to apartheid’ and
in favor of change,” but were “objectively” opposed to such change, since they
opposed sanctions or the armed struggle, and after 1994 continued to oppose
the ANC’s affirmative action program, criticized the perceived blurring of
65 B Maclennan, “Govt plan for Cape Town a blatant abuse, says Zille”, Mail & Guardian online, 19 September
2006 (available at http://www.mg.co.za/printPage.aspx?area=/breaking_news/breaking_news__national/
&articleId=284543, as accessed on 19 September 2006; in 2006 Zille headed a mayoral committee consisting
of a coalition of parties, led by the DA (which won a plurality in the previous local elections), but which
excluded the ANC and its ally, the Independent Democratic Party. The ANC’s Western Cape minister of
local government, R Dyantyi, announced that September that he would create a new executive committee
that would include the ANC and IDP, but according to a complex formula that would give the ANC control,
under the banner of “inclusiveness.” See “Backlash over Cape Town `power grab’”, Mail & Guardian online,
11 October 2006 (available at http://www.mg.co.za/printPage.aspx?area=/ breaking_news/breaking_news__
national/&articleId=286373, as accessed at on 11 October 2006).
66 PJ Meyer, Nog nie ver genoeg nie: ‘n Persoonlike rekenskap van vyftig jaar georganiseerde Afrikanerskap (Johannesburg,
Perskor, 1984), pp. 188-189.
67 AP Treurnicht, Credo van ‘n Afrikaner (Cape Town, Tafelberg, 1975), p. 13.
68 SD Gish, Albert B Xuma: African, American, South African (New York, New York University Press, 2000),
pp.103-105; pp. 122-124.
69 L Husemeyer, Watchdogs or hypocrites? The amazing debate on South African liberals and liberalism (Johannesburg,
Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung, 1997).
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state and party, and opposed the ANC emphasis on racism and apartheid as
“re-racialisation.”70
The theme of an intrusive state returns in the use by both the NP and ANC
of the public broadcaster, in a land with limited alternative broadcast media,
as an instrument to further a political agenda. Meyer, also longtime head of
the South African Broadcasting Corporation (1959-79), describes at length
in his memoirs his annoyance at liberal criticisms of the use of the SABC as
a NP propaganda instrument.71 Ironically, in October 2006 even the Young
Communist League joined longstanding DA criticism, stating that under the
ANC the SABC had a credibility crisis, that its reporting was biased in favor
of “certain factions in the ANC,” and that certain journalists and analysts had
been censored “as part of the broader agenda in the usage of the SABC to
further political battles within the liberation movement.”72 The DA argued
that (as under Meyer) the SABC was controlled by persons aligned with the
ruling party and gave extraordinary coverage to ANC events, while ignoring
damaging scandals and overlooking or misrepresenting opposition events.73

Conclusion
Post-revolutionary politics and the great rapprochement
The view was quite different in ex-NNP eyes. Renier Schoeman, ex-NNP
executive director and now an ANC “deployed cadre,” argued in the ANC’s
Umrabulo that the DA merely harmed the interests of minorities by being
“consistently destructive” and contributing to polarization, rather than
supporting the “efforts to build a national consensus founded on true South
African patriotism,” a cause which had driven NNP leaders “to disband the

70 T Mbeki, “Letter from the president”, ANC Today 5(1), p. 7, 13 January 2005 (available at http://www.anc.org.
za/ancdocs/anctoday/2005/at01.htm>, as accessed on 4 January 2006).
71 PJ Meyer, Nog nie ver genoeg nie, pp. 124; pp. 138-143.
72 “YCL calls on the SABC chief group to make report public”, 5 October 2006 (available at http://www.sacp.org.
za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1602&Itemid=96, as accessed on 5 October 2006).
73 “DA to expose SABC `manipulation, propaganda’”, Mail & Guardian online, 1 August 2006 (available at
http://www.mg.co.za/printPage.aspx?area=/breaking_news/ breaking_news__national/&articleId=279450, as
accessed on 8 August 2006). An equally disturbing phenomenon from the liberal viewpoint was the harnessing
of the Human Rights Commission to attempt to force newspapers, including ones with a long record of often
risky opposition to apartheid such as the Mail & Guardian, to reduce open criticism of the ANC government
on the grounds of alleged racism. See D Glaser, “The media inquiry reports of the South African Human Rights
Commission: A critique,” African affairs 99(396), July 2000, pp. 373-393.

127

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

NNP after 91 years and to join the ANC.”74 The alternative to “positive
dialogue” was, according to a 2003 Van Schalkwyk speech, isolation, arrogance,
and antagonism, such as what had led to disaster in Zimbabwe75 (although in
fact the vast majority of the Mugabe regime’s opponents in recent years were
black, rather than from the tiny remaining white minority).
War and conflict had shaped the NP and ANC; fear of conflict now drove
the NP into the arms of the ANC. Unvarnished criticism was, in this view,
simply bad manners, unpatriotic opposition to change, and an invitation to
renewed violence; the nation, however defined, was more important than
sub-groups or individuals. If RW Johnson is correct that there are many
continuities between Afrikaner and African nationalism, perhaps it ultimately
made sense in a now clearly “Post-revolutionary” political context for the
NNP leadership to throw in their lot with a movement which shared more
fundamental values than with one that did not do so. For such Nationalists,
the ANC had, however ironically, become, to borrow Malan’s terms, “the
Mother of the nation”, no ordinary party-political organization, but occupying
“a central position in our Afrikaner volk (people’s) life,” at least for those who
preferred not to spend the rest of their days wandering in the opposition
wilderness.

74 R Schoeman, “A personal perspective on the ANC,” Umrabulo, 25, May 2006 (available at http://www.anc.org.
za/ancdocs/pubs/umrabulo/umrabulo25/ perspective.html, as accessed on 27 July 2006).
75 “Extract from speech by NNP national leader, Premier M van Schalkwyk, addressing a NNP rally in Mitchell’s
Plain on 25 October 2003”, NNP, Kernfeite/Key Facts, 18, 2003 (available at http://www.nnp.co.za/ HTMC/
home.asp, as accessed on 13 August 2004).
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Samevatting
In hierdie artikel word die evolusie van plaaslike regering in Suid-Afrika
sedert 1652 oorkoepelend beskou met ‘n spesifieke klem op veral plaaslike
bestuur vanaf 1994 Suid-Afrika bestuur het, het dit spoedig nodig geblyk
in die Kaapprovinsie. Nou ‘n nuwe politieke bestel dat die aard en omvang
van die transformasie van plaaslike regering in terme van die verskillende
bevolkingsgroepe en politieke ideologieë van die vorige politieke bestelle
ondersoek en beskryf behoort te word.
‘n Aantal wetgewende voorskrifte aangaande transformasie in die land se
plaaslike regeringstrukture word in die artikel aangespreek. Dit word onder
andere aangevoer dat die grondwetlike en ander wetgewende behoeftes
en voorskrifte asook die openbare diensleweringsagterstande die skuif na
ontwikkelende plaaslike regering met uitgebreide openbare raadpleging en
deelname bewerkstellig het.. Die historiese plek en rol van die vorige Swart
plaaslike owerhede en die Indiër en Kleurling Bestuurskomitees onder die
vorige Nasionale Party regering word ook onder die loep geneem. Laastens
word daar ‘n opsomming verskaf aangaande die pre-interim, interim (1993 tot
1998) en finale fase (2000) van die herstrukturering van die Suid-Afrikaanse
plaaslike regeringsfeer.
Keywords:
Local government transformation; Environmental acts; Evolution of local
governance in South Africa.
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Introduction
The development of local government in South Africa largely owes its origins
to a number of factors. Such origins are found in the colonial history of the
country, mainly from the Dutch and British influences. Both these countries
(Holland and England) left their mark on the local government system in
South Africa. The Dutch occupied the Cape of Good Hope from 1652 to
1795 and later again from 1803 to 1806.1 The British influence took place
during their period of occupation between 1795 and 1803 and again from
1806 to the time that South Africa became a Union in 1910.2
Cloete 3 stated that local authorities emerged gradually at the Cape of Good
Hope after Jan van Riebeeck, representing the Dutch East India Company,
arrived in Table Bay by ship on 6 April 1652. The urban area known as Cape
Town developed gradually from a hamlet into a town and eventually into a
city. It became necessary to appoint magistrates (landdrosts) and councillors
(heemraden) to also undertake the local government and administration of
the districts outside the Cape peninsula.4
The foundations for a system of local government with an elected council,
comparable with present-day city and town councils, were laid when the
Municipal Ordinance for the Cape Colony took effect on 15 August 1836.5
The Landdrost (magistrate) system was introduced by the Dutch colonial
government and the system consisted of local government groups, namely
the College of Landdrost and the Heemraden or local court members, with
Stellenbosch being the first seat of local government.6 This first college of
Landdrost and Heemraden at Stellenbosch comprised the Landdrost, who
acted as the chairman, and the four Heemraden who did not receive a salary.7
The college of Landdrost and Heemraden of Stellenbosch was the first
South African local authority compared to present-day South African local
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

“Cape of Good Hope”, November 2007 (Available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_of_Good_Hope.
html, as accessed on 23 December 2008), pp. 1-5.
A Venter, South African Government and Politics (Johannesburg, Southern Book Publishers, 1989), p. 26.
JJN Cloete, South African Municipal Government and Administration (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik Publishers, 1997),
p. 9.
JJN Cloete, Central, Regional and Local Government Institutions of South Africa (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik
Publishers, 1988), p. 238.
JJN Cloete, Central, Regional…, p. 238.
JJN Cloete, Munisipale Regering en Administrasie in Suid-Afrika (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik Publishers, 1971), p.
13.
PK Botha, “Die Funksie van die Meervoudige Komiteestelsel in Munisipale Regering en Administrasie met
spesifieke verwysing na die munisipaliteit van Port Elizabeth” (Magister in Publieke Administrasie, UPE, 1982),
p. 13.
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authorities.8
The main objective of this article is to review specific transformatory local
government developments from 1652 to the present.

