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Editorial

EDITORIAL
In issue 66 of New Contree the reader is exposed to an interesting variety
of well-researched articles. We depart from the historically neglected (and to
some extent historically disapproved) Truth and Reconciliation Commission
reports. Method and limitations in the TRC’s approach to diversity are
discussed by the young historian and international scholar Raphael Verbuyst.
In his effort to point out how the TRC engaged with the past in a multifaceted
way, he consulted several sources, and build his arguments on several
existing historical and philosophical perspectives. Though not a complete
historiography on the TRC-debate from a historian’s perspective and broader
(the award winning impressions of Antjie Krog in Country of My Skull for
example are absent as source) the article serves to be considered as part of a
debate among historians and the positioning of History in public podiums.
Anthony Minnaar takes the reader back in time to very interesting
unemployment and poor relief history during the days of the Great
Depression in Graaff-Reinet. If not having been aware of the timeframe in
which this history takes place, one surely could have easily wrongly taken the
problems of the time to perhaps be contemporary history: a history in which
the poor of the poor always appear to be the last in the queue when it comes
to employment. Class and race are constructs that can hardly be ignored in
a local economic debate like Minnaar’s research.
Having referred to economic issues, Mark Ingle escorts the reader from
Graaff-Reinet to the broader arid Karoo region’s post-productivist economy.
The dominance of agricultural production eradicated in some sense to pave
way for a growing tertiary industry like tourism and recreational farming.
Other interesting observations in this change, and why so this changing
tide, are looked for in communications technology developments and the
emergence of a highly mobile group of professionals, identified as the “creative
class” which are living in the country side.
Departing slightly from direct economic matters, Christina KgariMasondo debates forced removals from a socio-environmental perspective.
The focus is on the area of removal (namely Lady Selborne) to the location
to which people had to move (namely Ga-Rankuwa). To loose a home, a
history and a connectedness with what was familiar is seen a far greater loss
1I
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socio-environmentally and emotionally than the actual loss of land. KgariMasondo also argues that the forced removal process contributed to Africans
being apathetic towards the environment. It is wisely claimed that a relocated
community should participate in all spheres of decision-making locally to
achieve a new sense of “home”.
In what sense forced migration shares some connectedness with free
migration may offer an interesting debate. However, Kalpana Hiralal view
free Indian migration in Natal by utilising biographical traces of Indians
entering the region from the last decades of the nineteenth century to the
early twentieth century. The value of adopting a biographical approach to
conduct historical research in migration studies is argued, especially in the
absence of official documents.
In many ways Charl Blignaut’s unravelling of women’s socio-cultural and
economic activities in the former Ossewa-Brandwag organisation, add value
to the broader historiography of women’s history in South Africa. To an
extent it also confirms the blunt ignorance of the average Afrikaner-labelled
woman of the time in the day-to-day politics, despite their associations with
a politically motivated cultural movement like the OB. Another example
of the Afrikaner cultural visibility as a protective handle to secure one’s own
tradition and political future, is Gustav Hendrich description of Afrikaners
in the former Rhodesia (today’s Zimbabwe) since the mid 1930’s up to 1980.
In the book review section Elizabeth van Heyningen critically reviews Karel
Schoeman’s Cape lives of the eighteenth century. On the other side of the
country Barend van der Merwe appraises U de V Pienaar’s A cameo from the
past: The prehistory and early history of the Kruger National Park. The work
of the late Edward-John Bottomley on Armblankes (and translated by Erika
de Beer from John’s MA-dissertation) is assessed by Wessel Visser. Lastly an
informative reflection is provided by Lisa Thompson on Heather Jacklin and
Peter Vale’s Re-imagining the Social in South Africa: Critique theory and postapartheid society.
The Editorial Advisory Committee decided to allow the publication of a
third (special) issue of the New Contree annually. This provides researchers
with more opportunities to publish. Please utilise this opportunity and don’t
forget to subscribe as member.
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History, historians and the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission
Rafael Verbuyst
History Department
Ghent University
verbuystr@gmail.com

Abstract
Whether or not the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) intended to write history, it certainly engaged with the past while
historians were virtually absent. This article therefore sets out to take a
closer look at the relationship between history, historians and the TRC. An
overview of the literature reveals that historians have examined the TRC from
a philosophical perspective and analysed its report as a historical narrative.
Although some historians praise the TRC, most of them stand critically
towards its epistemology, ethics, methodology and content. In the same
way, some historians are inspired by the TRC’s alternative way of engaging
with the past but others point to the dangers of its stress on a post-apartheid
present. Overall, historians seldom explicitly write about or engage with the
TRC because they consider it a flawed and even dangerous enterprise. The
inaccessibility of the archives also impedes historians from picking up the
road map the commission tried to provide. Some historians nevertheless felt
inspired by the TRC to launch oral history projects or practice public history.
Also, while the combination of history writing and reconciliation is often
criticized, some historians claim to have written reconciliation history without
violating their historiographical standards. All of this doesn’t lead to a simple
conclusion with regards to the impact the TRC had – and still does – on
history writing, what it means to be a historian and the concept of history in
post-apartheid South Africa. What is clear, however, is that the TRC engaged
with the past in varying ways and therefore caused historians to approach it
in equally diverging ways. This is reason enough to study the relationship
between history, the TRC and historians in greater detail.
Keywords: Truth and Reconciliation Commission; History; Historiography;
Public history; Philosophy of history; Historians; History and justice.
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Introduction
My personal observation on historians and the TRC is that by large they
were absent. There may well be reasons for this which in themselves may cast
revealing light on the profession.1

Albert Grundlingh is one of the many historians staffing the history
departments of the universities in the new South Africa. Like most of his
colleagues, professor Grundlingh witnessed the birth of the new nation
approximately nineteen years ago. At that time, however, civil war was
looming and one of the main vehicles which emerged from the political
negotiations was the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC
operated between 1995 and 1998 and had the ambitious goal of establishing
the truth about the gross human rights violations which took place during
apartheid (see Image 1 below).2 Furthermore, through (public) hearings,
research, reparation payments and the possibility of individual amnesty, the
TRC hoped to reconcile both (mostly black/coloured) victims and (mostly
white) perpetrators so that they could move beyond thoughts of vengeance.
According to the TRC mandate, understanding the past meant:3
To establish as complete a picture as possible – including the antecedents,
circumstances, factors and context of such violence as well as the perspectives
of the victims and the motives and perspectives of the persons responsible for
the commission of the violations, by conducting investigations and holdings
hearings.

To achieve these ambitious goals, the TRC was given a wide range of powers
and resources, including the ability to search premises, subpoena witnesses
and seize evidence.4 The TRC produced the first five volumes of its report
in 1998 and the final version was handed over to President Thabo Mbeki on
March 21st 2003. Meanwhile, the TRC had faced both praise and criticism on
an international scale. Indeed, scholars from a wide range of disciplines have

1
2
3
4

E-mail: A Grundlingh (University of Stellenbosch), 31 October 2012.
Although the TRC ceased holding hearings in 1998, it went on until 2003 to produce its final report and
process all amnesty dossiers.
“Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act 34 of 1995” (available at http://www.justice.gov.za/
legislation/acts/1995-034.pdf, as accessed on 18 June 2013).
P Hayner, Unspeakable truths: Transitional justice and the challenge of truth commissions (New York, Taylor &
Francis, 2011), pp. 27-28.
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studied the TRC ever since its conception.5 Whether or not the commission
managed to reconcile South Africans has become the main question ever since.
Image 1: Members of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission

Dr. Alex Boraine (second from left), deputy chair; Archbishop Desmond Tutu (centre), chair; and Rev. Bongani
Finca (right), commissioner—at the commission’s first hearing, April 1996, East London, S.Af.

Source: Available at <http://media-3.web.britannica.com/eb-media/88/137688-004-EC2CD3EB.
jpg>, as accessed on 18 June 2013.

This article will revolve around a different topic altogether and examines
the relationship between the TRC, history and historians in South Africa. If
historians can be defined as researchers of past events, what does it mean for
them to be virtually absent in a commission which investigated the period from
March 1st 1960 to May 10 1994? Whereas the effects of the post-apartheid
era on historians and historiography have been examined extensively, the
impact of the TRC on these subjects remains largely unexplored.6 This is
regrettable because the South African case could provide insights into the
nature of the historical profession in South Africa and beyond. By looking
5

6

For an excellent bibliographical overview of research on the TRC see A Verdoolaege, “The debate on truth and
reconciliation: A survey of literature on the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission”, Journal of
Language and Politics, 5(1), 2006, pp. 15–35; T Savage, B Schmid et.al, “Truth commissions and transitional
justice: A select bibliography on the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission debate”, Journal of
Law and Religion, 16(1), 2001, pp. 73-186.
See for example H Stolten, History making and present day politics: The meaning of collective memory in South
Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007).
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into commentaries and critiques by historians (or at least from a historian’s or
historiographical perspective) on the commission, this article will engage in
the kind of reflection Grundlingh promotes.7
The first section will examine the TRC’s history writing exercise by looking
into two groups of common critiques. The first set of issues will be more of
an epistemological and ethical nature and the second set will revolve more
around content and methodology. Section Two will proceed by looking at the
TRC from a more philosophical perspective: how does the TRC relate to the
past, present and future of South Africa and how does it reflect different ways
of engaging with the past? Section Three will then look into the legacy of the
TRC by considering three topics: the TRC archives, the impact of the TRC
on the historiographical agenda and the nature of the historical profession in
South Africa. The closing section of this article will summarize the findings
and consider if the TRC has had a significant impact – and still does – on
historiography, what it means to be a historian and the concept of history in
post-apartheid South Africa.

The TRC’s history writing exercise: A critical evaluation8
The commission never perceived itself as taking on the kind of academic
or historical brief which many of its critics have ascribed to it…
The furthest thing from the minds of those involved in
writing the Report was the need to write an academic history.9

Before criticizing the TRC’s history writing exercise, one needs to note
that it never claimed to mirror academic historiography nor wrote its report
for the academic community. The report explicitly states that “it is not the
Commission’s task to write the history of this country”.10 Furthermore,
historian and previous member of the Research Department Janet Cherry
7

It should be noted that the bulk of the authors cited in this article are not historians but social-scientists from
a wide range of disciplines commentating on the commission. This is in itself a revealing fact and tells us
something about the involvement of historians in the TRC as well as about their attitude towards it. It is the
opinion of the author, however, that these critiques are shared by historians in South Africa and beyond or that
they are at least applicable to any scholar with a historical perspective.
8 While this section is divided into two subsections addressing different critiques, this division should be seen as
somewhat artificial seeing as epistemology, ethics, methodology and content naturally relate to each other.
9 C Villa-Vicencio (Head of the TRC Research Department), “On the limitations of academic history: The
quest for truth demands both more and less”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC: Reflections on truth and
reconciliation in South Africa (Athens (OH), Ohio University Press, 2001), pp. 24, 31.
10 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 5, p. 257. The TRC report is integrally available
at http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/report/, as accessed on 18 June 2013.
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notes that the pressure of deadlines, the lack of time and the fact that some
people were asked to write about topics they were unfamiliar with, influenced
the quality of the report to an extent which can hardly be underestimated.11
Authors were also forced to drop or summarize context and analysis because of
the limited space available in the report for certain topics.12 Many within the
TRC therefore considered the report to be released prematurely. The following
should therefore be approached with Cherry’s preliminary comment in mind.
Nevertheless, the report resembles a historical narrative and mentions some
form of consultation with “academic historians” as well as its task to “provide
an understanding of the historical context”.13 Historians or history writing are
rarely mentioned elsewhere in the report. Indeed, the report only notes that
“a range of scholars” participated in the Research Department.14 Had there
been more clarity on what the commission was to write, who was to write
it and what methodology had to be used, a lot of criticism could have been
avoided.15 This lack of transparency and its apparent effects in the report led
historians to deem the TRC’s history writing exercise as essentially flawed.16 It
is important to note, however, that the people in charge of writing the report
(mostly working in the Research Department) were aware of its inevitable
shortcomings and accepted criticism and the need for further research:17
The material will be of great value to scholars, journalists and others
researching our history… The report that follows tries to provide… a road
map to those who wish to travel into our past. It is not and cannot be the
whole story… Others will inevitably critique this perspective - as indeed they
must… Our understanding of history must accommodate all interpretations
of the past. If we fail in this regard, we will fail to be a nation.