Background
South African cities and tows are relatively young in comparison with those
of Asia, Europe and North Africa. Local authorities as they are known today
emerged gradually at the Cape of Good Hope after Jan van Riebeeck arrived
by sea on 6 April 1652.9 As the White community moved further inland more
villages were established and for each a council of landdrost and heemraden was
appointed. These councils of landdrost and heemraden continued to govern
the villages in the Cape colony until they were abolished on 31 December
1827 by the British who then took over the governing of the Cape Colony
from the Dutch in 1806.10
In 1836 the Cape Municipal Ordinance No. 9 of 1836 was passed. This
Ordinance provided for a board of commissioners for the various towns
and they were elected by the property owners. Only persons who paid
property taxes could be elected as commissioners.11 The tenure of office of the
commissioners was for a period of three years and their functions were of a
municipal nature, which included, inter alia, the control of basic services and
administration of property taxes. Property rates were levied on an annual basis
by public assembly. The Cape Municipal Ordinance provided a framework
within which municipal regulations were drawn up, catering for the diverse
needs of municipalities. It provided scope for the local inhabitants to use
their initiative in terms of public participation. Moreover, it had far-reaching
implications, which extended beyond the borders of the Cape Colony. For
example, it formed the basic paradigm for the Natal Municipal Ordinance
of 1847 and it was also adapted by the Orange Free State and Transvaal Boer
Republics in 1856 and 1877 respectively, with minor modifications.12

8
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JJN Cloete, South African Municipal…, edition 2, p. 10.
G van der Waldt (Ed), Municipal man serving the people (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik Publishers, 2007), p. 3.
JJN Cloete, Towns and cities (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik Publishers, 1993), pp. 13-14.
JJN Cloete, Towns and cities, p. 15.
N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local government management (Halfway House, International Thomson Publishing
(Southern Africa) (Pty) Ltd., 1997), p. 42.
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Cloete13 shared the above view and stated that the effect of the abovementioned ordinance was far-reaching and served as the basis for the
legislation on municipal affairs for the former colonies of Natal, the Orange
Free State and the Transvaal. Each of the four colonies which were united on
31 May 1910 to form the Union of South Africa had by that time developed
their own distinctive system of local government. As municipal affairs became
the responsibility of the provincial authorities from 1910, the distinctive
characteristics of the four systems were retained and developed further.14 The
four systems of local government enjoyed numerous characteristics as they
were based on the Cape Colony’s foundations. Popular participation through
local councils with elected members and financial independence remained
features of the municipal authorities developed in South Africa after 1836.15
However, the system of local government developed in the Cape Colony
served as an example for the systems developed in the then provinces of Natal,
the Orange Free State and the Transvaal.
When the Union of South Africa was established on 31 May 1910 the South
Africa Act, 1909, prescribed that the provincial councils were responsible for
municipal and other local authorities.16 It should be noted that this Act was
an Act of the British Parliament as no South African Parliament existed at
the time.17 The granting of republican status to South Africa was achieved in
terms of the Republic of South Africa Constitution Act, 32 of 1961.18 This
was a grant of the British Crown and the afore-mentioned Act was passed
in the name of the Queen, the Senate and the House of Assembly of the
Union of South Africa.19 The Act relating to the provinces was not repealed
by Parliament, but retained as the Provincial Government Act, 32 of 1961,
which provided that the provincial authorities would continue to regulate
municipal government affairs.20 At a later stage it however was decided that
local government matters for the White, Indian and Coloured populations
would be own affairs in terms of prescriptions contained in the Republic of
South Africa Act 110 of 1983, which provided for a Tri-cameral system of
13
14
15
16
17

JJN Cloete, South African municipal…, edition 2, p. 11.
JJN Cloete, South African municipal…, edition 2 , p. 11.
JJN Cloete, Towns and cities, p. 11.
RSA, South Africa Act (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1909).
D Marais, South Africa: Constitutional development. A multi-disciplinary approach (Johannesburg, Southern
Book Publishers, 1993), p. 153.
18 RSA, Republic of South Africa Constitution, Act 32 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1961).
19 D Marais, South Africa: Constitutional…, p. 153.
20 RSA, Provincial government, Act 32 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1961).
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government.21
A synopsis of local government and the policy of separate development under
the former National Party government are discussed hereunder.

Local government and the policy of separate development
South African local government structures have generally been designed to
reproduce the urban system in accordance with the policy objectives of the
government of the day as can be seen from legislative prescriptions contained
in, inter alia, the various constitutions that South Africa has had. Racial
segregation, the influx control of Blacks in urban areas and disenfranchisement
of certain racial groups characterised the history of local government during
the apartheid era (1948 – 1993). Local government in South Africa became
the mechanism through which cultural and racial groups were divided and
kept separate. This is the reason why a radical change in local government
structures was required on the demise of apartheid.22
It was at the local government sphere that the apartheid value system
manifested itself most visibly. This was where laws separated communities in
terms of race and it was not surprising, then, that the first signs of apartheid
being untenable as a political value system, manifested itself at this sphere of
government. As a result of apartheid, urban settlements were skewed, with
Blacks being relegated to the so-called ‘township’ residential areas, which were
often located a far distance from towns and areas of work.23
According to Ismail, Bayat and Meyer24 apartheid local government had many
distinct features, such as strict control of urbanisation on racial lines; a refusal
to acknowledge the expanding urban population, partly caused by “illegal”
Black migration; the racial segregation of settlements; racially divided local
authorities; and racial disparities in access to services and housing. Policies
perpetuated the differentiation of structures and systems according to race or
population group. For example, “White” local authorities served the Whites,
while management committees served the Coloureds and
21 RSA, Republic of South Africa, Act 110 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1983).
22 VG Hilliard, Understanding contemporary local government (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik, 1996), p. 1.
23 PS Reddy (Ed), Readings in local government management and development: A South African perspective (Kenwyn,
Juta and Company Ltd, 1996), p. 53.
24 N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local government management, p. 42.
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Indians (local affairs committees served the Indians in Natal Province).
Black local authorities served the Blacks. These apartheid policies significantly
influenced the development patterns of local authorities throughout the
country, for example, by providing municipal services on a differential basis
to local communities.
An overview of the role of Black Local Authorities now follows.

Black local authorities
Separate development legislation classified communities into different racial
groups and then devised separate structures of governance. The Black (Urban
Areas) Act 25 provided for segregated urban areas. Under this Act, Black
advisory committees were appointed to advise the White local authorities
responsible for administering townships. These advisory committees had no
policymaking powers themselves. All decisions were made by the White local
authorities, in conjunction with the then Department of Native Affairs, later
renamed the Department of Co-operation and Development.
According to Reddy,26 Blacks were not allowed to own property outside of
the so-called homeland areas in terms of the Group Areas Act. 27 In the rest
of South Africa, they were treated as temporary visitors; their presence in
urban areas therefore required temporary living arrangements only. Blacks
were not allowed to vote in these urban areas, because they were supposed to
exercise their political rights in their homelands. The basic services provided
to Black townships were also of a temporary, sub-standard nature. This means
that urbanisation at that time was not properly acknowledged and managed,
which explains the current problems surrounding urbanisation and poor
infrastructure and service delivery in South Africa’s formerly disadvantaged
urban areas.
The presence of Blacks in urban areas was dependent on their contribution
to the urban economy. Blacks, who had no formal employment in urban
areas, were not allowed to stay in such areas. The homelands were generally
poor and confronted with high unemployment. This forced economically
25 RSA, The Black (Urban areas), Act 21 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1923).
26 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 54.
27 RSA, Group Areas, Act 41 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1950).
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active people to seek employment in urban areas, robbing the homelands of
economically active inhabitants. Despite the oppression experienced by the
urban Blacks living in the townships, many of them preferred to remain in
urban areas, because living conditions were even worse in the homelands. The
homeland economies were not growing, and no jobs were being created. The
result was a steady influx of Blacks into South Africa’s urban areas.28
Despite attempts to keep Blacks out of urban areas, it gradually became
clear to the former government that the numbers of Black urban dwellers
were expanding; their existence in White urban areas could no longer be
ignored. Although the then National Party government finally acknowledged
the permanent nature of Blacks residing in urban areas, it was still resolute
to keep urban areas separated along racial lines.29 In 1950, the government
passed the Group Areas Act 41 of 1950. This Act instituted strict residential
segregation and the compulsory removal of Black people to “own group” areas.
The Act was designed to restrict Black and Coloured race groups to their
own residential areas and to control the purchase or occupation of land along
racial lines. Separate residential areas were created for the different population
groups. The then government insisted that urban areas populated by different
population groups should be governed and administered separately, even if
they were located close together and municipal services overlapped or were
duplicated. This concerned the democratic movements at the time and whilst
they continued with their resistance, they took time to draw a picture of the
ideal South Africa they were striving for, which gave birth to the Freedom
Charter.
In 1961, Urban Bantu Councils were established in terms of the Urban
Bantu Councils Act ,30 replacing the advisory committees. Although they
were in many respects similar to the advisory committees, the White local
authority in charge of a particular township could delegate powers to the
relevant Urban Bantu Council. In 1971, the administration of African
townships was taken over by the Bantu Affairs Administration Boards, which
were offered the option of becoming urban Bantu Councils. Although these
councils were later given certain administrative and executive powers, the key
areas of taxation and finance were still reserved for the White local authorities
28 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 54.
29 C Heymans & R White, “Playing politics without the power: The state of black local government in the South
Africa of the 1980/90s”, Politikon 18, 1, 1991, pp. 4-5.
30 RSA, Urban Bantu Councils, Act 79 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1961).

135

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

only.31
Civil organisations were established in the Black townships to galvanise and
steer community resistance to the policies of the former government. The South
African National Civics Organisation (SANCO) was the most dominant and
powerful civic organisation. In an effort to quell uprisings and civil resistance
in townships, the government introduced Black local authorities.32 It was the
civics who launched the rent and services boycotts, thereby ensuring that
no revenue would be forthcoming from townships, rendering the affected
municipalities largely unsustainable. The Black Local Authorities Act 33
facilitated the introduction of Black local authorities for Black communities
in urban areas. The four provincial administrators that existed at the time
in the Cape, Orange Free State, Transvaal and Natal provinces, were given
the responsibility of administering and controlling these local authorities.
However, policy directives were still given to the Black local authorities by the
central government, in the form of legislation.
Historically, local government revenue in urban South Africa was largely
self-generated, mainly through property taxes and the delivery of basic
public services to residents and businesses. This particularly suited the White
municipalities, which had small populations to serve and large concentrations
of economic resources and property tax. Racial regulations barred most retail
and industrial developments from Black areas. This limited property tax base
forced residents and retailers to spend most of their money in White areas.
Municipalities in Black areas were, therefore, deprived of the means to meet
the needs of local residents.34
According to Tsatsire,35 Black local authorities were beset with
difficulties right from their inception. Firstly, they lacked political legitimacy
among Blacks themselves. In addition, they were beset with fiscal inadequacy
problems, since they did not have a proper tax base. Without an adequate tax
base, the Black local authorities were automatically rendering inferior and
substandard services. They were rejected in popular (and sometimes violent)
31 N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local government management, p. 50.
32 K Shubane & P Madiba, “The struggle continues?: Civic organisations in the transition”, (Centre for Policy
Studies, Pretoria: Transition Series, No 25), p. 1.
33 RSA, Black authorities, Act 102 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1982).
34 “History of local government”, June 2005, http://www.polity.org.za/article/local government.html, (as accessed
on 30 June 2005), pp. 1-14.
35 I Tsatsire, “Evaluation of the municipal credit control policy with specific reference to the Nelson Mandela
Metropolitan Municipality” (MTech, PE Tech, 2001), p. 28.
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community mobilisation in the mid-1980s.
Ismail, et al, comment that there were no visible improvements in living
conditions in South African townships, due to the absence of a reliable
tax base. No businesses wanted to invest in the townships; in effect, they
were discouraged by the former government to do so. The rent and service
charges boycotts initiated by numerous township communities in response to
politically “illegitimate” institutions such as Black local authorities, further
compounded the financial problems of these local authorities.36
The conclusion was clear. African urbanisation could not be halted through
influx control and the division of urban areas along racial lines. Realising
that the racial separation of urban areas was unrealistic and needed to be
abandoned, the government passed the Abolition of Racially Based Land
Measures Act 108 of 1991. This Act removed restrictions on the freedom of
individuals to acquire land anywhere in South Africa.37
In an attempt to create an integrated local government system, the
government in 1991 introduced the Interim Measures for Local Government
Act .38 However, pressure from both Black communities and the international
community persisted. The changes proposed by this Act were viewed as largely
cosmetic by the African National Congress (ANC) and SANCO. They argued
that the arrangement to create integrated local authorities would never lead to
truly non-racial and democratic local government.39
The role of Indian and Coloured Management Committees in local
government matters now follows.