The third section of this article will evaluate whether historians have made
use of this road map. However, the fact that the TRC openly invites criticism
should be reason enough to examine its epistemology, ethics, methodology and
content, especially for those (historians) wishing to make use of the road map.
11 J Cherry, J Daniel & M Fullard, “Researching the ‘truth’: A view from inside the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past:
Understanding South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University
Press, 2002), pp. 27-29.
12 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, pp. 2829.
13 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 5, p. 374.
14 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 5, p. 376.
15 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 34.
16 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders: The TRC and the (un)making of public myths”, Kronos, 34(1),
2008, p. 215.
17 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, pp. 1-2.
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Epistemology and ethics: “‘Truth’ and ‘the beast of the past’”18
Historical truth… cannot be ‘bottled’ (except in the realm of myth) and
‘administered’ as contemporary ‘medicine’ of the wounds of the past.19

Truth is both a powerful and dangerous concept. In that regard, Deborah
Posel stresses the complex relationship any truth commission will face with
one of their fundamental concepts:20
Since the 1980s — exactly contiguous with the waves of postmodern
scepticism — we have witnessed renewed global enthusiasm for, and confidence
in, the idea of truth as the basis of justice and stability… Truth commissions
are therefore charged with having to redeem the modern confidence in the idea
of truth as the basis of a morally robust life, in the very act of acknowledging
the past excesses — and therefore attendant dangers — of such a project.

Truth commissions thus have to respect both subjective and objective forms
of truth without descending into epistemological chaos. Whereas some
commissions have ignored this dilemma by sticking to positivistic notions
of truth, the TRC faced this issue head-on. Although the TRC produced an
authoritative account of the past which it described as objective, the report
recognized at the same time that other readings were possible and that it built
its narrative mostly on personal testimonies.21 By defining multiple “truths”
and examining different perspectives, however, the TRC would open itself up
to both praise and criticism.
On a positive note, Colleen Scott argues that the TRC approached reality
not only by focusing on facts like a court of law but also by considering
“emotional truth” as well as by putting a “human face on all those who
suffered and continue to suffer”.22 The TRC refers to this as “personal truth”
because it expresses the painful memories of the victims in their own words.23
On the other hand, the TRC also discerns a “social truth” established through
dialogue between people with different views.24 Similarly, for Wilhelm
18 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 22.
19 S Field, “Memory, the TRC and the significance of oral history in post-apartheid South Africa” (Paper,
Conference: The TRC: Commissioning the past, Johannesburg, June 1999), p. 7.
20 D Posel, “History as confession: The case of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission”, Public
Culture, 20(1), 2008, pp. 125, 127.
21 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 112.
22 C Scott, “Combating myth and building reality”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back, reaching
forward: Reflections on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa (Cape Town, University of Cape
Town Press, 2000), p. 108.
23 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, pp. 112-113.
24 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, pp. 113-114.
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Verwoerd, the TRC process resulted in a “moral truth” which was necessary
to nurture a culture of human rights.25 Vice-chair of the TRC Alex Boraine
refers to this process as “healing truth” which results in “restorative truth” and
reconciliation.26 Yet, Boraine maintains that the TRC searched for “forensic
truth” when examining the human rights violations.27 Jakobus Du Pisani
points out that victims would indeed prefer the TRC’s insistence on objective
truth with regards to the examination of their traumatic experiences.28
For some, however, this “wobbly, poorly constructed conceptual grid” of
truths might render the concept void of meaning.29 Historian Colin Bundy
argues that although the TRC considered knowledge of the past subjective
and constantly changing, a positivistic epistemology characterizes most
sections and not only those on human rights violations.30 In that regard, some
hold the view that the report wished to produce a reconciliatory narrative in
a positivistic language which stood above all the conflicting perspectives to
prevent overexposing the past.31 It is a fact that truth commissions are faced
with the arduous task of writing an account of the past acceptable for all
groups previously in conflict in that same society.32 For Villa-Vicencio then,
it is clear that “elitist experts” (i.e. historians) would only aim at producing an
“authoritative version of the truth” and needlessly complicate matters.33 This
bias against historians will be dealt with further in the next section.
Although the debate on truth will most likely continue, the TRC clearly
was not solely concerned with factual truth. The TRC report is a history of
human suffering and hopes to engage South Africans in ethical and emotional
reflection on their past.34 Historians like Charles Maier dislike the idea of the
25 W Verwoerd, “Towards the recognition of our past injustices”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back,
reaching forward..., pp. 155, 164.
26 A Boraine, “Truth and reconciliation in South Africa: the third way”, D Thomson & R Rotberg, Truth versus
justice: The morality of truth commissions (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 152. Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 114.
27 A Boraine, “Truth and reconciliation in South Africa...”, D Thomson & R Rotberg, Truth versus justice..., p.
151.
28 J Du Pisani, “Ná die Waarheids- en Versoeningskommissie: Uitdagings aan die historikus in ‘n demokratiese
Suid-Afrika”, Tydskrif vir Geesteswetenskappe, 47(1), 2007, p. 3; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South
Africa, Report, 1, p. 161.
29 D Posel, “The TRC report: What kind of history? What kind of truth?”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning
the past..., p. 155.
30 C Bundy, “The beast of the past: History and the TRC”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC: Reflections on
Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa (Athens (OH), Ohio University Press, 2001), p. 14.
31 D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, pp. 150-152.
32 D Posel, “History-writing...”, Public Culture, 20(1), 2008, pp. 120-121.
33 C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, “Constructing a report: Writing up the truth”, D Thomson & R Rotberg,
Truth versus justice..., p. 289.
34 D Posel, “History-writing...”, Public Culture, 20(1), 2008, p. 128.
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TRC report containing (implicit) lessons because its focus on reconciliation
might have caused distortion. For example, according to Posel the report
“reads less as a history, more as a moral narrative about the fact of wrongdoing
across the political spectrum, spawned by the overriding evil of the apartheid
system”.35 Like Bundy and Posel, Maier wants truth commissions to provide
information and leave the writing of narratives to historians because the latter
do not promise “either justice or democracy”.36 According to André Du Toit
then, historians were largely absent within the TRC precisely because they
pursued factual truth and did not want to promote reconciliation.37
In its defence, the TRC held even-handedness and impartiality as one of
its core principles, the bulk of the commission was occupying itself with
collecting and processing data and the report only devotes a small number
of pages on explicit reconciliation.38 Furthermore, seeing the commission as
a tool to legitimize the post-apartheid state ignores that it was critical of the
African National Congress (ANC).39 Indeed, the ANC tried (and failed) to
prevent the report from getting released because it advanced the view that
the ANC fought a “just war”, at times, by “unjust means”.40 Then again, Lars
Buur found that every time the report noted violations on the part of the
ANC, it also mentioned the apartheid state or the “natural reaction of being
threatened” as its causes.41
In any case, the issue remains that learning lessons from the past implies
judging it and that this is something of which (especially contemporary)
historians are trained to disapprove. According to Maier then, historians prefer
the concept of accountability to that of judgment.42 Indeed, Grundlingh
argues that historians were virtually absent in the TRC precisely because they
tend to complicate notions of guilt and often move away from simple yes or
no answers.43 It might be troubling for historians then, that some sections
35 D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 148.
36 C Maier, “Doing history, doing justice: The narrative of the historian and of the truth commission”, D Thomson
& R Rotberg, Truth versus justice..., p. 273.
37 A Du Toit, “The moral foundations of the South African TRC: Truth as acknowledgment and justice as
recognition”, D Thomson & R Rotberg, Truth versus justice..., pp. 132-133.
38 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 224.
39 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 218.
40 C Scott, “Combating myth and building reality”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back, reaching
forward..., p. 112.
41 L Buur, “Makings findings for the future: Representational order and redemption in the work of the TRC”,
South African Journal Of Philosophy, 20(1), 2001, p. 35.
42 C Maier, “Doing history, doing justice…”, D Thomson & R Rotberg, Truth versus justice…, p. 270.
43 A Grundlingh, “Herhistorisering en herposisionering: Perspektiewe op aspekte van geskiedsbeoefening in
hedendaags Suid Afrika”, Historia, 46(2), 2001, p. 319.
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of the report explicitly judge the past or hold “some essential lessons for the
future of the people”.44 This controversial statement is a good example:45
Those who fought against the system of apartheid were clearly fighting for
a just cause, and those who sought to uphold and sustain apartheid cannot
be morally equated with those who sought to remove and oppose it.

As with the debate on truth, the discussion on the relationship between
reconciliation and historians remains pertinent among South African
historians today (see below). Some, however, regret that the reconciliationcritique is the most popular form of criticism among historians because it
oversimplifies the work of the TRC and diverts attention away from particular
methodological issues and actual content.46 As shall be pointed out below,
some authors, however, did comment on the TRC (report) in this fashion.
Examining these critiques is crucial in order to get a better understanding of
the attitude of historians towards the TRC.

Methodological issues and content: Social scientific criticism
Evidence and information
One of the strengths of the TRC was that it was backed by the government
and therefore had greater access to information than historians generally do.47
Furthermore, by exchanging truth for amnesty, a larger amount of historical
information has been uncovered and a greater extent of myths debunked
than had blanket amnesty been approved.48 That is not to say, however, that
the commission could access all required information. Security forces and
the army, for example, were notoriously reluctant to provide information.49
Furthermore, the TRC archives remain largely off-limits to date (see below).
Nevertheless, for many the strongest feature of the TRC remains that it
44
45
46
47
48

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 4.
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 67.
M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, pp. 216-217.
D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 149.
P Hayner, “Same species, different animal: How South Africa compares to truth commissions worldwide”, C
Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back, reaching forward..., pp. 27-29, 36. As a compromise between
blanket amnesty and Nuremberg-type trials, individual amnesty would be granted only if the crimes involved
were “politically motivated” and if the individual (excluding corporations and institutions) in question would
appear at public hearings where they would disclose all information required and be subjected to questioning
by victims and commissioners.
49 P Pigou, “False promises and wasted opportunities?: Inside South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past..., pp. 56-57.