Indian and Coloured Management Committees
According to Cameron,40 when the National Party came to power in 1948,
municipal voting rights and electoral eligibility were extended to Whites only
in the then Transvaal and Orange Free State Provinces. In the Cape and Natal
36
37
38
39
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N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local government management, p. 52.
RSA, Abolition of Racially Based Land Measures, Act108 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1991).
RSA, Interim Measures for Local Government, Act 128 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1991).
PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 56.
RG Cameron, “Local government policy in South Africa, 1980-1989 (With Specific Reference to the Western
Cape): Devolution, delegation, deconcentration or centralisation?” (DPhil, University of Cape Town, 1991),
pp. 1-2.
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Provinces, Coloureds and Indians were on a similar legal footing as the Whites
and appeared on the same voters’ roll as Whites, if they met the same voting
qualifications. However, the system of electoral representation was based on
property ownership of a certain value. This criterium served to restrict the
eligibility to vote of the majority of Coloureds and Indians. Cameron (in
Ismail, et al)41 states that in 1961 the Niemand Committee of Investigation
was instructed to investigate the development of local government for urban
Coloureds. The Committee’s recommendations resulted in the following:•

The creation of consultative committees consisting of nominated members
with advisory powers only, functioning under the guidance of the White local
authority of the area in which they were geographically situated;

•

The establishment of management committees, with some members being
elected and others nominated entrusted with advisory powers. However, in
addition to these advisory powers, certain powers could be delegated by the
“parent” White local authority; and

•

Granting fully-fledged municipal status to the management committees,
equivalent to that of White local authorities.

Before the aforementioned recommendations could be implemented,
specially appointed committees had to investigate and recommend whether
a specific management committee should become a local authority or not.
Certain essential prerequisites, such as sufficient revenue, trained staff,
minimum area size and the capability of being geographically consolidated,
had to be fulfilled before such a step could be taken.
Local affairs committees were established in the Natal Province, instead of
consultative and management committees.42 These local affairs committees
enjoyed greater powers than the management and consultative committees.
As corporate bodies, they could sue and be sued and, furthermore, greater
executive powers could be delegated to them by their “parent” White local
authorities.
From 1964 onwards, management committees and local affairs committees
were established on a large scale. Their administrative staff was, however,
employed by the White local authorities in their specific areas.
The areas of jurisdiction of both the local affairs and the management
41 N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local government management, p. 49.
42 RG Cameron, “Local government policy in South Africa, 1980-1989…”, pp. 131-132.
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committees resembled those of the Black local authorities. They were
characterised by little or no rates-generating commercial, industrial and
mining areas, as well as by low rateable, low-cost housing, a shortage of trained
staff, and ill-suited appointments in vacancies. Ismail, et al 43 are of the view
that this lack of financial viability and the widespread community resistance
rendered these committees unworkable. According to Reddy,44 since 1962,
very few Indian and Coloured urban areas progressed to become fully-fledged
local authorities.
Caulfield and Schultz45 stated that local authorities draw their legitimacy
from the results of elections. The electorate should, therefore, not be treated
as an incidental feature of local government, but as an essential component
of the institution, legitimising the value choice. The electorate is the prime
organisational characteristic that distinguishes a public institution from all
other organisations in South African society. The fact that this key characteristic
of democracy was being denied to Black South Africans, meant that the local
government structures that existed during the apartheid era lacked legitimacy.
The deepening of democracy is dependent on the participation of citizens
in a civil society and political system. Moreover, such participation must be
inclusive of all members of society.
Heymans and Totemeyer 46 defined legitimacy as a normative concept, referring
to the positive response of the public to the moral basis of government. This
response, in turn, depends on a number of factors, such as the viability and
credibility of local government, its representivity, fairness, equality, sensitivity,
and accountability.
It may, therefore, be concluded that a public institution is usually regarded as
legitimate if the population accepts it positively and if the representatives are
properly elected through democratic mechanisms. Under the former National
Party government, the Black majority of the population did not have the vote.
Consequently, they never accepted the government and many of the powers
that were entrenched in the Interim Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa, Act 200 of 1993.47
43 N Ismail, S Bayat & I Meyer, Local…, p. 50.
44 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 5.
45 I Caulfield and J Schultz, Managing local government: Planning for change: Strategic planning in local government
(Essex, Longman group (UK) Ltd, 1993), p. 4.
46 C Heymans and G Totemeyer, Government by the people (Cape Town, Juta & Company Ltd, 1989), p. 2.
47 RSA, Interim Constitution of the republic of South Africa, Act 200 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1993).
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Aspects relating to the pre-interim and interim phases of the restructuring
of local government under the democratically elected government are now
highlighted.

Local government in South Africa, 1993 to 1998
The year 1993 was marked by a number of fundamental political changes
towards a democratic new South Africa. Stakeholders represented the entire
political spectrum, some in alliance with others and some on their own.48 The
negotiations led to the final date for a general election in April 1994 and the
promulgation of the Interim Constitution of the Republic of South Africa
Act, 200 of 1993 on 22 December 1993.49 The Act came into effect on 10
May 1994.50
In terms of chapter 10 of the 1993 Constitution (Act 200 of 1993) and the
Local Government Transition Act, 209 of 1993, the face of local government
in South Africa was to change fundamentally. Although negotiations for
new local government structures began prior to the national negotiations,
they were somewhat disjointed and depended largely on the initiatives of
the stakeholders, namely individual local authorities, political parties and the
civic organisations.51
The focus of local government and its closeness to communities made this
sphere of government very difficult and challenging to transform. It was easier
to transform the provincial and national spheres of government, because they
were more distant from communities and dealt with inclusive – not specific
– issues. It was for this reason that the impact of the former government’s
policy of separate development was felt most significantly at the local sphere
of government. This is a possible reason why the current basic public service
delivery and socio-economic challenges experienced by South African
communities are felt most by local government, which may be described as
the cold-face of government.
It was at the local sphere of government that the effects of the plethora
of race laws separated local communities. Legislation that introduced and
48
49
50
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SA yearbook (Pretoria, The South African Communication Services, 1994), p. 115.
SA yearbook (Pretoria, The South African Communication Services, 1993), p. 115.
JJN Cloete, South African municipal…, 1994, p. 14.
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140

Specific local government transformatory developments

entrenched the so-called ‘group areas’, whereby residential areas were separated
according to race, were among the first statutory discriminations based on race.
These laws went hand in hand with unequal access to basic public services,
including essential services like water, electricity, sanitation and housing.
Institutions such as Black local authorities, which governed Black residential
areas, were created to maintain the status quo. The imbalances left by the
previous governance system of separate development are still visible, despite
the progress made by the present ANC-led government. Service delivery
backlogs still exist and have sparked conflict, such as the recent demonstrations
against poor service delivery throughout the country. Protests have occurred,
for example, in areas such as Secunda in Mpumalanga, Ocean View in the
Western Cape and in Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape.52 Protests started in
2004 in Harrismith in the Free State and spread to other parts of the country,
such as, the Western Cape and Tshwane.53 This is a national pattern, although
the regional demonstrations have differed in magnitude.54
Civic organisations such as SANCO and other broad pro-democratic forces
joined hands in applying pressure on the former South African government.
The pressure exerted both externally and internally intensified. It was as a result
of this pressure that in the early 1990s the former government agreed to enter
into negotiations with the democratic forces led by the ANC. This process was
later managed through the Local Government Negotiating Forum (hereafter
referred to as the LGNF). The establishment of the LGNF was the first direct
step towards establishing democratic local government in South Africa.55 This
was followed by the establishment of a transitional arrangement, which was
divided into three phases between 1993 to 1999. These transitional phases
were known as the pre-interim, interim and final stages of the restructuring
of local government.
According to Reddy,56 the transition from apartheid to a democratic, nonracial, non-sexist South Africa was largely managed by the Multi-Party
Negotiating Council (hereafter referred to as the MPNC). It soon became clear
that local government was of key importance and transitional arrangements
were required in terms of the statutory and non-statutory composition of
52 D Atkinson, State of the nation South Africa, 2007 (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2007), pp. 54-57.
53 “Unrest at the local sphere of government in South Africa: Unrealistic expectations or the inability to implement
policies?” 2007 (available at https://www.up.ac.za/dspace/bitstream/2263/4212/1/Roux_Unrest (2005).pdf , as
accessed on 08 January 2008), p. 57.
54 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 57.
55 “LGNF” (Sunday Times, 1993), 1 August 1991.
56 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 58.
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municipal councils. The LGNF was then established. The principal negotiators
were the government (or statutory body) and various non-statutory bodies,
led by the ANC alliance and SANCO. This heralded the first step towards the
establishment of a democratic local government system in South Africa.
The two negotiating forums, namely the Convention for a Democratic South
Africa (CODESA) and the LGNF, accomplished the passing of two important
pieces of legislation, namely the Interim Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa Act 200 of 1993, and the Local Government Transition Act 209
of 1993, which paved the way for the creation of democratic structures in all
three spheres of government.
The Local Government Transition Act 209 of 1993 did not provide a
blueprint for a new local government system, but simply sketched a process
for transformation. The process put forward by this Act was essentially a locally
negotiated transition, which resulted in a wide diversity of forms of local
government. The Act emphasised the necessity for disjointed urban and rural
communities to combine their efforts in forming non-racial local government
institutions that could cope effectively with the diverse needs and aspirations
of all citizens in its geographical jurisdiction areas. These negotiations at the
local government sphere were known as “one city negotiations”.57 Furthermore,
this Act provided a framework for an orderly transition to fully-fledged local
government democracy. It mapped out three phases of transition for local
government, namely the pre-interim phase (1993–1995); the interim phase
(1995–1999); and the final phase (post-1999).58
The pre-interim phase comprised the establishment of local forums to
negotiate the appointment of temporary councils, which would govern until
democratic municipal elections were held. The interim phase comprised the
municipal elections and lasted until the design and legislation of a new local
government system. The final phase would see the establishment of a new
local government system, such as the current developmental local government
system.
The November 1995 local government elections were aimed at facilitating
the transition from a non-democratic to a democratic local government
dispensation. According to Reddy,59 the first chapter in the democratisation
57 VG Hilliard, Understanding contemporary local government, p. 2.
58 DL Craythorne, Municipal administration, The handbook (Pretoria, JL Van Schaik, 2006), p. 11.
59 PS Reddy (ed), Readings in local government…, p. 13.
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of South Africa was brought to a satisfactory conclusion with the 1995
local government elections. The December 2000 local government
elections completed the local government transitional process, putting
new local government democratic structures and councils in place.60
The Local Government Transition Act 61 did not refer to transition only.
In terms of this Act, the entire ethos of local government had to change
from a passive and unresponsive approach to a responsive, participatory
and developmental approach. Hence, the Act referred to the local sphere of
government as “developmental local government”.
The adoption of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act, (Act
108 of 1996)(hereafter referred to as the Constitution)62 was a significant
occasion, which entrenches the historic Bill of Rights and finally put an end
to constitutional discrimination and the policy of separate development.
An overview of certain salient local government developments between 1998
and 2000 now follows.