9

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

prevented information from being forgotten and presented new information
from a wide variety of sources.50
In that regard, historians recognize that the TRC also gathered a lot of oral
testimonies. However, not all of the information gathered during the hearings
is necessarily trustworthy. For example, the TRC could be criticized for
using testimonies and personal memories as evidence. The evidence-debate
was especially fierce when dealing with the political motive requirement for
amnesty. South African law defines an offense political if “it is committed
under the orders of, or in furtherance of the goals of, a well-established
political organization”.51 This means that in the end, someone can always be
held accountable if they admit to have given the order. The TRC, however,
often failed to get officials to admit to this act. For Grundlingh, this sort of
evidence was poorly handled because historians were not given as prominent
a role in the commission as lawyers and theologians. He argues that historians
scrutinize testimonies to a greater extent than most professions, have a greater
need for contextualization than those who wrote the report and are more
reluctant to make the same kind of comparisons as the TRC.52
Indeed, “history writing” was considered by most within the commission
as hampering “the need for accountability and digging up the truth”.53 VillaVicencio states that it is precisely the absence of historians which enabled
the creation of “a pluralistic public account, generated by diverse individuals
telling their own stories”.54 Paradoxically then, historians seem to have been
cast aside because they are both not enough and too much concerned with
digging up the truth. Perhaps this explains why, according to Cherry, “both
the lawyers and the historians shuddered at some of the sections of the
report written by the opposite camp”.55 Indeed, lawyers deplored the lack
of empirical research and scrutiny while handling the evidence, while the
historians complained that complexity and nuance were often lost because of
the focus on “fact-finding”.56
50 W Verwoerd, “Towards the recognition of our past injustices”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back,
reaching forward..., p. 164.
51 R Slye, “Justice and amnesty”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back, reaching forward..., p. 179.
52 A Grundlingh, “Herhistorisering en herposisionering…”, Historia, 46(2), 2001, p. 319.
53 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 234.
54 C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, “Constructing a report...”, D Thomson & R Rotberg, Truth versus justice...,
p. 289.
55 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…
(Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 2002), p. 23.
56 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…
(Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 2002), p. 23.
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Explaining the past: Causal analysis
Besides gathering evidence, the TRC was also mandated to explain the
“historical, systemic, institutional and personal causes and motives for gross
violations of human rights”.57 It has already been pointed out that there was
never a clear formulation of about which the TRC was to write or how it was
to do so. Consequently, the TRC never really adhered to one methodology.
Indeed, Cherry notes that most researchers within the TRC used an “often
inadequate” interdisciplinary approach, but that the debate on methodology
never stopped.58 As Bundy points out, both the TRC and historians asked
the same questions about truth, evidence, causality and explanation and it is
therefore not surprising it considered historical approaches as well.59 However,
Posel notes that although historians might grapple with the same issues, they
would not have to keep a complex mandate in mind.60
Maybe it was the ambiguous mandate which led some members of the
Research Department to see it as their task to write a “revisionist history”,
giving voice to the previously voiceless.61 According to Du Toit, however,
radical historians considered socio-economic change to be more important
than symbolic reconciliation and therefore had trouble fitting in to the TRC
mentality:62
The radical model of historical scholarship… sought to harness the rigorous
and critical study of the past to the ends of national liberation, human
emancipation, and social justice. The TRC’s dealing with past atrocities also
had forward-looking functions, but these were concerned with the different
objectives of post-conflict reconciliation and restorative justice. This made it
difficult, if not impossible, for radical historians to participate in the TRC
process itself.

The fact that radical historiography went into a crisis as the TRC was setting
up (see below) did not help either and although there was never full clarity
concerning methodology, “the dream of producing a radical new history
57 C Villa-Vicencio, “Introduction. What a truth commission can and cannot achieve”, C Villa-Vicencio & F Du
Toit, Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa: 10 years on (Claremont, New Africa Books Ltd, 2007), p. 2.
58 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…
(Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 2002), p. 24.
59 C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC..., p. 10.
60 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 153
61 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…
(Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 2002), pp. 18-19.
62 A Du Toit, “The owl of Minerva and the ironic fate of the progressive praxis of radical historiography in postapartheid South Africa”, History & Theory, 49(2), 2010, p. 277.
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[soon] began to falter” according to Cherry.63 “Historical analysis” would be
left to the reader and commissioners were told to stick to “empirical facts”.64
However, problems soon surfaced after some researchers “reluctantly” changed
style. For example, researchers had trouble narrating events for which no TRC
statements were at hand:65
The TRC was confronted by numerous and varied versions of the past, yet
exactly how the TRC ‘managed or crafted into a coherent form the different
versions of the truth it uncovered’ is left to conjecture… How and by whom
were decisions taken about inclusion or exclusion of facts, analyses, etc?

This question proves remarkably difficult to answer. For example, the report
maintains that the Research Department was to proceed along the “dialectical
encounter between primary and secondary material”.66 However, the use of
secondary literature varied between the regional offices and this is reflected in
their respective sections in the report.67
Some researchers complain that there was simply no time for content
management to take place and that this explains the poor link between
the several chapters. Indeed, Posel also noticed the “rather disconnected
compilation of discrete chunks of information” and that the report lacks
“an attempt to integrate and synthesize these into a unified analysis”.68 By
analytically dividing the different chapters, the report failed to produce a
powerful historical explanation. In that regard, Bundy notes that the TRC
oddly disassociates the specific cases in the chapters on apartheid from the
motives and causes section, rendering the link between them unclear.69 Lastly,
Posel argues that while mentioning Max Weber’s “ideal types” might have
boosted the report’s academic credence, the Weberian method was wrongfully
applied because individual cases couldn’t be explained with general inductions
and vice versa.70 For some, all of this makes the report read like a largely
descriptive account, underlining its emphasis on factual truth.

63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70

J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 19.
J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 20.
K Mooney, N Nieftagodien et.al, “The TRC: Commissioning the past”, African Studies, 58(2), 1999, p. 214.
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, pp. 376, 379.
J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 22.
D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 160.
C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC..., p. 14.
D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 159.
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Explaining the past: Inclusion and exclusion
As a research endeavour, the TRC’s explanation strategy implied that
decisions were made as to what to include and exclude. The consequences
of such choices can be illustrated in the way the report analysed apartheid.
Although researching apartheid had never been officially mandated, people
like Posel find it striking that the TRC report “sheds remarkably little light on
apartheid”.71 According to Bundy, the commission failed to make use of the
extensive research and historiographical debate on apartheid and reduced its
complexity to racism.72 Grundlingh concurs that analysing apartheid solely
in terms of human rights abuses prevents researchers from moving beyond
an “oppositional framework” of victim and perpetrator.73 The TRC also never
addressed that apartheid is related to the history of racial discrimination
dating back to early colonial times. While the report did claim that racism
had been the motor of South African history, it failed to explain why.74 Posel
then wonders how South Africans are to transcend racism if the report fails to
explain how it was produced and reproduced.75
Furthermore, Mahmood Mamdani criticizes the report for producing a
“diminished truth” because it failed to point out that apartheid not only tried
to keep itself alive but also actively dispossessed people of their livelihood.76
The issue of forced removals and everyday discrimination in general, for
example, remained outside of the scope of the commission.77 Although the
TRC tried to address these topics by holding a series of institution-focused
hearings dealing with the role of the church, press, business sector and so forth,
these did not meet expectations.78 All of this caused the TRC to focus only
on a certain minority of victims (political activists) and perpetrators (stateagents) in certain parts of the country, causing others to slide into “social
amnesia”.79 Indeed, people in local communities felt that the TRC’s focus on
71
72
73
74
75
76

D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 163.
C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC..., p. 17.
A Grundlingh, “Herhistorisering en herposisionering…”, Historia, 46(2), 2001, pp. 318, 319.
D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 166.
D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 168.
M Mamdani, “A diminished truth”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC: Reflections on truth and reconciliation
in South Africa (Athens, OH, Ohio University Press, 2001), p. 59.
77 M Mamdani, “A diminished truth”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC…, pp. 59-61; M Fullard & N
Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 217.
78 P Hayner, “Same species, different animal...”, C Villa-Vicencio & W Verwoerd, Looking back, reaching
forward..., p. 38.
79 M Mamdani, “A diminished truth”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC…, p. 59.
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generalizations impeded accounts for individual liability.80 The gross human
rights violations caused by the apartheid regime outside of South Africa are
probably the biggest omission from the report in this regard.81
This shows how the TRC also (in)directly decided what was irrelevant.
Indeed, facing the problem of relating the individual statements with the
broader picture that the report tried to establish and vice versa, the TRC
adopted an “interpretative grid” to codify testimonies.82 According to Buur,
the commission “retrospectively re-framed and re-ordered” testimonies by
deconstructing them in terms which had to fit the larger scheme of nationbuilding.83 Annelies Verdoolaege also noticed that the TRC’s “reconciliation
discourse” was dominant in the recorded testimonies.84 On an important
note, this “interpretative grid” caused only some “representative samples”
to be selected as human rights violations, leaving many cases unentitled to
reparations.85 One might argue that if the socio-economic legacy of apartheid
makes up one of the biggest challenges for South Africa today, the TRC’s
decision not to bother itself with these victims was its biggest flaw.86 Indeed,
some historians have joined the Commission on Restitution of Land Rights
(CRLR) precisely to help those left out of the TRC report.87

The TRC and the philosophy of history
The TRC between past, present and future
Many note a general disinterest in the past and an obsession with the future
in the new South Africa.88 Some consider the TRC’s imposition that the past

80 H Van der Merwe, “National narrative versus local truths: The truth and reconciliation’s engagement with
Duduza”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past..., p. 214.
81 J Cherry, J Daniel et.al, “Researching the ‘truth’…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p. 32.
82 L Buur, “Monumental historical memory: Managing truth in the everyday work of the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past..., pp. 76, 78.
83 L Buur, “Monumental historical memory…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, pp. 75-76, 80.
84 A Verdoolaege, “Representing apartheid trauma: The archive of the TRC victim hearings”, S Gibson & S
Mollan, Representations of peace and conflict (Houndmills, Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 288, 297-304.
85 L Buur, “Monumental historical memory…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, pp. 78, 84.
86 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 238.
87 A Bohlin, “Claiming land and making memory: Engaging with the past in land restitution”, H Stolten,
History making and present day politics, the meaning of collective memory in South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska
Afrikainstitutet, 2007), pp. 114-115, 119.
88 A Cobley, “Does social history have a future? The ending of apartheid and recent trends in South African
historiography”, Journal Of Southern African Studies, 27(3), 2001, p. 617.
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should be forgiven as a main cause for this development.89 Brent Harris, for
example, argues that the TRC’s objective was not to reinterpret or revisit the
past, but to exhume and rebury it.90 In the same spirit, Heidi GrunebaumRalph notes that as much as victims were urged to tell their stories, they
were at the same time asked to forgive (and forget).91 As TRC Commissioner
Glenda Wildschut put it:92
[A]s Commissioners we had to navigate the difficult task of building a
bridge between the past and the present, a link that fully acknowledged the
harm that had occurred during the reign of apartheid, and the new society that
embraced equality.
Many South Africans - especially those faced with the country’s notorious
socio-economic inequality - consider the idea of a post-apartheid present a
bitter joke and find themselves standing at the other side of the bridge.93
Grunebaum-Ralph also scrutinizes the idea of a temporal bridge:94
Where do the fault lines that separate the pasts from the invisible moments
of the present lie? What historiographical and commemorative practices are
located along these arbitrary punctuations of continuity?

According to David Thelen, there is a danger in authoritative institutions
like the TRC which (in)directly proclaim that the past is over and that issues
of accountability are settled.95 To be clear, the fact that the TRC stresses the
need to break with apartheid is not the problem. The fact that it downplays
apartheid’s influence on the present is, however, problematic. In that regard,
Berber Bevernage argues that the TRC promoted the notion of “irreversible
historical time”, emphasizing a clear break between past and present.96 As
89 K Asmal, “Foreword”, S Jeppie, Toward new histories for South Africa: On the place of the past in our present
(Menlo Park, Juta Gariep, 2004), x. C Bundy, “New nation, new history? Constructing the past in postapartheid South Africa”, H Solten, History making and present day politics, the meaning of collective memory in
South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007), p. 75.
90 B Harris, “The archive, public history and the essential truth: The TRC reading the past”, C Hamilton, V
Harris et.al, Refiguring the archive (Dordrecht, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), p. 162.
91 H Grunebaum-Ralph, “Re-placing pasts, forgetting presents: Narrative, place, and memory in the time of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Research In African Literatures, 32(3), 2001, p. 199.
92 G Wildschut, “Some lessons for education to be learned from the South African Truth and Reconciliation
Commission”, Adult Education And Development, 68 (2007) (available at http://www.iiz-dvv.de/index.
php?article_id=162&clang=1, as accessed on 18 June 2013).
93 H Grunebaum-Ralph, “Re-placing pasts, forgetting presents…”, Research In African Literatures, 32(3), 2001, p.
201.
94 H Grunebaum-Ralph, “Re-placing pasts, forgetting presents…”, Research In African Literatures, 32(3), 2001, p.
203.
95 D Thelen, “How the Truth and Reconciliation Commission challenges the ways we use history”, South African
Historical Journal, 47(1), 2002, p. 168.
96 B Bevernage, History, memory, and state-sponsored violence (New York, Routledge, 2012), p. 49.
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a reaction, some emphasize the past to be still “in” the present. Bevernage’s
research focused on the Khulumani Support Group who opposes the
notion of irreversible historical time and the lack of victim and community
reparations.97 They maintain that the government failed to adequately
address the “unfinished business” of the TRC and that only the victims can
proclaim the past to be over.98 Another good illustration is the Western Cape
Action Tour Project, an organization which attempts to show how some
TRC statements are wrong and how it failed to address the direct causal link
between apartheid and present-day socio-economic inequalities in townships
around Cape Town.99 These organizations illustrate how the TRC’s temporal
divide is not just a theoretical issue.

The TRC and the past: Alternative interpretations
The TRC is… part of how we think about and process history.100

Whereas some have argued that TRC caused a turning away from history,
other scholars maintain that the commission precisely revived a public
interest in history and brought discussions about evidence, truth, agency
and apartheid into the public domain.101 Indeed, the TRC’s intense media
coverage enabled South Africans to reflect about their past on a daily basis,
on a scale no historian could ever have achieved. These alternative uses of
history, however, are often dismissed by historians according to Thelen. This is
regretful for him because the TRC’s focus on individual narratives rather than
structural analysis (see above) can also be seen in a positive light. For Thelen
then, individuals testifying for the commission wanted to “re-inhabit” the
past and did not look for a historical explanation.102 In the same spirit, Aletta
Norval argues that victims wanted to re-experience past traumas through

97 B Bevernage, History, memory…, p. 61.
98 B Bevernage, History, memory…, p. 64.
99 H Grunebaum-Ralph, “Re-placing pasts, forgetting presents…”, Research In African Literatures, 32(3), 2001, p.
203.
100 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa: 10
years on (Claremont, New Africa Books (Pty) Ltd, 2007), p. 66.
101 J Du Pisani, “Ná die Waarheids- en Versoeningskommissie…”, Tydskrif Vir Geesteswetenskappe, 47(1), 2007, p
2.
102 D Thelen, “How the Truth and Reconciliation Commission…”, South African Historical Journal, 47(1), 2002,
p. 169.
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“memory-work”, thereby giving them the ability to re-interpret them in a
different light.103
For Norval, remembering the past through memory-work is crucial to
reconciliation and not opposed to it. Simply revealing what happened is not
enough and memories need to be publicly recognized if South Africa wants
to reconcile, even if that means accepting different versions of truths (see
above):104
The past is reworked so as to enable us to live in the present and construct a
future… Change is brought about, not by appealing to ‘reality’, as if it existed
unmediated, but by changing the very framing of that reality… To ‘hear’ the
truth we have to be able to unlearn almost everything we think we ‘know’.

South Africans were both mentally and physically separated during apartheid
and the TRC can create “collective memories”, enable “collective mourning”
and shape the new national identity.105 At the same time, a compromise needs
to be found between dwelling too much on the past and getting enough
closure. For example, the National Party refused to appear before the TRC
on the grounds that if South Africans truly believed in reconciliation, they
“shouldn’t dwell on the past [and] let bygones be bygones”.106 According to
Norval then, many key officials still need to engage in memory-work.
Although Norval maintains that the TRC “does not determine what it is
that should be commemorated”, one should also note that, according to Gary
Baines, “if ordinary voices do not fit the dominant narrative, they are silenced
and exit the space of public memory”.107 The important effects of inclusion
and exclusion have been mentioned before. So, although Thelen shows how
the TRC “could lead us to use history more actively, more empathetically”,
this section has hopefully also pointed out that there are certain dangers in
doing this.108 These pitfalls should be kept in mind when dealing with the
legacy of the TRC in the next section.
103 A Norval, “Truth and reconciliation: The birth of the present and the reworking of history”, Journal Of Southern
African Studies, 25(3), 1999, p. 500.
104 A Norval “Truth and reconciliation…”, Journal Of Southern African Studies, 25(3), 1999, p. 514.
105 P Duvenage, “The politics of memory and forgetting after auschwitz and apartheid”, Philosophy & Social
Criticism, 25(3), 1999, pp. 11-12.
106 A Norval, “Memory, identity and the (im)possibility of reconciliation: The work of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission in South Africa”, Constellations, 5(2), 1998, p. 256-257.
107 A Norval, “Memory, identity,…”, Constellations, 5(2), 1998, p. 258; G Baines, “The politics of public history in
post-apartheid South Africa”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics, the meaning of collective memory
in South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007), p. 181.
108 D Thelen, “How the Truth and Reconciliation Commission…”, South African Historical Journal, 47(1), 2002,
p. 190.
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The legacy of the TRC archives and final report: Closing the books on the
past or new paths for research?
The TRC archives: The locked treasure chest
The great contribution of the Commission may lie in the wealth of
documentary material it will make available to future historians.109
~ Mary Burton (TRC Commissioner)

Considering the wealth of information it would provide, it is not surprising
that there have been great expectations with regards to the TRC archive ever
since its conception. Verne Harris, director of the South African History
Archive (SAHA), notes that the TRC “engaged archive, rescued archive,
created archive [and] refigured archive”.110 At the same time, the TRC
recognized that the destruction of documents after apartheid hampered its
functioning more than anything else and that not all of their audit requests
had been approved.111 In that regard, most military and intelligence records
continue to remain off limits.112 Except for the records of the Reparations and
Rehabilitations Committee and the victim database, the full TRC archive is
housed at the National Archives in Pretoria, although it remains unprocessed
and virtually inaccessible to the public.113 Furthermore, certain documents
remained in the hands of commissioners, the Ministry of Intelligence, the
President’s Fund and the Department of Justice.114 Finally, recommendations
to erect “centres of memory” and gather further information through oral
history projects haven’t been put into practice.115
The Department of Justice denied full access due to “safety reasons concerning
the people involved” and because this would constitute a transgression of
109 M Fullard & N Rousseau, “Uncertain borders…”, Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 235.
110 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa..., p.
53.
111 C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC..., p. 16. Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, pp. 201-243. P Pigou, “Accessing the records of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission”, K Allan, Paper wars: Access to information in South Africa (Johannesburg, Wits
University Press, 2009), p. 35.
112 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa…, p.
55.
113 P Pigou, “Accessing the records...”, K Allan, Paper wars..., p. 18. For an overview of TRC material currently
(available at http://www.saha.org.za/collections/trc_collections.htm, as accessed on 18 June 2013); The
Department of Justice also put some document online (available at <http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/>, as accessed
on 18 June 2013).
114 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa…, p.
55; C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After TRC..., p. 16.
115 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa…, pp.
56-57.
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privacy.116 In that regard, the TRC archive contains a list of informers and
much information was given to the commission confidentially.117 Although
SAHA has been in contact with the designers of the victim database who
explained to them methods of filtering individual information when accessing
the databases of the TRC, the Department of Justice denied that this was
possible.118 For Harris then, the troubles surrounding the archives stem from
the TRC’s implicit function as “an instrument of collective forgetting and
reconciliation” rather than as a systematic historical inquiry into a contestable
past.119 More specifically, Harris follows Jacques Derrida’s fear that the TRC
archives could cause people or events to be forgotten and leave the “official
repository of memory”.120 As Verdoolaege points out, being part of this
“repository” is important:121
It is quite likely that the elements of the past that were excluded from the
archive… would only in a very limited way be (re)read, (re)visited or (re)
interpreted… Being part of the TRC archive was therefore directly linked to
the significance attributed to a certain event, document or person in postTRC South Africa.

Radim Hladík suggests that after an intense political transition, countries
which focus on legal retaliation prioritize archival research more than those
concentrating on reconciliation.122 On the other hand, others maintain that
the archives were ignored precisely because reconciliation and the TRC were
considered less important in the post-Mandela era according to them.123
Whatever the case, SAHA vows to keep fighting this bitter legacy of the TRC
and demands the treasure chest to be unlocked.

116 P Pigou, “Accessing the records...”, K Allan, Paper wars..., p. 36.
117 P Pigou, “Accessing the records...”, K Allan, Paper wars..., pp. 32, 35.
118 P Pigou, “Accessing the records...”, K Allan, Paper wars..., p. 47.
119 V Harris, R Ally et.al, “Archives,” C Villa-Vicencio & F Du Toit, Truth and reconciliation in South Africa…, pp.
57-58.
120 B Bevernage, History, memory..., p. 48; C Bundy, “The beast of the past...”, J Wilmot & L Van de Vijver, After
TRC..., p. 15.
121 A Verdoolaege, “Representing apartheid trauma...”, S Gibson & S Mollan, Representations of peace and conflict,
p. 5.
122 H Radim, “Between resentment and forgiveness: Public histories in the Czech and South African transitions”,
Teorie Vědy / Theory Of Science, 31(2), 2009, pp. 113-114.
123 J Du Pisani, “Ná die Waarheids- en Versoeningskommissie…”, Tydskrif Vir Geesteswetenskappe, 47(1), 2007, p.
6.
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A road map to those who wish to travel into our past;124 the historical
profession, historiography and South African society in the wake of the
TRC
The South African historiographical crisis, oral history and the TRC
For Du Pisani, historians are driven by a moral imperative to give voice to
victims and point out accountability.125 The TRC then seems an obvious topic
for (South African) historians wanting to examine issues it did not address or
contest the information from the report, even though the inaccessibility of
the archives makes this somewhat difficult. However, in numerous interviews
with South African historians in 2004, the TRC was mentioned only (i.e.
critiqued) sparingly.126 This turning away from the TRC and from history
should be seen in light of the decline of the discipline of history since the end
of apartheid.127
This decline is surprising considering that, especially from the 1970s, South
African radical historiography had been praised internationally because it
recorded subaltern voices and explicitly challenged the apartheid narrative
of the past.128 Indeed, one might have expected this branch of politically
motivated historiography to flourish as it did in other transitional societies in
Africa.129 It seems, however, that once the struggle was over, radical historians
were at an ironic paradigmatic loss because the praxis linked to their discipline
had lost its purpose.130 Radical social history was unwelcome in a country now
focusing on nation-building and history in general was seen as a dispensable
luxury in the context of neoliberal Outcome-Based Education policies.131
Lastly, the arrival of postmodern criticism in South Africa during the 1990s
124 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Report, 1, p. 2.
125 J Du Pisani, “Ná die Waarheids- en Versoeningskommissie…”, Tydskrif Vir Geesteswetenskappe, 47(1), 2007, p.
7.
126 C Saunders & C Kros, “Conversations with historians”, South African Historical Journal, 51(1), 2004, pp. 1-23.
127 J Bam, “The South African History Project”, S Jeppie, Toward new histories for South Africa: On the place of the
past in our present (Menlo Park, Juta Gariep, 2004), p. 168.
128 H Stolten, “History in the new South Africa: An introduction”, H Stolten, History making and present day
politics, the meaning of collective memory in South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007), p. 47; M
Legassick & G Minkley, “Current trends in the production of South African history”, Alternation, 5(1), 1998,
p. 104.
129 C Saunders, “Four decades of South African academic historical writing: A personal perspective”, H Stolten,
History making and present day politics, the meaning of collective memory in South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska
Afrikainstitutet, 2007), p. 286.
130 C Bundy, “New nation, new history…”, H Solten, History making and present day politics…, p. 76; A Du Toit,
“The owl of Minerva…”, History & Theory, 49(2), 2010, p. 272.
131 C Kros, “Telling lies and hoping to forget all about history”, South African Historical Journal, 42(1), 2000, pp.
69-88.
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also contributed to the decline of history’s popularity.132
While some historians were glad that history and politics could become less
interconnected and that the “over-emphasis on struggle history” could be
replaced with new postmodern themes, the end of apartheid did not mean
the end of a practical dimension in historiography.133 Historians fearing to get
chased into the ivory tower have hinted at the unexplored legacy of the TRC.
In that regard, Sarah Dryden-Peterson and Rob Siebörger would dispute the
decline of radical historiography and notice a “new and growing dimension
of oral history in South Africa that gained momentum with the TRC”.134
Indeed, the commission’s legacy has been used by some precisely in order to
revive subaltern and oral history because it used personal testimonies to fill
official and documentary black holes of the past in the same way.135
A good example is oral historian Sean Field, who argues for the expansion of
his discipline because its audio-visual character makes it ideal in furthering the
mission of the TRC.136 Somewhat paradoxically however, oral history became
more popular after apartheid while also receiving less funding.137 According
to Field, the TRC is in a way both the cause and the solution of this paradox.
Unintentionally it caused (oral) history to be deemed less necessary because
the TRC “had already done all the work”.138 If its mandate of establishing
truth and reconciliation is interpreted as a long-term mission, however, then
oral history projects should get more funding because they actively record
victims’ voices (other than those recorded by the TRC): “Who will have the
skills, funding and courage to bear witness after the TRC has fulfilled its
legislative responsibilities?”139