Local government, 1998-2000
With the publication of the White Paper on Local Government, 199863
the focus on local government evolved with greater emphasis on, inter alia,
developmental local government and enhanced public consultation and
participation. This signalled the official start of a deliberate legislative and
transformation process, anticipated to last three years, up to the 2000 local
government elections. It must, however, be emphasised that transformation
is not a finite, but a continuous process. The transformation of South African
local government is still continuing.
It is proposed that local government is both the most complex and closest
sphere of government to communities in South Africa. The new structure of
local government was finalised by the Municipal Demarcation Board in mid
2000, with the first local government elections taking place on 5 December
60 “Statement on the conclusion of the 2000 local government elections”, December 2000 (available at http://
www.dfa.gov.za/docs/speeches/2000/mbek 1207.html, as accessed on 08 January 2009), p. 1.
61 RSA, Local Government Transition, Act 209 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1993).
62 RSA, Constitution, Act 108 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1996).
63 RSA, White Paper on Local Government (Pretoria, Government Printer, March, 1998).
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that same year. According to Bekink,64 in order to facilitate the transformation
of local government, the Constitution mandates national government to enact
laws in order to facilitate the new municipal dispensation.
The White Paper on Local Government (1998) was a forerunner to two
key pieces of legislation on local government, namely the Local Government:
Municipal Structures Act (117 of 1998)65 and the Local Government:
Municipal Systems Act (32 of 2000).66 It became clear that local government
could not deliver on its new mandate with the then old structures and systems;
hence, the need for the above two acts. The Local Government: Municipal
Demarcation Act 27 of 199867 had already also set new boundaries with
the merging of the over 800 municipalities to only 284 covering the whole
country in a wall-to-wall manner.
In terms of prescriptions contained in the Constitution and the Local
Government: Municipal Structures Act, three categories of municipalities are
proposed for South Africa, which are:
•

6 category A metropolitan municipalities which are found in highly populated
metropolitan areas with vigorous movement of people, goods and services;

•

231 category B local municipalities which are public sector institutions that
share executive authority in areas that have a category C municipality; and

•

47 category C municipalities which encompass areas that do not match the
description of a category C district municipality and which include more than
one municipality. Within each category C municipality there are a number of
smallercategory B local municipalities.

A brief overview of the final phase of the restructured local government (post
2000) follows.

Developmental local government, post 2000
In terms of section B of the White Paper on Local Government, 1998, a
new “developmental” local government was envisaged for South Africa. It
described the kind of leadership municipalities need to build with their
64
65
66
67

B Bekink, Principles of South African local government law (Durban, Lexisnexis Butterworths, 2006), p. 27.
RSA, Municipal Structures, Act 117 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1998).
RSA, Municipal Systems Act 32 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 2000).
RSA, Municipal Demarcation, Act 27 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1998).
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communities, organisations, business and others who can contribute towards
the local development of their geographical areas of jurisdiction. It also
described, inter alia, integrated development planning (IDP) which is a new
approach to planning to assist municipalities to fulfil their developmental role.
Developmental local government should also ensure that all communities have
access to basic public services, that all can participate in the decision-making
processes and planning, that the local economies grow, that job opportunities
increase and that local resources are used wisely to improve the quality of life
for all, now and in the future.
In terms of prescriptions contained in the White Paper on Local Government,
1998, developmental local government has four interrelated characteristics,
which are:
•

To maximise social development and local economic development;

•

To integrate and co-ordinate;

•

To lead and to learn; and

•

To demonstrate development.

It is proposed that developmental local government is local government
committed to working with all citizens and groups within the community to
find sustainable ways to meet their social, economic and material needs and to
improve the quality of life of local communities. In order to achieve this it is
proposed that local government councillors will need, inter alia, the political
commitment and specialised skills pertaining to local government. However,
government is currently reviewing how the provincial and local government
structures might function in the future to enhance service delivery.
In terms of general Notice 936 of 2007,68 it is proposed that the culmination
of the reviews on provincial and local government will be policy papers. These
are papers that set out what government and communities believe to be the
best vision, purpose and structure for a particular activity or organisation.
In this case the national government is looking at policy to reorganise some
aspects of the current system of provincial and local government.
The first policy paper released for comment during a government policymaking process is called a Green Paper. This paper is put in the Government
68 RSA, General notice 936 of 2007, Ministry for provincial and local government (Pretoria, Government Printer,
August, 2007).
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Gazette for comment. The Gazette is published by the government printer and
is available from their offices. For this process, a Green Paper on Provincial
Government and a Discussion Document on Local Government was
expected to be published by December 2007. After the Green Paper has been
commented on and inputs received from the public, work will commence on
the final policy paper, called a White Paper.
The current local government policy paper under review will compliment
the White Paper on Local Government, which was published in 1998. It
was proposed by government that by the end of 2008, there would be a new
White Paper on Provinces and a Review Report on Local Government, which
will be considered by Parliament and Cabinet.

Conclusion
In this article selected aspects relating to the transformation of local
government in South Africa were traced from 1652 up to the present.
The article also reviewed contemporary local government in South Africa,
and the transition from a racial to a non-racial dispensation, heralding the
start of a transformation era. The new developmental mandate assigned to
municipalities has also been highlighted.
The evolution of local government into a developmental sphere advocates
community involvement. In the past, racially based municipalities were often
characterised by intense antagonism and conflict with the very communities
they were required to serve. The former system of government was also
largely characterised by a lack of transparency, accountability and access to
information, which were considered privileges, and not rights. This has now
changed in terms of; inter alia, the Freedom of Access to Information Act.
The former government created separate local authorities for the different
racial groups. Black local authorities were created for Blacks; and Coloured
and Indian management committees for Coloureds and Indians. These local
authorities had no meaningful powers and lacked resources. They were largely
viewed as illegitimate in the eyes of the majority they were supposed to
represent. Their situation was in sharp contrast to the White local authorities,
which were well resourced and rendered services of quality. These service
delivery gaps are still visible today, and will take some time to correct. However,
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with workable policies, structures, systems and processes, it is envisaged that
progress will be made.
The crises in local government were major forces leading to the national
reform process, which began in 1990. Debates on local government reform
took place in the Local Government Negotiating Forum (LGNF). This Forum
also negotiated the Local Government Transition Act 209 of 1993, which
provided a framework for the process of change at local government sphere.
However, it soon became clear that addressing backlogs, huge infrastructural
disparities and inequalities could not be achieved within the then institutional
framework. For this reason, new transitional structures were established.
From 1998 onwards, local government is now expected to perform a
critical role in developing communities, hence its new name and mandate:
developmental local government. Its new constitutional status as a sphere of
government elevated its new-found mandate, and empowers it to deal with
developmental as well as other issues reflected in both the Freedom Charter
and the Constitution (1996). However, it can be concluded that there is still
a long road ahead and numerous challenges to address, manage and overcome
before municipalities in South Africa will fully meet all of their developmental
obligations in a more effective, efficient and economical manner.

147

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

148

Contradictions of community within local government

Contradictions of community within local government in
the 1950s with reference to municipal beer trading
Doreen Atkinson
Centre for Development Support (CDS)
University of the Free State

Samevatting
Hierdie artikel beskryf die etiese dilemmas waarin munisipale amptenare in
die 1950s hulleself bevind het, veral rakende die munisipale bierbrouery in die
swart woongebiede. Hierdie ervarings illustreer die patriargale verhoudings
tussen swart en blanke gemeenskappe, en die paternalistiese politieke denke
van hierdie era. Die onderliggende probleem was dat blanke amptenare
probeer het om swart inwoners se reg om bier te gebruik binne ’n konteks
van inheemse gemeenskapsreg verstaan het, en nie as ’n vorm van moderne,
indiwiduele regte nie. Drie hooftemas word hier geanaliseer: bierbrouery as
’n teenvoeter vir probleme van moderniteit en sosiale discipline; die rol van
kulturele verskille wat patriargale sisteme van beheer aangemoedit het; en
die morele probleme van winste as gevolg van bierbrouery, in ’n konteks van
paternalisme. Die artikel beskryf hoe die munisipale amptenare hulle morele
besware uiteindelik oorkom het, in ’n konteks van Verwoerdiaanse voorskrifte
op munisipale segregasie en rassedominasie.
Keywords:
Patriarchalism; Paternalism; Municipal beer; Apartheid; Local government;
IANA.

Introduction
The introduction of municipal beer trading provides a useful lens through
which to examine the workings of patriarchal relationships, and the
political morality of paternalism within the context of 1950s urban local
government.
This article commences with an overview of some of the views expressed in
the historical literature regarding municipal beer trading. Thereupon three
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main themes which informed debates surrounding beer production will be
explored, viz.:
•

the introduction of beer trading as a response to problems of modernity and
discipline;

•

the role of cultural difference, tradition and community boundaries as
patriarchalist justifications for municipal beer trading; and

•

the questions of paternalism, morality and the issue of profit-making from beer
sales.