132 T Nuttall & J Wright, “Probing the predicaments of academic history in contemporary South Africa”, South
African Historical Journal, 42(1), 2000, p. 35; L Witz, “Contested histories at the end/s of apartheid”, B Zwede,
Society, State, and Identity in African History (Addis Ababa, Forum for Social Studies, 2008), p. 421.
133 T Nuttall & J Wright, “Exploring beyond history with a capital ‘H’”, Current Writing, 10(2), 1998, pp. 56-57.
134 S Dryden-Peterson & R Siebörger, “Teachers as memory makers”, International Journal Of Educational
Development, 26(4), 2006, pp. 395-396.
135 G Verbeeck, “Verzoening door herinnering? Historische cultuur in Zuid-Afrika”, Nieuwste Tijd 3(1), 2001, p.
66. G Minkley & C Rassool, “Orality, memory and social history in South Africa”, S Nuttall & C Coetzee,
Negotiating the past: The making of memory in South Africa (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 90.
136 S Field, “Memory, the TRC and the significance of oral history…” (Paper, Conference: The TRC: Commissioning
the past, Johannesburg, 1999), p. 13.
137 S Field, “Memory, the TRC and the significance of oral history…” (Paper, Conference: The TRC: Commissioning
the past, Johannesburg, 1999), pp. 2, 10.
138 S Field, “Memory, the TRC and the significance of oral history…” (Paper, Conference: The TRC: Commissioning
the past, Johannesburg, 1999), p. 7.
139 S Field, “Memory, the TRC and the significance of oral history…” (Paper, Conference: The TRC: Commissioning
the past, Johannesburg, 1999), pp. 2, 8, 11.
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Public history, reconciliation and revisionism
It is clear that Field sees an opportunity to reinvigorate the praxis in
historiography by engaging the TRC’s legacy. Field therefore probably joined
Alan Cobley in contemplating the future of the history discipline in the new
South Africa:140
[Do] the changing times, when the political talk [is] of reconciliation and
healing, mean that the swords of struggle history should be beaten into the
apparently more socially responsible and constructive plowshares of ‘public
history’?
It has been pointed out that “struggle history” indeed lost much of its former
prestige and Martin Legassick claims that “if there has been any “break” in
the production of history since 1994, it has been in the public sphere”.141
Similarly, Tim Nuttall and John Wright argue that history departments
have lost their largely-enjoyed monopoly on the production of historical
knowledge since the 1980s and that the TRC is a case in point.142 In that
regard, the TRC actively supported heritage studies and the preservation
and erection of historical sites commemorating the liberation struggle.143 At
the time, museums and other heritage projects were popping up all over the
country and research shows that history departments succeeded in attracting
students with programs in heritage-studies in recent years.144 Some joined
this “new and exciting field” on the grounds that it could produce valuable
historical knowledge, but others felt uncomfortable because of the lack of
interpretation and its link with tourism and reconciliation.145
Heritage projects were indeed also sponsored by both the government and
the TRC because they could contribute to the nation-building effort.146
According Bundy, nation-building greatly influenced the historiographical
output in South Africa.147 In that regard, the 1990s saw the rise of South
African multicultural history which focused less on conflicts and more on
140 A Cobley, “Does social history have a future...”, Journal Of Southern African Studies, 27(3), 2001, p. 618.
141 M Legassick & G Minkley, “Current trends…”, Alternation, 5(1), 1998, p. 121.
142 T Nuttall & J Wright, “Exploring beyond history...”, Current Writing, 10(2), 1998, p. 41.
143 M Legassick & G Minkley, “Current trends...”, Alternation, 5(1), 1998, p. 104.
144 H Stolten, “History in the new South Africa...”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics..., p. 6; C
Saunders, “The transformation of heritage in the new South Africa”, H Stolten, History making and present day
politics..., p. 191.
145 C Saunders, “The transformation of heritage…”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics..., pp. 183,
184.
146 T Nuttall & J Wright, “Probing the predicaments…”, South African Historical Journal, 42(1), 2000, pp. 47-48.
147 C Bundy, “New nation, new history…”, H Solten, History making and present day politics…, pp. 80, 87-89.
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shared experiences.148 More attention was also given towards minorities
and often neglected historical subjects such as immigrants and women.149
A controversial case is Afrikaner historiography. Although nationalistic
historiography was starting to decline already in the 1970s, the TRC’s
unveiling of the apartheid government’s cruelty dealt a virtual death blow
to the paradigm. Du Pisani notes, however, that precisely because the TRC
helped shatter the nationalistic paradigm, a new history of the Afrikaners
can be written.150 This is not unimportant seeing as Afrikaners make up the
majority of the South African history departments.
For many historians, however, the crucial question remains if historical
narratives explicitly aimed at reconciliation can be written without violating
professional standards. For example, it might be troubling for some that
the TRC strongly recommended that its work and findings be included in
the history curriculum.151 There are historians like Norman Estherington
who have argued that they have successfully implemented the ideals of
truth and reconciliation in their historical research without compromising
methodological or epistemological values and that a history in the spirit of
the TRC is ideal for the new democracy.152 In that regard, Elazar Barkan
notes that historians simply must come to accept that their discipline actively
contributes to the making of historical identity and that a rigid divide between
academics and politics is naïve.153 Christopher Saunders, on the other hand,
notes that reconciliation shouldn’t be the goal of historical writing (although
it is a welcome side effect) because it leads to the distortion of reality, perhaps
even an abuse of history.154 For Wright and Nuttall, “reconciliation history”
is simply unattainable for historians because they find mostly histories of
conflict in the archives.155

148 G Verbeeck, “A new past for a new nation? Historiography and politics in South Africa: A comparative
approach”, Historia: The Journal of the Historical Association of South Africa, 45(2), 2000, p. 399.
149 G Verbeeck, “A new past for a new nation…”, Historia: The Journal of the Historical Association of South Africa,
45(2), 2000, p. 400.
150 J Du Pisani, “Ná die Waarheids- en Versoeningskommissie…”, Tydskrif Vir Geesteswetenskappe, 47(1), 2007, p.
8.
151 G Wildschut, “Some lessons for education…”, Adult Education and Development, 68 (2007) (available at http://
www.iiz-dvv.de/index.php?article_id=162&clang=1, as accessed on 18 June 2013).
152 C Bundy, “New nation, new history…”, H Solten, History making and present day politics…, p. 92.
153 E Barkan, “Introduction: Historians and historical reconciliation”, The American Historical Review, 114(4),
2009, p. 907.
154 C Saunders, “Four decades…”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics…, p. 287.
155 T Nuttall & J Wright, “Probing the predicaments…”, South African Historical Journal, 42(1), 2000, p. 31.
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Indeed, some point to the risk of an anachronistic interpretation of the
past (and the future) as being relatively without conflict.156 In that regard,
Merle Lipton argues that even if the truth about the role of business during
apartheid would open up freshly reconciled animosities, academics have a
duty to uncover the truth, especially if it involves socio-economic injustices
and reparation payments in the present day.157 According to Posel, the
institutional hearings of the TRC on the role of business had little impact on
historians.158 Lipton, however, argues differently and maintains that it had
the positive effect of reinvigorating historical research on the involvement
of businesses during apartheid.159 The goal here is not to give an extensive
overview of this debate, but to point out that in any case one can say for
certain that the relationship between reconciliation and (public) history still
triggers intense debate and that the TRC’s legacy is directly significant in this
discussion.

Conclusion
Seeing as historians were virtually absent in the commission, this article set
out to examine the relationship between history, historians and the South
African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). While the TRC
never proclaimed to be writing (academic) history, its report shares many
characteristics with a historical narrative and the first section showed how
historians and other social scientists did not refrain from approaching
it as such. When it comes to issues of epistemology and ethics, the TRC’s
ambiguous handling of both subjective and objective notions of historical
truth and its moral reading of history seems to have caused disapproval.
At the same time, others praise the TRC for embracing the heterogeneity
of historical understanding and hold that learning lessons from the past is
desirable. Historians focusing on the TRC’s methodology and content have
pointed out that while it tried to advance different perspectives on the past,
it also (in)directly excluded certain important topics and may have poorly
handled some evidence. Furthermore, the report’s poor causal analysis left
156 G Verbeeck, “A new past for a new nation…”, Historia: The Journal Of The Historical Association Of South Africa,
45(2), 2000, p. 405.
157 M Lipton, “The role of business under apartheid: Revisiting the debate”, H Stolten, History making and present
day politics..., p. 295.
158 D Posel, “The TRC Report…”, D Posel & G Simpson, Commissioning the past…, p.166.
159 M Lipton, “The role of business under apartheid…”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics…, pp.
294-295.
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many, especially historians, disappointed. As a result, many historians see the
TRC as a flawed and even dangerous institution.160
Section Two examined whether the same holds true when looking at the
TRC from a philosophical perspective. In that regard, the TRC’s imposition
of a clear temporal divide between past and present is problematic both for
historians wanting to research the past in a country focused on the future,
as well as and especially for those who are still living with the effects of the
apartheid regime in South Africa today. However, it has also been argued that
the TRC could enable people to engage with the past in alternative ways. For
example, the TRC provided a platform for people to re-inhabit the past on a
tremendous scale due to its extensive media coverage. According to historians
advocating these often ignored uses of history, the TRC did not want to close
the books on the past, but promoted commemoration precisely as a way to
achieve reconciliation.
The third section examined if and how the TRC’s road map into history
was picked up by historians. For historians eagerly wanting to engage directly
with the TRC’s “treasure chest”, the inaccessibility of the commission’s
archives remains a bitter legacy and some warn that the TRC is turning
into an exercise of forgetting. Understandably then, organizations such as
the South African Historical Archive keep fighting the government for full
access. Although radical historiography was dealt a severe blow at the end
of apartheid, the practical dimension of history hasn’t died and some point
to the unexplored legacy of the TRC.161 For example, some (oral) historians
have looked at the TRC’s unique production of historical knowledge and have
interpreted its mandate as a long-term mission to reinvigorate their discipline.
Others started to engage in public history projects (at times promoted by
the TRC) or “reconciliation history” aimed at the nation-building effort and
focused on minorities. This combination of reconciliation and history has
been severely criticized by some historians claiming that the combination
would cause distortion or render certain topics off limits. Important and
interesting cases in this regard are the role of business during apartheid and
Afrikaner historiography.
All this information and analysis doesn’t make it easy to provide a conclusive
answer with regards to the relationship between history, historians and the
160 A Du Toit, “The Truth and Reconciliation Commission as contemporary history”, S Jeppie, Toward new histories
for South Africa: On the place of the past in our present (Menlo Park, Juta Gariep, 2004), p. 61.
161 C Bundy, “New nation, new history…”, H Solten, History making and present day politics…, p. 74.
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TRC. That in itself is, however, a revealing answer. Indeed, looking at the TRC
in terms of a history writing exercise or through the lenses of the philosophy
of history is not capable of grasping its relationship with history in a way
that would explain all of its actions, results or legacy. It remains remarkably
difficult to find out who made what decisions or exactly what role historians
did or did not play in the commission. Indeed, although South African
Historians often refrain from reflecting on their profession, their relationship
with the TRC seems to be discussed especially rarely. However, an overview of
the available literature suggests that they were largely uninvolved in the TRC
process.162 Perhaps the opening up of the TRC archives or interviews with
historians could shed more light on their relationship with the commission.
For now, however, this article hopes to have illustrated how the TRC engaged
with the past in a multifaceted way and thereby led historians to approach it
in equally varying ways. Thus, although rather in the form of criticism than
praise, the discussion on the TRC remains very much alive in South African
history departments and beyond.