In general, commentators’ insights regarding beer-brewing have tended
towards superficiality and have failed fully to integrate the phenomenon with
prevailing dynamics in the societies at large. Most notably, the motivations of
the City Councils are usually presented very one-dimensionally, thus losing
sight of the intense debates and contradictory sentiments which characterised
the positions of all the parties. This essay will attempt to synthesise and
elaborate on these insights, in order to highlight the development of modernity
and ‘discipline’ in the cities; the ambiguities of urban community during the
1950s; and the nature of paternalistic moral action in perplexing dilemmas.
It will be argued that the question of controlling beer production was pursued
by white Local Government Councillors in the hope that they could raise
the social tenor of the townships, exert some control, and finance township
improvement. The Councillors equated township beer production with squalor
and deprivation, and consequently, they were predisposed to restrict or prohibit
it. These motivations can be characterised as an impulse to impose a modern
form of ‘discipline’, in the Foucauldian sense. Such ideals were defined as
being in the interests of the African residents themselves, and justifiable to
white Councillors, in terms of the prevailing paternalistic ethos to intervene
extensively in the lives of African residents. The same type of paternalistic but
coercive interventions were made in European societies during early modernity,
as Michel Foucault has described.1
However, the parameters of the urban patriarchal ethical order in the 1950s
were still unclear. African opposition to municipal beer production had some
moral leverage. The municipal officials’ ethical perspectives were also divided,
and this prevented a coherent and sustained response to the pressures exerted by
1

M Foucault, Madness & civilization: A history of insanity in the Age of Reason (London, Tavistock, 1967); M
Foucault, Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (New York, Vintage Books, 1979).
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the Native Advisory Board. Eventually, by the mid-1960s, most municipalities
introduced beer brewing, in the context of growing Verwoerdian pressure
to reform municipal administration along segregationist lines of control.
The paper shows how the changing social and political context encouraged
municipal officials to take morally uncomfortable decisions. This does not
trivialise the significance of their normative debates, because political actions
are often undertaken despite moral qualms.

Perspectives on beer trading & production in African townships
Historians have often presented municipal beer trading in terms of a rather
crude notion of ‘interests’. Edwards, for example, says that the Durban City
Council, “despite a critical housing shortage, was allocating large sums from
Native Revenue to erect beerhalls”2 without really considering the constraints
under which municipalities were operating and the choices which they had
to make. In Cohen’s analysis of the municipal campaign against beer brewing
in Benoni during the 1930s, the beer issue is linked to that of influx control.
According to Cohen, the Council regarded unattached women as a source
of crime and disease. The Council attempted, therefore, to prohibit beerbrewing, which was these individuals’ main source of livelihood, in the hope
that they would then be forced to leave the location.3 Similarly, Eales refers
to Johannesburg municipal officials’ concern with the crime and prostitution
which always seemed to be associated with beer-brewing.4
A second theme in the historical literature features the ‘history from below’
approach, and looks at the sentiments of township dwellers regarding beer.
Cohen says that household “beer brewing became a source of revenue and [beer
consumption] an avenue of escape”.5 Eales points out that beer production and
consumption played an integral part in many African customs and ceremonies
in the cities.6 According to la Hausse, “For the majority of workers the brewing
2

3
4
5
6

I Edwards, “Swing the assegai peacefully? ‘New Africa’, Mkhumbane, the co-operative movement and attempts to
transform Durban society in the late 1940s”, P Bonner, I Hofmeyr, D James & T Lodge (Eds), Holding their ground:
Class, locality and culture in 19th and 20th century South Africa (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press,
1989), p. 71.
J Cohen, “Twatwa: The working class of Benoni during the 1930s”, African Perspective, 20, 1982, p. 91. Cohen
provides no references to back up his claim.
K Eales, “Patriarchs, passes and privilege”, P Bonner, I Hofmeyr, D James & T Lodge (Eds), Holding their ground...
p. 111.
J Cohen, “Twatwa…”, African Perspective, 20, 1982, p. 82.
K Eales, “Patriarchs, passes and privilege”, P Bonner et. al, Holding their ground…, pp. 109-111.
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of beer was both traditional and ‘a national right’ of which women, in particular,
had been deprived”.7 African resistance to municipal brewing is a common
theme in the literature.8 In particular, the Native Advisory Boards, which had
to advise the white municipalities, were assertive in expressing opposition to the
white city fathers. The role of the Native Advisory Boards, caught between the
local authorities and black residents, received scant treatment in the literature.9
There has, until now, been a lacuna in the story of municipal beer halls. The
normative perspectives of municipal officials have never been explored. In
the next section, the complexity of municipal debates on beer brewing is
outlined.

Municipal officials and beer production
A common view amongst local officials was that domestic beer brewing
contributed to social distress. For example, the Native Affairs Manager of
Johannesburg concluded, after a lengthy study tour through several South
African cities, that home-brewing contributed to social problems. It promoted
an influx of visitors into the locations at weekends, with the effect that crime
increased and the “peace and quiet of residents were seriously impaired”.
Black home owners were officially allowed to produce a certain amount
of beer per resident. This encouraged householders to take in sub-tenants
in order to increase the quota of beer for the household and this, in turn,
led to overcrowding. A common view taken by officials was that “domestic
brewing [did] not remove the incentive to illegal brewing, but acted as a
cloak to it”, and produced a “deterioration in health, morals and crime”.10
According to a prominent advocate of municipal beer production, a Dr Bang
of Pietermaritzburg, the “illicit sale of this beverage, with its adulterations”
was often accompanied by prostitution, and the use of children as touts
for customers. “What an education for a child!”, he exclaimed at a 1956
7

P la Hausse, “The message of the warriors: The ICU, the labouring poor and the making of a popular political
culture in Durban, 1925-1930”, P Bonner , I Hofmeyr, D James & T Lodge (Eds), Holding their ground..., pp. 36,
43.
8 For example, P la Hausse, “The message of the warriors…”, P Bonner et. al, Holding their ground..., pp. 35-8; I
Edwards, “Swing the assegai…”, P Bonner et. al, Holding their ground..., p. 71; and J Cohen, “Twatwa…”, African
Perspective, 20, 1982, p. 91.
9 For the composition of Native Advisory Boards see D Atkinson, “Complex negotiations in local governance:
The municipal beer hall debate in East London, 1956 to 1962”, New Contree, 55, May 2008, p. 95.
10 Report by Mr. LJ Venables to Johannesburg City Council, 1948, quoted by SF Kingsley, “Drankverskaffing deur
Munisipaliteite”, South African Bureau for Racial Affairs (SABRA), Drankverskaffing en die Bantoe, Symposium
Proceedings April 1957, pp. 20-21.
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conference of township administrators.11
Bang’s sentiments were echoed by Mr. Buitendag of Germiston, who
provided a critique of domestic production on several counts:
•

Control over quantity, quality or alcoholic content was impossible;

•

The alcoholic content of ‘kaffir beer’ and ‘other concoctions’ was usually several
times higher than that of beer brewed by urban local authorities;

•

Beer was brewed under unhygienic conditions;12

•

The presence of large numbers of males living under single conditions
encouraged the commercialisation of ‘kaffir beer’, and, when supplied by liquor
queens, the price was several times that charged by local authorities;

•

“Natives congregate[d] at liquor dens, and fights, assaults, disturbances and
immorality usually [took] place at such drinking parties”;

•

“Very often Natives land[ed] up in hospital at the expense of the European
taxpayer after drinking some of the homemade kaffir beer or concoctions”;
and

•

“The S.A. Police [had] on numerous occasions” condemned home brewing.13

In contrast to the prohibitionist controls on ‘European liquor’, municipal
officials did not advocate prohibitions on “beer consumption”, but on “alcohol
production”. The proposal to institute municipal brewing was part of a reformist
and disciplinary impulse. A 1941 Commission of Enquiry, for example, had
proposed “the increase of sympathetic and efficient control of the urban Natives
by the employment of competent and experienced municipal officials” and had
stated that “while there is an expressed preference by Natives for the system of
domestic brewing, such a system cannot meet the requirements of all Natives in
the Municipal area”.14 Dr Bang, who quoted the Commission’s sentiments, was
convinced that a municipal monopoly in beer production would remedy these
evils. He went on to maintain that Durban’s municipal brewing system “has
11 Institute of Administrators of Non-European Affairs (IANA), Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein,
September 1956.
12 Dr Buitendag had reason to be concerned. An East London surgeon, Dr RJW Burrell, published a paper entitled
“Oesophical cancer in the Bantu”, in which he correlated cancer to consumption of illicit liquor. Shebeen queens
wanted to produce a narcotic draught which would produce a quietening semi-anaesthesia in the consumer, but also
pass off sufficiently quickly to induce him to drink more. The shebeen queens used 44-gallon drums, previously used
by the oil refineries to distribute cut-down petroleum asphalt. The drums were used to brew a mixture of domestic
beer containing baker’s yeast, crude carbide, liquid metal polish and damaged or mouldy fruit. This combination
contained a high level of carcinogens, IANA Fith Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956.
13 Memorandum included in East London Township Manager’s report to Native Affairs Committee (NAC), 6
November 1956. East London Municipal Minutes, held at East London Municipal Archives.
14 Quoted by Dr Bang, IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein. 1956, p. 66.
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resulted in a very marked decrease in crime; and shebeening - once the greatest
trouble confronting the Police - has, in towns, practically ceased”. He further
quoted the Commission to the effect that the cultivation of “healthy, congenial
and peaceful conditions” in beer halls “would sustain the interests of the Natives
during their leisure hours”. The beer halls would also provide “a hygienic and
pure beverage”.
These arguments for enhancing the welfare of Africans inevitably provided
for the intrusion of the state into civil society and private life. However, it
would be simplistic to dismiss officials’ arguments as convenient pretexts to
enable them to extend their powers. To any observer, the evidence of social
decay in the townships was undeniable. The officials interpreted the problem
in ways that made the most intuitive sense to them. They were struck by the
fact that black residents were susceptible to exploitation by shebeen owners,
sometimes leading to real suffering and moral decay. A responsible local
government was morally obliged to intervene.
This view was reinforced by the evidence of sophisticated research on the
topic. Annual conferences were held by the Institute of Administrators of NonEuropean Affairs (IANA), where officials tasked with ‘native administration’
grappled with policy questions. At the September 1956 IANA conference,held
in Bloemfontein, Dr Schwartz spoke at length about the research conducted
regarding modern ways of producing traditional beer.15 He expressed his
appreciation for IANA’s support of research pertaining to “kaffircorn malting
and kaffir brewing” at the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research
(CSIR), where a ‘Kaffir Beer Fellowship’ had been established. Research was
being conducted on various topics, such as the quality of kaffircorn malt, the
nutritional value of kaffir beer, the development of dispensing meters, and
appropriate tankers for the transport of beer. In 1955, a ‘Technical Committee
for Kaffir Beer Research’ had been established consisting of representatives of
local authorities, Chambers of Commerce, and the Departments of Native
Affairs and Agriculture. It operated under the patronage of IANA.16
Due to these efforts, significant results were obtained. New stainless steel
drums speeded up the brewing period. Using this technology, local authorities
15 Schwartz discussed a paper entitled “Current research on Kaffir Beer at the South African Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research”, IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, pp. 70-78.
16 IP Ferreira, Township Manager of Vereeniging, “Die brou en verskaffing van kafferbier, met spesiale verwysing na
moderne tendense”, South African Bureau for Racial Affairs (SABRA), Drankverskaffing en die Bantoe, Symposium
proceedings April 1957, p. 12.
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could double their production and reduce costs. Lectures on all aspects of the
industry were given to municipal staff by CSIR experts, and an examination
board tested the capabilities of municipal brewers.
This display of scientific rigour made a great impression on the municipal
officials at the 1956 IANA Conference, eccentric as some of it may appear to
us today. It also points to a more fundamental characteristic of modernising
societies, viz. the overriding importance accorded to scientific knowledge.
The officials drew moral succour from the fact that highly qualified experts
in responsible research institutes were producing a high-quality, nutritious
beer. Compared to officialdom’s visions of modern, gleaming, hygienic
brewing plants, producing a steady flow of high-quality beverage, the shebeen
queens’ grubby 44-gallon drums represented the epitome of primitiveness
and squalor. For officials groping towards modernity, the issue did not seem
as petty or absurd as it may appear to contemporary historians. It was part of a
modernising spirit that was sweeping the country - a spirit which, even today,
still dominates our lives.
The emphasis on centrally guided research and expertise also eliminated
another policy alternative, viz. the establishment of formal beer halls by black
entrepreneurs. According to Mr. Buitendag, it was extremely doubtful whether
township residents would have sufficient financial resources to establish and
equip a brewery and beer hall: 17
General experience has taught us that the usual Native business man is
scarcely competent to run any type of business let alone a specialised business
such as the manufacture and sale of kaffir beer.

Hence the inequality of access to scientific knowledge reinforced paternalism
as a form of moral reasoning, for the employment of useful knowledge justified
interventions, prescriptions and prohibitions in the lives of less qualified
individuals.
This left two main policy options, each with a different configuration of
controls and rights. These were, a municipal monopoly, or a dual system of
beer production, permitting both municipal and domestic brewing. The latter
could be instituted with or without a permit system for domestic producers.
These two policy alternatives each called for different kinds of intervention
17 East London Municipal Archives. Memorandum by Mr. Buitendag, in East London Township Manager’s report
to NAC, 6 Nov 1956.

155

New Contree, No. 57 (May 2009)

in people’s lives. The municipal monopoly lent itself to a more coercive form
of paternalism, while the dual system held out more leeway for individual
liberty. The choice was not an easy one. Even Dr Bang, who had researched
the topic in detail, felt ambivalent about it. On the one hand:18
A municipal monopoly would do away with a great deal of unpleasantness and
would create better relationships between the residents and the Police. Domestic
brewing cannot be left uncontrolled, and it is a constant source of annoyance to
the residents to be visited by the Police ... This friction would be avoided if there
were no domestic brewing but a municipal off-sales supply ....

On the other hand, Dr Bang was also prepared to concede the advantages
of a more permissive arrangement, in which the beer hall system could run
concurrently with domestic brewing. He claimed that the introduction of
municipal beer halls would benefit certain special categories of residents, most
notably the “unattached Native, and the busy or lazy householders”, who
would be able to get beer easily and legally.
Each option represented an attempt to impose some kind of systemic control
on a situation which threatened to get out of hand. The proposed controls
tended to be self-defeating, since they were very difficult to implement.
Whichever system was implemented, “some” form of domestic activity was
still outlawed, requiring local officials to police household behaviour. The
licenced domestic production of beer entailed numerous administrative
difficulties: it would be virtually impossible to withdraw licences once issued;
adulteration of beer could not be prevented; and it was unlikely that income
from township revenue would cover the expense of effectively implementing
the measures. On the other hand, a municipal monopoly would present
its own set of problems. Outlawing domestic beer production necessitated
restricting access to the ingredients, and local authorities would have to
control residents’ access to sprouted grain.19
Furthermore, the distribution of municipal beer was no easy matter. IANA
delegates raised the possibility of ‘congestion’ at beer halls. According to Mr.
Meyer of Kimberley:20
Here we are faced with the question of congestion and the large concentration
of many people at one spot where they are all to be served at the Beerhall. This
makes control very difficult.
18 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 69.
19 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 67.
20 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 76.
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For IANA officials, however, the problems of control in a municipal
monopoly system were small when weighed up against the benefits of the
system. This was all the more so when their stance seemed endorsed by all the
scientific resources and authority provided by westernisation and modernity.

Beer production and the patriarchal order: The debate on cultural
tradition
Significantly, officials did not advocate the total prohibition of beer
consumption. The issue of beer control did not become a form of prohibitionism,
because of officials’ awareness of the importance of traditional beer within
African ‘tribal custom’. The topic readily lent itself to exercises in amateur
anthropology amongst the white officials. For example, Dr Bang maintained
that, “among primitive people, custom was the binding force necessary for the
well-being and solidarity of a tribe” and that the use of proper rituals in the
manufacture of beer was of religious significance.21 Mr. Meyer of Kimberley
cited the various Zulu social rituals where beer played a large role, while Mr.
Buitendag of Germiston stated that “one cannot help but be impressed with
the significance this beverage played in … tribal tradition”.22
The argument for the importance of traditional customs entailed, in effect,
that blacks, qua traditional natives, had a right to consume beer. According
to Mr. Buitendag:
The beliefs and customs which centre around [beer] have had and continue
to have a remarkable influence and significance even today and it is extremely
doubtful whether they could ever be weaned from this tradition or whether
any substitute could ever take its place in Native life and custom.

As will be elaborated on below, the recognition of this right would have two
important implications: first, it was avidly defended by officials who wanted
to reap beer profits for their Native Revenue Accounts; and second, it gave
the Native Advisory Board a common understanding with the Council which
they used quite successfully to confound the latter body’s arguments for
monopoly. Since all parties accepted the notion of Africans’ customary right
to drink beer, the debate then revolved around who should supply the beer in
a manner which did not violate customary usage.
21 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, pp. 61-63.
22 Memorandum, included in East London Township Manager’s report to NAC, 6 November 1956.
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Dr Bang argued that municipalities should have a monopoly on beer provision,
since the traditional constraints on beer production and consumption were
no longer effective. In the traditional order, “Tribal sanctions and training
prevented over-indulgence ... Now that these sanctions have fallen away, some
deterrent is essential - hence the very irksome but necessary statutory control
measures of today”.23 The argument from tribal custom could, however, be
used to argue against municipal monopolies. According to Mr. Taljaard of
Alberton, certain religious rituals which involved the consumption of beer
could only be practised if beer was produced at home.24 To incline people
to do this illegally would expose them to the risk of prosecution, and this
might provoke rebellion and unrest in urban areas. In fact, Mr. Taljaard came
very close to rejecting municipal beer production altogether. His frustration
consisted in that IANA members constantly made questionable assumptions
about ‘native customs’, without inquiring further what these customs really
meant to people in modern townships. Research into such spiritual issues
should receive priority, he claimed. His argument was a strongly moral one:
“If [IANA] could subsidise research into the best methods of beer brewing,
the best types of meters, the best kinds of beermugs, how much more
important are the human and spiritual dimensions of the issue!” However, his
reservations were not heeded.
Mr. Taljaard’s views were symptomatic of a crucial tension in the arguments of
advocates for municipal beer production. On the one hand, the consumption
of beer by black residents was justified on the grounds of traditional custom;
but on the other, officials were proposing to supply this beer in a modern,
controlled way that conflicted with such customs. It was clear that many
officials sincerely subscribed to both propositions. But in order to reconcile
Africans’ right to consume with the municipalities’ right to produce they
found themselves resorting to all kinds of semantic and logical gymnastics.
The fundamental problem was that officials, relying on habitual forms of
argument, visualised Africans’ right to consume beer within the framework
of African customary rights, instead of modern individual rights. This was
ironic, for it would have been fairly easy to justify municipal production of
beer on the grounds of modern governmental practice. It could have been
argued that no modern society can allow private citizens to distil forms of
liquor on their residential premises - especially if it is produced for sale!
23 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, pp. 61-63.
24 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, pp. 78-79.
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Such restrictions on production would have been quite compatible with
individuals’ rights to consume what they liked. The imbroglio over beer
production therefore illustrates the extent to which officials were still trapped
in pre-modern notions of authority and social structure. It was their intuitive
view that Africans were still ‘tribal’ but in some undefined way. The central
question was about Africans’ place in the modern urban community. It was
always unclear which tribal practices should be prohibited and which not. If
Africans were, in a very real sense, still tribal, should their traditions be allowed
to override the officialdom’s conception of what their material welfare ought
to entail? Should tradition or should modern conceptions of welfare prevail?
And, significantly, if traditions were abandoned, what would this imply for
official rationales for urban segregation?
The local officials were not alive to the significance of the fact that the ‘natives’
were becoming rather like the Europeans. Something had to be done about the
social evils which afflicted urban Africans, but the ambiguities of the patriarchal
order offered little guidance on the appropriate remedies. In retrospect, one
can interpret the increasing felt need to superimpose municipal controls on
the rapidly crumbling traditional ones as a forlorn attempt to combat the
painful symptoms of social transition. This without an appreciation of the
ways in which the nature of the urban community was changing.

To profit or not to profit?: Trading off moral imperatives against
financial constraints
It is remarkable how important it was to municipal officials and Councillors
that the entire issue of beer production be addressed from a moral perspective.
For example, at the 1955 IANA conference, Dr Bourquin from Durban
asserted that, “A local authority’s responsibility does not begin and end with
its legal responsibility; it is under a moral responsibility in regard to all needs
and grievances which arise within its area”.25 Similarly, Dr Bang began his
1956 IANA address by posing the question: “What is the right thing from an
ethical point of view?”26
Dr Bang maintained that “apart from the material benefits accruing to
natives through the municipal supply of kaffir beer, there were the indirect
25 Report of Judicial Commission on Native Affairs in Durban, 1947, quoted by Mr. Bourquin, IANA Fourth Annual
Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1955, p. 91.
26 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 61.
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benefits”, such as:
•

It would ensure a standard quality, and latest developments in “kaffir beer
research” would be applied;

•

Since profit would not be the first consideration, consumers would get the
beverage at a price well within their means;

•

Control over supply and consumption would prevent “excessive over-indulgence
with the resultant benefit to the peace of the community”;

•

Beer halls would provide places where Natives could eat and drink according to
their social customs; and

•

It would strengthen family life by reducing the attractions of shebeens.