162 C Saunders, “Four decades…”, H Stolten, History making and present day politics…, p. 281.
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Abstract
By focusing on a medium-sized rural town in South Africa during the period
of the Great Depression broadly resulted in showing the effects and reactions
that were, in general, indicative of worldwide trends but with specific regional
and local impact. The core focus of this article then being those effects on a
further microcosm of urban life, the residents of the Graaff-Reinet municipal
“location” (township); the efforts to assist these residents as occupying the
lowest rungs of the economic ladder; and the efforts through welfare charities
and unemployment/poor relief schemes to alleviate the situation in town. But
many of these charitable organisations themselves felt the pinch of “hard times”
and as a consequence had to further curtail their poor relief programmes,
which lead to further hardships for the “poorest of the poor” in town. This
article further examines the efforts by various official bodies, inter alia the
Town and Divisional Councils, to provide unemployment relief work via a
number of work schemes. Among the latter were the road building projects in
town and district, and the brickmaking scheme (which provided all the bricks
for the building of the new power station started in June 1934).
Keywords: Graaff-Reinet; The Great Depression; Municipal location;
Economic hardships; Social welfare; Poor relief and unemployment relief
work creation; Economic recovery.

Introduction
The Great Depression of 1929-1933 was a worldwide phenomenon in
which “no aspect of the economy, no part of the world, escaped devastation”.2
1
2

This article has been reworked from: A de V Minnaar, “Graaff-Reinet and the Great Depression (1929-1933)”
(MA (History), 1978, Rhodes University, Grahamstown).
H Heaton, The economic history of Europe (New York, Harper & Row, 1948), p. 696.
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Graaff-Reinet broadly illustrated the South African trends in that economic
depression being a major wool producing district, as well as having the largest
number of registered Merino sheep studs (a major income generator being
the sale of merino breeding rams) in the country. The town itself was the
headquarters of the South African Merino Ram Breeders Association. Being
heavily dependent upon the sheep farming economy, the district’s farmers,
like the rest of agriculture in the country, “…were the most heavily hit [by the
Great Depression] of all [the economic sectors]”.3 The single most significant
product of the district was wool, which at the time of the Great Depression
was South Africa’s second most important export after gold. Consequently the
economic wellbeing of the district and town depended largely on the market
performance of this product. During the Great Depression the price of wool
dropped drastically and the Graaff-Reinet farmers suffered accordingly. By
the end of the Great Depression the export value of wool had fallen by sixtyfive per cent.4
The townspeople of Graaff-Reinet also experienced the ravages of the
Great Depression, with the privations of the farming community impacting
on all businesses, so much so that the economic downturn experienced
by all led to the financial embarrassment of the two major local financial
institutions, the Midland Agency and Trust Co. and the Graaff-Reinet Board
of Executors, causing the latter’s eventual collapse in 1932.5 This in turn led
to the widespread hardship of everyone in town. Each section of the town and
district’s populace were economically interdependent but each with its own
quirks and twists. The municipal location was a case in point, where what was
happening elsewhere impacted on the life of its residents, but their responses
and actions to survive the daily struggle were often, by necessity (socially and
politically), different.
That the rate of business trading in town also dropped in conjunction to the
hardships experienced by the district’s farmers as the supply of cash money
dwindled to a trickle was obvious from an Editorial towards the end of 1931
3

4
5

DW Kruger, The making of a nation: A history of the Union of South Africa 1910-1960 (Cape Town, MacMillan,
1969), p. 158. (For an overview of the economic history of the Great Depression period, see also: B Freund,
“South Africa: The Union Years, 1910–1948 – Political and Economic Foundations”, R Ross, AK Mager & B
Nasson (eds), The Cambridge History of South Africa Volume 2: 1885–1994 (Cambridge/New York, Cambridge
University Press, 2011 ), pp. 211-253; N Nattrass & J Seekings, “The Economy and Poverty in the Twentieth
Century”, R Ross, AK Mager & B Nasson (eds), The Cambridge History of South Africa Volume 2: 1885–1994
(Cambridge/New York, Cambridge University Press, 2011 ), pp. 518-572)
DG Franszen & HJJ Reynders, Die ekonomiese lewe van Suid-Afrika (Pretoria, Van Schaik, 1960), p. 60.
For detail of this see A Minnaar, “The collapse of the Graaff-Reinet Board of Executors during the Great Depression
(19291934)”, Contree, 19, January 1986, pp. 25-27.
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in the local newspaper, The Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, which pointed out that:
“In a community like our own… the spending power diminishes with the
increase of those out of work and lessening of the pay to those, whose services
are retained.” This position was worsened by the fact that: “the ordinary
source of supply of outside money – the sale of produce – has this year [1931]
almost ceased.”6
Image 1: Graaff-Reinet street plan at the time of the Great Depression

Source: A de V Minnaar, Graaff-Reinet and the Great Depression (1929-1933) (MA (History), 1978,
Rhodes University, Grahamstown).
6

South African Library, Cape Town: Editorial, Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, 9 December 1931. (The South African
Library amalgamated in 1999 with the State Library, Pretoria to form the National Library).
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The municipal location
Irrespective of the general hardships being experienced by the district and
the town’s inhabitants, that sector of the community made up by the residents
of the municipal location, situated on the north-eastern outskirts of the town,
undoubtedly suffered the most during the period of the Great Depression. This
was not only as a consequence of occupying the lowest rungs of the economic
ladder but as a consequence thereof they were also the first to be “let go” from
any gainful employment they might have as itinerant seasonal fruit (grape)
pickers for the “erfholders”7 in town, as seasonal wool sheep shearers on the
farms in the district or as domestic workers or gardeners in town. Moreover,
they were also those coming from the race groups designated as Coloured or
Black and by the nature of the politics of the day were further discriminated
against on the basis of race.

Poor living conditions
Poor living conditions in the municipal location area had early on in the
Great Depression drawn criticism from various sources. One prominent
citizen, and the local philanthropist, William Asher, had written to the Town
Council, complaining of the appalling living conditions there, which he felt
were a direct cause of the high death rate among the municipal location’s
children. In his hard hitting letter Asher blamed the “filthy and vermin
infested” condition of the free rooms for paupers to the lack of attention
by the Location Advisory Board and the Location Superintendent. Asher
also deplored the prevailing poverty in the municipal location, stating that
this was due to the insufficient wages (having been cut by most employers
as a Depression cost-saving measure) being paid to the dwindling number
of employed municipal location residents. He further alleged that the
Municipality, by paying the “lowest wages in town” was the most to blame for
the current situation.8

7
8

“Erfholders” being those who occupied or owned the large irrigated plots in town growing mainly grapes but
other fruit as well and in some cases lucerne.
Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Town Council Municipal Minutes, 25 February 1930, p. 560.
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Image 2: Mayor H Urquhart

Source: Teddy Whitlock Private Collection, Graaff-Reinet.

The town’s mayor, H Urquhart,9 was most disturbed by this letter of censure
and had informed the Medical Officer of Health, Dr CJ van Schalkwyk, of
its contents. In his report, Dr Van Schalkwyk reported that it was “practically
impossible to do anything in the matter due to a shortage of funds.”
Furthermore, that the municipal location residents were in no position to help
themselves for they received “barely subsistence wages.”10 The wages in town
being from 12 shillings and 15 pence (12s/15d) per week. (Farm labourers
at the time were being paid at rates of between 10s and 15s per month but
had the added advantage of receiving free housing and food rations from
farmers). The Municipal Location Committee admitted that the wages they
were paying “are definitely too low, but compare well with other centres [in
the region].”11
9

H Urquhart, was Graaff-Reinet’s longest-serving mayor serving from 1915-1936, and was most sympathetic to
the least privileged inhabitants of the town.
10 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Town Council Municipal Minutes, 25 February 1930, p. 561.
11 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 8 October 1933.
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Somehow the residents of the municipal location managed to survive
while still undergoing tremendous suffering. Some were lucky enough to be
employed as domestic workers in town, receiving wages raging from 5s to 20s
per month with a daily ration of food. Accordingly, in one of its reports to the
Town Council the Municipal Location Committee had stated that “many of
the males in the [L]ocation do not work, but live on the food brought home
from the town.”
Other municipal location residents had to look elsewhere for assistance. The
Municipal Location Superintendent estimated that there were between 150
and 200 municipal location residents that “are old, indigent and crippled
and cannot possibly earn a living.” Those unable to find any benefactor
or employer turned to begging in the streets of the town. The Location
Superintendent had reported that “…it is obvious from the number who beg
in town that destitution is rife.” Many of these destitute inhabitants of the
municipal location lived in shack huts in overcrowded and filthy conditions.12
The townspeople were not totally unaware of the situation. The Rev AC
File, the Methodist Church minister in town, wrote to the Town Council
in 1933 asking them to take some action against “the increased begging by
blind, crippled and wretchedly garbed people in town.” He further offered
to raise money to maintain “these people” and keep them off the streets.13
The Town Council’s almost immediate response to this letter was to instruct
the Municipal Location Superintendent to round up all the beggars and to
investigate each case in order to decide which ones deserved pauper rations
from the magistrate.14