In sum, the quest for an appropriate way of imposing a modern disciplinary
order on the seemingly chaotic circumstances of the townships involved
questions about moral issues on the part of officials. There was general
agreement amongst IANA municipal officials that municipal beer production
was a positive measure from a utilitarian perspective as it would benefit the
African urban community. This threw up moral dilemmas of its own, however.
Justifying a municipal beer monopoly in the face of ‘native custom’ was tricky
enough but this still left the uncomfortable moral issue of profitability to be
sorted out.
The Native Revenue Accounts of most townships usually faced a deficit.
There were four main ways of responding to the need for desperately needed
facilities in the African townships, viz.:
•

by raising rentals,

•

by drawing on local authorities’ General Rates Accounts,

•

by ignoring the problem, or

•

by introducing municipal beer sales.

The first and third options would only exacerbate the problems of black
poverty.27 Significant subsidisation via the General Rates Accounts was
politically unthinkable. This seemed to leave the municipal beer hall proposal
as the only viable option.
27 Dr Bang posed the question, “Where would the funds come from for such amenities as social centres, sports
grounds, clinics, health services, old age homes, grants-in-aid to charitable organisations?”. Furthermore, he said, “It
would be a terrific hardship on the great majority of Natives were they required to pay a fully economic rent on the
existing type of housing in many locations”. IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p.
68.

160

Contradictions of community within local government

According to Section 19 of the Natives (Urban Areas) Consolidation Act of
1945, all monies received by an urban local authority from the sale of beer
had to be credited to a sub-account of the Native Revenue Account, called the
“Kaffir Beer Account”. The profits could be used for social and recreational
facilities, social welfare, subsidising losses on sub-economic housing schemes,
or for capital works.28 It is significant, however, that the moral question was
always at the forefront, betraying the presence of an anxiety about the morally
decent course of action. It was a question concerning the moral responsibility
of the white community towards their fellow black townsmen. In what way
were whites financially responsible for the material welfare of blacks? If
“controls” could be justified on the grounds of paternalistic benevolence, was
this not then implicitly an argument for paternalistic “subsidies”? Mr. Meyer
of Kimberley came the closest to articulating this problem when he asked:29
If profits on the sale of kaffir beer vanish completely, where must the revenue
be derived from to balance the budget, to off-set losses on housing, losses in
the reduction of rentals, and expenditure on works or services connected with
a location, native village or hostel? Must it be borne by the ratepayers, or the
residents of the locations, well knowing their economic position?

What made the beer issue so difficult was that municipal beer sales would
not be an “addition” to, but a “substitute” for, a local authority subsidy on
township expenditure. All the arguments that beer was nutritious, or that it
formed an essential facet of black culture, or that a municipal monopoly would
have the side-effect of reducing social evils, could not obviate the fact that
the revenue for ameliorating the appalling location conditions would have to
come from the pockets of those desperately poor communities themselves.
The thought of financing facilities from the income of very poor people, via
their spending their leisure time and money at communal beer halls, was a
prospect many municipal officials baulked at. Again, the latent question was:
“Are ‘natives’ part of our community?”. If so, are we simply responsible for
maintaining law and order, or are we responsible for improving their material
conditions as well? And if the latter, does this morally require sacrifices on the
part of the white community? A letter to the Daily Dispatch summed up this
moral dilemma perfectly:30
28 SF Kingsley, “Drankverskaffing…”, SABRA, Drankverskaffing en die Bantoe, p. 22. According to Mr. Kingsley,
Pretoria Municipality had spent money on creches, furnishings for a community centre, new sportsfields, youth
education, and leisure activities.
29 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, pp. 77-78.
30 Daily Dispatch, 5 November 1961.
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East London locations are a disgrace to the city ... If we are not prepared to
direct the profits from kaffir beer sales in the locations ... to a good cause, that
is to say, the provision of amenities for the Natives, then we are left with the
moral duty of either financing, permanently, the running of soup kitchens
and milk bars in each of the three East London locations, or of instructing the
Municipality to institute these amenities - and of paying higher rates.

We will argue that this anxiety existed due to a constant tension between
differing interpretations of the form of ethical life (Hegelian Sittlichkeit) that
should prevail. The financial question invoked, not only conflicting notions of
patriarchy, but the beginnings of a modern, individualist moral consciousness
as well.

Officials’ views of patriarchy and ethical life
Let us first turn to the patriarchal heritage. If the urban African community
was to be seen as a traditional enclave within the city, one whose traditions
should be maintained as a bulwark against the hazards of modern city life,
then the city fathers had important obligations towards Africans. It was the
moral code of the stronger towards the weaker, the patriarch towards the child.
The moral logic of protection has tended to be downplayed in the revisionist
and neo-revisionist literature in favour of the potentials for exploitation
which traditionalist paternalism embodied. In terms of the protection logic,
however, it was incumbent upon the white community somehow to improve
the life circumstances of its African counterpart. Many officials intuitively
subscribed to these sentiments, and they exerted much time and effort in
pursuit of this ideal.
The specific nature of these obligations was unclear, however. The officials’
inability to determine their moral obligations arose from an inherited baggage
of unexamined policy principles concerning financial relations in the cities.
Ever since 1923, the principle of financial separation between whites and
Africans in the cities had been justified by a Stallardist version of patriarchy.31
According to Stallardism, Africans’ presence in the towns could be justified
only in so far as they served white people’s needs. This strain of patriarchalism
consigned blacks to a rural destiny in South Africa. Whatever paternalistic
instincts whites might have felt should properly be given expression to in the
31 TRH Davenport, “The triumph of Colonel Stallard: The transformation of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act between
1923 and 1937”, South African Historical Journal, 2, 1970, p. 79.
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context of tribalism.
By the 1950s, this version of patriarchalism made little sense. Social and
economic conditions had changed. The permanence of blacks in the cities
had become a reality. The problem was that the Native Revenue Accounts,
which made financial provision for expenditures in black townships, were in
chronic deficit. However, municipal officials had become so accustomed to
the idea of financial separation between town and township that it would have
required a seismic paradigm shift in morality to justify institutionalised crosssubsidisation32. In towns such as East London, the Native Revenue Account
was in fact being subsidised by the white rate-paying community, but on an
“ad hoc” basis. Such stop-gap measures were technically in contravention of
government policy, which was based on financial separatism. The municipal
officials were caught in a bind bequeathed to them by history. Whereas
the subsidisation of the poor was an accepted principle within the white
community, the subsidisation of black townships had no explicit political or
moral appeal. It would take another thirty years before such justifications
were developed.33 Officials were locked into an ambiguous patriarchalism,
one that sufficiently emphasised racial inequalities to justify paternalistic social
“controls”, but not enough to justify paternalistic “financial assistance”.
The only way out of the dilemma seemed to be to tap new sources of finance
from within the locations themselves. Since black residents could not afford
increased rentals or service charges, the only solution was to take over the
supply of a commodity on which they were already spending a proportion
of their income. This had to be a commodity supplied in the townships, as
other products would entail competition with white firms, and private sector
competition would then force prices down to a level where profits might
dwindle away to nothing.
The only viable solution was municipal beer production. Paternalistic
controls would deliver revenue for social development and, at the same time,
a prohibition on competing household production might reduce some social
evils. This contradictory solution, which entailed depriving a poverty-stricken
community of an informal revenue source in order that its poverty could be
addressed, was the only one which accommodated the concurrent demands of
32 The only officially-recognised form of subsidisation was the Native Services Levy payable by white employers, but
this could only be used for infrastructure in the establishment of new townships.
33 The Regional Services Councils and the National Security Management System, both introduced in the early 1980s,
were the first institutions overtly to channel revenue from white to black communities.
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social improvements and financial separation. Some of the officials, relieved
to have any solution at all at hand, passionately and publicly defended this
logic. But there were others who had their doubts.
During the 1950s, the Department of Native Affairs exhibited moral qualms
about municipal beer production. For example, the Department opposed the
financing of school buildings from beer revenues, since it was felt that this
would encourage Natives to consume more beer so as to boost the supply of
school buildings, thereby justifying “what is actually an evil”:34
It is the policy of the Department to restrict kaffir beer profits to a minimum
or to see that profits vanish completely. The only reason for allowing local
authorities to sell kaffir beer is to combat the evils incidental to uncontrolled
brewing and not to make a profit.

Evidently the Department did not accept the argument that the “social
good” ends justified the means of municipal beer supply. Certain municipal
officials, however, had no such qualms. Dr Bang and Mr. Buitendag argued
that profit-making “per se” was both legitimate and important, because of the
beneficial consequences of social spending. According to Mr. Buitendag:35
The municipal monopoly system can be an economic proposition and it is
our contention that there is absolutely nothing morally wrong in making a
profit, more especially when account is taken of the use to which such profits
may be put and the fact that expenditure of such profits is under the control
of the Minister.

However, the moral defence of municipal beer brewing did not spring from
patriarchal considerations alone. It also exhibited, albeit in a convoluted
way, the germination of a non-traditionalist, non-patriarchal, modern view
of ethical life. This view was ‘modern’ in two senses: it emphasised uniform
individual rights and obligations; and it envisaged governmental action as
non-discriminatory and formally egalitarian.
Consider, for example, the argument of Mr. Bourquin of Durban, a vocal
advocate of municipal beer production: “It is ... common knowledge that
in present times one gets nothing for nothing. In some way or other we
must pay for what we receive, and in the normal course of things someone
makes a profit in the process”.36 For Mr. Bourquin, it was just and fair that all
34 Quoted in Dr Bang’s address, IANA Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 68.
35 Memorandum to East London City Council, contained in Native Affairs Committee (NAC), Minutes, 6 November
1956.
36 IANA, Fifth Annual Conference proceedings, Bloemfontein, 1956, p. 79.
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individuals “must pay for what they receive”. This claim is a modernist one, in
that no special allowances are made for ascriptive characteristics, such as race
or cultural background. Furthermore, Mr. Bourquin said:
[K]affir beer .. is sold at a profit. [T]his point becomes objectionable
apparently only for the reason that this profit is made by local authorities.
If kaffir beer were a commercial commodity and the profits were made by
commerce and industry in the normal course of their business, it is possible
that no one would say anything about it....
For good measure, he added, “if Nasser can nationalize the Suez Canal what
reason is there why our Government should not nationalize the liquor trade?”.
According to this line of reasoning, beer was a commodity like any other.
This argument, however, lost sight of the fact that under patriarchalism, the
city fathers had previously assumed a special moral responsibility towards
their charges - a responsibility which transcended the materialistic motives of
profit-taking. Mr. Bourquin’s argument reflects an ethic of crude materialism,
a total departure from the patriarchal discourse of ethical life - although this
did not stop Mr. Bourquin, on other occasions, from defending patriarchal
controls on social evils. Mr. Bourquin’s reasoning shifted from one unexamined
proposition to another:
Why then is it immoral, unethical or unreligious [sic] to make a profit on
kaffir beer, especially if that profit is used for the benefit of the community?
The answer is that natives are so poor that they cannot even pay in full for their
housing and social services. Why then is it not immoral and unethical that
liquor should be available to those Europeans who also belong to the poorer
classes and would find difficulty in housing and feeding themselves? Yet while
European liquor has no food value at all, kaffir beer has such value. Why is it
not immoral that there should be profits on the sale of such essential foods as
bread, meat and milk especially if such profits remain in private hands?