Aid from charitable organisations
Some of the destitute municipal location residents were fortunate enough
to receive help from the town’s Ladies Benevolent Society. This Society had
been established in 1897 by the wife of Rev. Charles Murray. The work of this
Society was entirely voluntary and its object was to: “relieve cases of distress
and destitution amongst the poor of Graaff-Reinet irrespective of creed, colour
12 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Municipal Minutes, 2 September 1930, p. 623.
13 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Municipal Minutes, 15 August 1933, p. 210.
14 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: The GraaffReinet Municipal Minutes, 10 October 1933, p. 231.
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or class, and especially to assist the aged and infirm.”15 The subscription for
members of the society was one shilling per month, and this money, plus
any other collected by the members of the Society, was spent on rent, food,
wood, blankets and clothing for those whose need was greatest among the
town’s residents. During the winter months each pensioner (on their books
as being in need) was provided with a warm garment, and where necessary
a thick blanket was given as well.16 However, if anyone received government
food rations (for those declared indigent/paupers by the magistrate) would
have their names removed from the Society’s list of the needy,17 but because
of the difficult times being experienced, especially by the municipal location
residents, it was decided that all pensioners and those receiving government
rations would receive supplementary food rations. This consisted of eight
pounds (lbs) of meal, one lb of rice, one lb of coffee, one-and-half lbs of
sugar, one piece of soap and a packet of candles.18 At Christmas time the
Society provided all pensioners with a 6d parcel of meat and a ticket valued at
2s6d for groceries at any store in town.19 During the Great Depression period
the Society had also managed to build six free rooms for the poor in the
municipal location.20
In their poor relief programme the Society was generously helped by the
philanthropy of Mr W Asher, who in the winter of 1929 had distributed 350
blankets to the poor and had continued throughout the Great Depression
to provide gifts of food, clothing and blankets to the municipal location
residents.21 He had also provided twenty-four free rooms, shower baths, a
maternity home and an open-air bioscope for municipal location residents.
(He had previously in 1926 helped finance the dispensary and mortuary.)22
But bizarrely, the Town Council, resenting the fact that facilities were being
15 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes, Founding
Meeting 1897.
16 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes. Annual
Report, 1929.
17 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes, 26
September 1930.
18 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes, 30 July
1931.
19 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes, 27
November 1931.
20 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 21 February 1934.
21 Graaff-Reinet Welfare Societies Offices, Naude St, Graaff-Reinet: Ladies Benevolent Society Minutes, 15
December 1933.
22 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 30 September 1930, p. 632.
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provided in the town’s municipal location, stated that these extra “amenities”
were only attracting “unwanted rural dwellers”.23 In addition, the Municipality
felt that they were providing adequate services for the Location residents.
The Town Council charged 4s6d per month site rent and 5s6d for single
municipal rooms and 7s6d for double rooms. This charge included water and
sanitation, the free water coming from central hydrants and standpipes. As
far as sanitation was concerned, there were communal concrete rubbish bins
at central points from which the rubbish was supposedly removed daily, as
well as communal latrines at central points from where the buckets were also
(supposed to be) removed daily.24
The Town Council, in trying to answer their critics at the lack of any help
or assistance during the Great Depression to municipal location residents,
pointed to the fact that they had allowed the municipal location residents
to keep livestock on their properties. But these properties were small, bare,
denuded patches of ground, incapable of supporting more than a few scraggly
chickens. The Town Council, well aware of the power of the town’s ratepayers,
and fearful of their wrath at election time, had, despite frequent applications
by the Location Advisory Board, refused all privileges, as enjoyed by the
town’s ratepayer residents, with regard to the grazing of stock on the Town
Commonage, to the municipal location residents.25 One small concession
the Town Council did grant to municipal location residents, in response
to a petition from female location residents asking for permission to gather
firewood on the Town Commonage free of charge, was that: “the charge of
2s6d for quarterly wood permits be temporarily reduced to 2s with effect from
1 November 1932.”26

Continuation of “benign neglect”
However, in 1934 the Town Council was rudely shaken from its complacency
and benign economic neglect of the municipal location resident’s dire living
conditions and poverty. In 1934 the mayor had mistakenly attributed the
23 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 21 February 1934, p. 308.
24 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 16 August 1933, p. 299.
25 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 16 November 1932, p. 237.
26 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 12 September 1932, p. 97.
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high death rate in the municipal location to the effects of “malnutrition and
tuberculosis”. The Medical Officer of Health (MoH) reported that typhoid
had broken out in the municipal location and he unequivocally blamed
the Town Council, accusing them of failing to provide a slopwater removal
service.27 The Town Council were soon faced with a typhoid epidemic and
were extremely worried since it was: “a case of self-preservation as all the
servants in town came from the [L]ocation.”28
It was not surprising that such an epidemic had broken out. According to
the Municipal Census done in May 1933 there were 7 079 residents residing
in the municipal location.29 There were approximately 1 100 occupied hut
sites and in most cases these buildings did not conform to the municipal
regulations with regard to air space and were very overcrowded. Furthermore,
for this large municipal location population there were only 160 sanitary
conveniences, an average of 44 persons to each.30 The MoH was then correct
in assuming that the: “recent outbreak of typhoid fever [can] be directly
ascribed to the lack of sufficient and proper sanitation”. What had aggravated
the situation was the fact that there was no slopwater removal service. The
residents of the 1 100 huts merely discarded their used water anywhere in the
vicinity of their huts or shacks.
The Councillors’ agreed that the only way to overcome all the difficulties
in respect of the municipal location would be to build a new one, but as
Councillor Dr Laubscher (the local dentist) put it “he shuddered at the cost
[in the present economic circumstances]”. The Town Council finally decided
merely that: “…proper drains be built in the [L]ocation and that the Health
Inspector be instructed to sink a few test holes to ascertain whether the soil is
suitable for the cesspit system [as replacement for the bucket system then in
use]”.31 But nothing more substantial was done.
So the lack of funds during the Great Depression caused the municipal
location problems to be shelved. The effects of the Great Depression on
the residents of the municipal location were exacerbated by the fact that all
27 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 30 January 1934, p. 263.
28 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 6 March 1932, p. 277.
29 3 632 from the then designated population race group of so-called Coloureds and 3 447 as Black.
30 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 6 March 1932, p. 277.
31 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 6 March 1932, p. 278.
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residents, more so the municipal location residents, but also the organisations
who had the care of their needs (the Town Council), as well as the charitable
and welfare organisations, were extremely strapped for funds during this
period of general economic hardship.

Financial problems of local bodies
Child welfare societies
A “Coloured and Native Child Welfare Society” for Graaff-Reinet had been
formed in 1928 with Mr W Asher as its first president and Canon A Price as
its first chairperson. This society was able to obtain the services of a qualified
maternity nurse, A Jooste, and she did maternity work among the municipal
location residents and distributed medicines for the minor ailments of the
children (funded by this Society). Throughout the Great Depression this
society struggled on with no assistance from the government. Their only
source of income was from the periodic grants from the Municipality, the
Vroue-Sendingbond, the Ladies’ Benevolent Society and what was collected in
the way of subscriptions or donations from the public. In 1932 the Society,
for the first time in its history, experienced a shortfall of £53 in its operating
funds and had to resort to drawing on reserves to cover this shortfall. During
the Great Depression these sources dwindled “owing to the Depression the
Society had great difficulty in collecting funds [in 1932].”32 The Society never
fully recovered from the effects of the Great Depression. They eventually
became affiliated to the town’s “European” Child Welfare Society in 1940.
The Child Welfare Societies were not the only organisations to suffer from
an acute shortage of funds. Societies like the Vroue-Sendingbond, Afrikaanse
Christelike Vrouevereeniging, the Ladies Benevolent Society, the Poor Funds
of the Methodist and Anglican churches and the Armsorg of the Dutch
Reformed Church, all had to cut down on their welfare activities during the
Great Depression period. Other organisations like the Town Council and the
Divisional Council had to take drastic steps to remain solvent. The ratepayers,
feeling the pinch of hard times, neglected to pay their rates and arrears began
building up.

32 Graaff-Reinet Child Welfare Society, 14 Acacia St, Kroonvale, Graaff-Reinet: Coloured and Native Child
Welfare Society Minutes, 9 November 1932.
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Town and Divisional Councils
Both the Town Council and the Divisional Council were aware of these
funding shortage problems, and took certain measures to try and strengthen
their own financial positions. At the Town Council meeting on 18 July 1929,
which debated the financial estimates for 1930, the mayor, H Urquhart,
had emphatically stated that the Finance Committee of the Council had
thoroughly investigated the question of expenditure and had ascertained that
the position could not be regarded as satisfactory.33
This made it easy for the mayor to order the Finance and General Purposes
Committee to scrutinise the expenditures, in an attempt to find where
the Town Council could cut expenses. In their report dated 31 July 1930
the Committee recommended that all work, beyond that of absolute and
essential necessity, be discontinued immediately. Furthermore, that spending
be brought down to the irreducible minimum. To carry out this policy the
Committee suggested the dismissal of certain employees take place. Coupled
to this, they recommended the reduction, by ten per cent, of all salaries and
wages of those officials and employees whose services must be retained. They
ended the report by stressing that: “[This] is a step taken with very keen regret
but the financial position calls for extraordinary measures and there appears
to be no alternative.”34
The thinking of the Divisional Council on the matter was identical. The
Finance Committee of this body reported at the August 1930 meeting that
savings on road building and maintenance was essential. In addition, that
two of the district’s road parties be disbanded with their members being let
go (“af te dank”). This disbandment would hopefully lead to a saving of £600
for the year. But again the labourers in both road works parties (and those
becoming unemployed with the cessation of all municipal work except those
of an “essential’ nature) being largely from the municipal location (the two
foremen were white).35
The Town Council, on the other hand, encountered obstacles to its economy
proposals, especially concerning its recommendation for a voluntary
33 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 18 July 1929, p. 486.
34 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Finance Committee, 31 July 1930, pp. 68-69.
35 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet:
Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 12 August 1930.
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acceptance of a ten per cent reduction in the wages of municipal employees.
There was much opposition from employees with the Town Council’s decision
to institute a ten per cent reduction in the wages of all municipal employees.
So much so that the employees made an appeal to the South African
Municipal Employees Association for them to come and arbitrate through the
Labour Department’s Conciliation Board.36 The employee’s spokesperson had
at a Council meeting threatened the mayor saying that the Council “could
not possibly win the case” and in any case such recourse to a Conciliation
Board would be “expensive”. Faced with this opposition and their precarious
financial position at the time, the Town Council backed down and rescinded
the decision to reduce wages by ten per cent but did close down a number of
other work projects by simply ceasing funding them and such project workers
being “let go” since the work had “come to an end”.37
But the matter of a ten per cent wage reduction was merely held in abeyance
(mid-1930) for in the face of a worsening financial position the Town Council
was forced to review the position in January 1932. On 26 January 1932 the
Town Council received a petition signed by forty-two ratepayers requesting
it (Town Council) to reduce the salaries of certain officials and to dispense of
the services of others.38 Finally it was decided, once again, to investigate the
possibility of a general reduction in municipal employee’s salaries. The mayor
announced his intention of meeting with employees to explain the reasons
for the Town Council’s proposals. Soon after this a meeting was held between
the Finance Committee and a Sub-Committee of employees. The SubCommittee had expressed their willingness to accept a five per cent reduction
on condition that the proposed water rate levy of 1d in the £ was passed and
that increments were paid as usual. The Town Council had recommended
that salaries over £150 per annum be reduced by fifteen per cent and salaries
and wages under £150 per annum by ten per cent. This meeting ended in a
deadlock and the municipal employees again appealed to the South African
Municipal Employees Association for assistance in resolving the problem.39

36 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 2 August 1930, p. 625.
37 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 21 August 1930.
38 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 26 January 1932, p. 3.
39 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 11 June 1932, p. 52.
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Municipal location account
Another area of financial anxiety for the Town Council was the municipal
location account. The revenue collected from this source was dropping steadily
(income from the Municipal location account falling from £1 343 for the
period July 1929-June1930 to £1 082 for the period July 1930-June 1931.40
The Council could not understand the continual deficits of the municipal
location account, until the pastor of the Coloured Congregational Church,
HJ Theron, requested an interview with the Town Council. He revealed that
there were irregularities taking place in the collection of room rents and the
issuance of receipts. Some inhabitants were being asked to pay twice, while
others were being forced to leave council houses if they were unable to pay.
The Location Superintendent, J Brown, denied Theron’s accusations and
alleged that the pastor was “nothing but an agitator”. But, on the Council
investigating the matter, it was found that the location superintendent was
in fact guilty of misappropriating location fees and rents. He had done this
by issuing false receipts, changing the amount on the receipts kept by the
municipal office in the location and by charging twice in some cases.41
The financial situation of the municipal location did not improve even
after the location superintendent was discharged. The Location Committee
reported on 23 February 1933 that: “Your committee view, with alarm the
increase in the location outstandings as at 31 December 1932. The [new]
superintendent reports that most of the debtors are out of employment…
This state of affairs simply cannot be allowed to continue”.42
But the problem continued and the Location Committee, in its report on 16
August 1933, came to the conclusion that: “If steps are not taken at an early
date to being about a restoration of the location finances, the Council will
eventually be faced with the necessity of increasing the town rate to meet the
deficits on the native revenue account”.43

40 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 8 July 1932, p. 145.
41 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 2 December 1932, p. 244.
42 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 23 February 1933, p. 266.
43 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 16 August 1933, p. 299.
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By the end of 1933 the position was serious with the Location Committee
reporting that:44
... the total costs of administration [of the municipal location] are
approximately £3 000 per annum. Only by strenuous efforts on the part of
the staff is it possible to secure a like amount of revenue. Arrear rent at 31
December 1933 totalled £2 900, while large amounts are written off annually.
A considerable portion of the arrears mentioned may be regarded as bad and
irrecoverable.