This convoluted statement contains several very different claims:
•

since poor whites enjoyed the right to liquor, the same right should be recognised
for poor blacks (a modern liberal claim);

•

profits on beer were as justifiable as profits on other nutritious commodities (a
modern capitalistic claim); and

•

local authorities could justifiably control the market for Africans’ own good (a
paternalistic claim, based on patriarchal assumptions).

Mr. Bourquin’s reasoning illustrates the underlying confusion regarding the
form of ethical life which governed the urban community. He hovered between
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a patriarchal ethic and an individualist modern ethic. In his inconsistency
he could not settle on whether African urban residents should be treated
according to the norms of modernity, applicable to whites, or whether they
should be subject to the particularistic rights and obligations that typically
characterised the ethos of patriarchalism and paternalism.
The beer debate revolved endlessly around an elusive moral issue which
nobody articulated: Should the black residents of South African cities
be treated differently from whites? Should they be treated with special
paternalistic concern? If this were the case, then profiteering from beer sales
seemed morally offensive, as it constituted the economic exploitation of a
weak and disadvantaged cultural group.
On the other hand, if blacks were regarded as modern individuals, who should
experience the rough with the smooth when it came to the concomitants of
freedoms and individual rights, then the profit-making was surely legitimate.
The many ‘contradictions of community’ were the real issues at stake. What
were the proper boundaries of the urban community? Were the ‘natives’ part
of the modern capitalistic urban community, or were they lesser citizens –
wards consigned to the city fathers’ patriarchal care?

Moral reasoning and ‘dirty hands’ in political life
The debate about municipal beer halls illustrates the difficulties of applying
moral principles to practical realities. Practical situations require normative
interpretations, which lead to confusions and conflicts of values. In the
moral murkiness of political life, actors are often torn between the claims
entailed by effectiveness in action, and the moral claims derived from moral
ideals. In understanding political actions, it becomes evident that there are
actions that are justified, even obligatory, but that are nonetheless wrong
and shameful.37 “Dirty hands” moral conflicts refer to cases where a choice is
forced by competing moral considerations, in such a way that the actor has
to take responsibility for whatever unpalatable option he or she chooses. Even
if the act is justified, the actor still feels uncomfortable with it. Despite good
intentions, political reality (especially in conditions of rapid social change) is
such that practical political choices are seldom simple choices between good
and evil. Many political alternatives involve “dirty hands”.
37 M Stocker, Plural and conflicting values (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1990), pp. 9-13.
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The lengthy debates in municipal circles attests to officials’ genuine disquiet
about the moral confusion and moral costs of deciding between different
courses of action. Yet despite these endless debates, the white officials tasked
with ‘native administration’ ultimately had to act. To understand their choices,
the concept of ‘overvaluing’ may be found useful.
Typically, people caught in a situation of choosing between two unpalatable
options or values find that they can resolve their dilemma by means of
“overvaluing” one moral duty and undervaluing another.38 There are three
grounds for “overvaluing” a certain choice: (i) The reasonableness of one
value, compared to another, (ii) the likelihood that the value chosen will be
actualised, and (iii) the choice for a specific value is more honourable than the
choice for a competing value.
At the same time, the importance of social and political context should not
be underestimated. Individuals do not make moral choices in a vacuum.
The municipal beer hall debates took place in a context where the National
Party became increasingly draconian about separating the affairs of black
townships from those of the white citizenry. In a context of chaotic township
administration, the National Party’s vision of “separate development” offered
a seductively persuasive logic of scientific anthropology. In the words of HF
Verwoerd:39
[State policy] is not just casual ideas touching an odd point here and there,
but is a programme extending its fingers deeply and affecting the circumstances
in the lives of people. If it is to be accepted that the various directives are not
just random ideas but part of a comprehensive all-embracing programme,
then you will understand why deviations cause confusion ... The Government
is not prepared to allow this.
The development of powerful and coercive bureaucratic institutions eroded
the municipalities’ memory of, and desire for, autonomy. If a local authority
did not fulfil its duty regarding the implementation of state policy, strong
action would be taken:40
If there is a local authority which tries to obstruct that policy, the government
is not exercising dictatorship when it makes the national policy compulsory
... Therefore when it may become necessary to compel a city Council which is
38 M Stocker, Plural and conflicting values..., p. 39.
39 Quoted in S Bekker & R Humphries, From control to confusion: The changing role of administration boards in
South Africa, 1971-1983, (Grahamstown, ISER, 1985), p. 6.
40 Quoted in S Bekker & R. Humphries, From control to confusion..., p. 4.
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not prepared to implement the policy of apartheid to do so, I shall do so...

Conclusion
By the early 1960s, the beer hall issue became an instrument in a quest
for apartheid social engineering. Many municipalities decided to introduce
municipal beer production, after a debate which had raged inconclusively
for almost five years. In the context of Verwoerdianism, with its emphasis on
order and control, most white City Councils chose the virtue of modern and
scientific beer production methods over that of respecting the views of black
residents. They also chose the value of using beer revenue to subsidise township
development, instead of the value of cross-subsidising township development
from the white tax coffers. In the context of the National Party’s increasingly
draconian apartheid principles, there was no scope for subsidisation of black
townships from the white tax-payer.
During the 1960s, the introduction of municipal beer halls appeared
increasingly legitimate, because modernity and control appeared ever more
reasonable, and because it became increasingly difficult to envisage opposition
to the Verwoerdian state machine. Until the mid-1980s, the ideology of racial
separation and administrative control set the benchmark for municipal policy.
The normative vacillations of the municipal officials were no match for the
ideological prescriptions which emanated from Pretoria. It was only twenty
years later that the principle of “a single city with a single tax base” became a
rallying cry for popular black opposition to the state, and that white South
Africans came to understand the necessity for this moral standpoint.
The 1950s was a period of profound social change in urban South Africa.
The municipal beer hall debate illustrated the ambiguities in the white officials’
understanding of an increasingly chaotic urban situation. They felt called to
address the social evils which resulted from illegal beer brewing, but at the same
time their proposals were morally clouded by the principle of drawing resources
from desperately poor black residents to fund social upliftment. At the heart
of their moral vacillation was a deep normative confusion about the proper
cultural relationship between the white city fathers and the black residents
towards whom they had some kind of patriarchal duty. Ultimately, their growing
urge to strengthen municipal control was legitimised and ‘overvalued’ by the
Verwoerdian requirement of racial social engineering.
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[Please note: only the title of the article is shortened]

Examples of a reference from a book
WF Lye & C Murray, Transformations on the Highveld: The Tswana and the Southern Sotho
(Cape Town, David Phillip, 1980), pp. 7, 10.
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(Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: Race, relations and reflections, Centre for
Sociological Research, University of Johannesburg, 28 July 2007), p. 7.
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Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.
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To:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe…”, New Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.
[Please note: only the title of the article is shortened]

Examples of a reference from a book
WF Lye & C Murray, Transformations on the Highveld: The Tswana and the Southern Sotho
(Cape Town, David Phillip, 1980), pp. 7, 10.
JJ Buys, Die oorsprong en migrasiebewegings van die Koranna en hulle rol in die Transgariep tot
1870 (Universiteit van die Vrystaat, Bloemfontein, 1989), pp. 33-34.
[Please note the reference variety to page numbers used]

Example of a shortened version of a reference from a book
From:
JA Conforti (ed.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the Congregational Ministry , and reform in New England between the Great Awakenings (Washington, Christian University Press, 1981), p. 23.
To:
JA Conforti (ed.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement…, p. 23.

Example of a reference from a chapter in a book
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means: SWAPO’s liberation war”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al,
Namibia’s liberation struggle: The two-edged sword (London, Oxford University Press,
1995), pp. 19-39.
Shortened version:
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means…”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle…, pp. 19-39.

Example of a reference from an unpublished dissertation/thesis
MJ Dhlamini, “The relationship between the African National Congress and the Pan Africanist Congress, 1959-1990” (Ph.D, NWU, 2006), pp. 4,8,11.
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Examples of a reference from a newspaper
P Coetzee, “Voëlvlugblik ATKV 75 op ons blink geskiedenis”, Die Transvaler, 6 Januarie
2006, p. 8.
or
Zululand Times, 19 July 1923.

Archival references:
• Interview(s)
Provide at least key details such as: Name of interviewee and profession; the interviewer and
profession and date of interview

• Example of interview reference
K Rasool (Personal Collection), interview, K Kotzé (CEO, Goldfields, Johannesburg Head
Office)/E Schutte (Researcher, NWU, School of Basic Science), 12 March 2006.

• Example of shortened interview reference (after it has been used once in article)
K Rasool (Personal Collection), interview, K. Kotzé/E Schutte , 12 March 2006.

• Example of an Electronic Mail - document or letter
E-mail: W Pepler (Bigenafrica, Pretoria/E van Eeden (Researcher), 22 October 2006.

• National archives (or any other archive)
National archiving (NA), Pretoria, Department of Education (DE), Vol.10, Reference 8/1/3/452: Letter, K Lewis (Director General) / P Dlamini (Teacher, Springs
College), 12 June 1960.
[Please note: after one reference to the National Archives or Source Group, It can be
abbreviated to e.g. NA or DE]
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A source accessed on the Internet
A Dissel, “Tracking transformation in South African prisons”, Track Two, 11(2), April 2002
(available at http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za/two/11-2transformation.html, as accessed on
14 Jan. 2003), pp. 1-3.

A source from conference proceedings
First reference to the source:
D Dollar, “Asian century or multi-polar century?” (Paper, Global Development Network
Annual Conference, Beijing, January 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: Trade investment and the China-in-Afrika discourse”
(Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: Race, relations and reflections, Centre for
Sociological Research, University of Johannesburg, 28 July 2007), p. 7.

Shortened version:
D Dollar, “Asian century...” (Paper, GDN Conference, 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: ...” (Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: ..., University of Johannesburg [or UJ]), p. 7.

GENERAL:
Submission requirements
Articles submitted to the New Contree must be editorial revised and a submission must be accompanied by a memorandum from a qualified language
practitioner. No article will be peer reviewed without such a memorandum
of approval.

Illustrations
Photographs, sketches, tables, diagrams; graphics, maps etc should be numbered consecutively (Eg. Figure 1-4; Sketch 1-2; Diagram 1-3; Photo 1-6).
The appropriate positioning of the illustration should be indicated in the
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text. Original copies should be clearly identified on the back. High quality
scanned versions are always welcome.
Authors, PLEASE obtain copyright and reproduction rights on photographs and other illustrations
Copyright on all material in New Contree rests within the Editorial Advisory
Committee of New Contree.
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