All these arrears and bad debts were a clear indication of the high levels
of unemployment, deprivation and extreme hardship being experienced by
municipal location inhabitants.
Besides all these financial problems, the Town Council had to contend with
the serious problem of unemployment amongst the citizens, which had, in
particular in the municipal location, risen during the Great Depression, and
providing unemployment relief was another severe drain on the Council’s
stretched finances.

Unemployment and unemployment relief
Poor relief
Unemployment relief was separate and distinct from poor relief and welfare.
Poor relief was associated with the problem of poor Whiteism as outlined
by the Carnegie Commission of Inquiry of 1927-1932. This poor relief was
administered by the magistrate who allocated rations to those poor white
families who were destitute and reduced o financial difficulties. The magistrate
was assisted in this job by the welfare organisations of Graaff-Reinet, who
collaborated in drawing up lists of those most in need, for distributions of these
rations. While whites received poor relief first, coloured and black persons also
received such government poor relief although there was a discrepancy in the
amount and kind of rations received. As the Great Depression deepened, the
welfare organisations tried to increase the poor relief but were handicapped
by the lack of funds.

44 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 21 February 1934, p. 308.
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Increase in numbers of unemployed
However, the main problem became the large increase in the numbers of
unemployed. These unemployed genuinely wanted work, and a Labour Bureau
was established at the local Post Office and administered by the Postmaster.
Here, those who were out of work, could hand in their names and become
officially listed as unemployed.
Image 3: Graaff-Reinet Magistrates Court (incorporating Post Office)

Source: William Roe Photographic Collection, Graaff-Reinet.

The growth of the problem can be traced in the annual reports of the
Magistrate. In 1930 he reported that “only a few cases of unemployment
dealt with”,45 but by 1931 the problem had burgeoned with “about 100
Europeans out of work owing to bad times. There is much native and coloured
unemployment”.46
The Town Council was well aware of this problem. On 16 November
1931 the Town Council made application to the Provincial Administration
for a loan of £5 000, in terms of the Housing Act No: 35 of 1920, for the
purpose of establishing a sub-economic housing scheme in Graaff-Reinet. In
motivating their application the Town Council stated that “with the granting
of the loan, steps will immediately be taken to absorb as much unemployed
labour as possible”. Construction of this Municipal Housing Scheme began
early in 1932 and provided employment to thirty-two white and eighteen

45 Magistrates Offices, Cnr Somerst & Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Magistracy, Annual Report 1930.
46 Magistrates Offices, Cnr Somerst & Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Magistracy, Annual Report 1931.
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coloured men.47 The scheme provided employment for six months to this
limited number of the town’s unemployed.48
On New Year’s Day 1932, Graaff-Reinet had experienced severe floods. Trees
were uprooted and water furrows damaged. Temporary employment for the
repair work of the damage was given to one hundred “non-white” men from
the town’s ranks of unemployed. Unfortunately this work was only temporary
in nature, though Postmaster Cocking continued with his efforts to place
unemployed men in work to try, in a small way, to alleviate the suffering of
their families.
Image 4: Dr Karl Bremer

Source: Teddy Whitlock Private Collection, Graaff-Reinet.

47 South African Library, Cape Town: Letter HR Cocking –Editor, Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, 18 May 1932
[Cocking was the Postmaster in charge of the Post Office Labour Exchange].
48 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Correspondence: Housing Scheme 1930-1932.
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Unemployment relief loan
On the advice of Dr Karl Bremer, the local MP,49 the Town Council applied
to the Department of Labour for an unemployment relief loan. The Town
Council called a public meeting on 7 September 1932 to consider their
proposal to raise an unemployment relief loan of £1 640. The mayor in
opening the meeting, outlined the negotiations that had taken place so far. The
Government would grant the Town Council a loan of £1 640 at five per cent
interest and repayable after ten years. Added to this amount the Government
would provide a subsidy of £1 640. With this sum of £3 280, it was proposed
to employ one-hundred and twenty-five white males and a similar number
of “non-white” males. These men were to be used on road construction and
the tarring of the streets in town. The Council’s loan proposal was passed by
a vote of forty-four with eight against.50 This road construction scheme of
the Municipality provided much needed employment for the unemployed of
Graaff-Reinet. While it was of a temporary nature, lasting only as long as the
money lasted, it was much appreciated by those who had been out of work.
The Divisional Council also provided unemployment relief but on a much
smaller scale. They had enquired about the possibility of an unemployment
relief loan as early as 8 December 1931. They had passed a resolution applying
to the Provincial Council for a subsidy of £1 800 with which to provide
work for forty unemployed men at a rate of 3s per day for twelve months.51
Three months later they received a letter from the Administrator of the Cape
granting them £500 for unemployment relief. They were then able to employ
thirty men for roadworks.52
In September 1932, on re-applying for additional unemployment relief
funding, the Divisional Council had received a letter from the Provincial
Administration approving a ninety per cent subsidy of £940, ten per cent of
which would be a loan to the Divisional Council. On receipt of this letter it
was decided to send out a road work party consisting of fifty white labourers
under foreman D Wolmarans. The foreman received 7s6d per day while the
49 Dr Bremer practised as a medical doctor in Graaff-Reinet from 1919-1931 and was the Graaff-Reinet
constituency representative in Parliament in 1924 and 1929-1942. He later became a National Minister of
Health in the Malan Cabinet (1951-1953).
50 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 7 September 1932, p. 85.
51 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 8 December
1931.
52 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 8 March
1932.
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workers received 3s per day. Another road gang consisting of twenty coloured
people under a foreman, WJ Schoeman, was also sent out.53
So by the middle of September 1932 the unemployment relief programmes
of Graaff-Reinet and district were well under way. The Municipality had
initiated their road construction scheme by appointing twenty-seven men to
the crusher plant at the stone quarry two miles outside of town. It would
take two to three weeks to put the crusher plant in order but when this was
achieved it was planned to work two shifts a day to speed up the work. In the
meantime, fifty men had been appointed to start on the preparatory work on
the roads and the magistrate had agreed to grant three weeks rations to those
who had as yet not been employed.54 But these unemployed would be provided
with work only as long as the loan lasted. The Public Works Committee of the
Town Council had estimated that the whole scheme, including implements
and materials, would cost £5 216. The Town Clerk thought that the scheme
would last up to 31 March 1933 but after that date it was difficult to estimate
whether further funding would be available to continue the relief work. The
Town Council was well aware that it would find it difficult to continue with
this relief work since, beside the Government subsidy of £2 460 and their
loan of £1 640, they had by February 1933 spent approximately £2 200 on
plant, implements and materials out of ordinary income and “this, of course,
cannot go on much longer”.55
The Divisional Council took the initiative in March 1933 by appointing
two councillors, PF de Klerk and PA Luckhoff to meet with the local MP, Dr
Bremer.56 These two councillors, joined by two town councillors, AA Kingwill
and H Urquhart, interviewed Dr Bremer.57 As a result of this interview, Dr
Bremer wrote a letter to the Minister of Labour, Col Creswell, mentioning
that Graaff-Reinet had applied for a further subsidy of £2 700 and a loan
of £1 080 for three months from 1 April 1933. Bremer had further stated
that the Municipality was unable to finance the extra expenditure entailed
in carrying out this unemployment relief work, unless the Department of
53 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 13 September
1932.
54 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 12 September 1932, p. 86.
55 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Public Works Committee, 17 February 1933.
56 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 14 March
1933.
57 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 18 March 1933, p. 126.
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Labour allowed them to use a portion of the £1 080 loan for implements,
materials and costs of overseeing.58 At the same time the Divisional Council
had put in an application for a subsidy to provide employment for one
hundred unemployed for a period of three months.59

Subsidised unemployment relief work comes to an end
The situation was indeed urgent, especially with the present relief
work scheduled to end on the 31 March 1933, and with the prospect of
approximately “400 unemployed walking the streets of the town”.60
At the end of March 1933 the Town Council had found that it still had
a balance of £300 left from their previous loan of £1 600. They applied to
the Department of Labour for permission to use this amount to keep two
hundred and fifty white and coloured men, who had been unemployed since
the 3 April 1933, in work for as long as the money lasted. This was granted,
but the Department was not prepared to accept the Council’s terms for the
furtherance of relief works.61 The Town Council were extremely concerned
over the position and at the Town Council meeting on 5 April 1933, they
instructed the Town Clerk to inform the magistrate that at “the end of the
coming week 250 men would be discharged and that these men would probably
apply to him for rations.”62 The Finance Committee also recommended that,
in view of the many applications for rations from the unemployed who had
no immediate prospect of employment, fifty unemployed men be taken on
weekly by the Municipality on the basis of one week’s work for one month’s
food rations, since the magistrate was no longer prepared to issue rations
unless the unemployed were prepared to work for them.63
58 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Correspondence: Unemployment Relief - Bremer-Creswell, 17 March 1933.
59 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 11 April
1933.
60 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 18 March 1933, p. 126.
61 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Correspondence: Unemployment Relief – Dept of Labour-Town Council, 29 March 1933; GraaffReinet Municipal Minutes, 15 April 1933, p. 158; South African Library, Cape Town: Graaff-Reinet Advertiser,
24 April 1933.
62 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 15 April 1933, p. 158.
63 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Finance Committee, 4 April 1933, p. 279.
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While the Municipal unemployment relief was coming to an end the
Divisional Council was able to procure another ninety per cent subsidy of
£940 for relief work on the roads and was able to continue its repair works
on various roads in the district.64 Accordingly the Divisional Council was able
to keep their one hundred workers in work for most of 1933. In June 1933
they had applied for another subsidy to keep these one hundred unemployed
in work for a further three months from 1 July 1933. On 11 July 1933 the
secretary of the Divisional Council was able to report that they had been
granted a hundred per cent subsidy of £810 to be used to continue the
Divisional Council’s relief work in the District, until the whole had been
spent.65
However, with the cessation of the Municipal relief works in April 1933,
the suffering by families of the unemployed, compounded by the almost
four years of economic hardships, again came to the fore. In a letter to the
Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, the mayor, H Urquhart, had stressed the position of
the unemployed whose “wives and children are destitute or below the bread
line”. To discuss the situation and find means of alleviating their plight, he
invited all interested to attend a public meeting in the Town Hall on 20 May
1933.66 After long discussions detailing the situation prevailing amongst the
unemployed, the best the Town Council could offer, since “everybody is so
hard up owing to prevailing conditions and the Board’s [Graaff-Reinet Board
of Executors] failure”,67 was to pass a motion that: “a meeting of all charitable
associations and other local bodies be convened to devise ways and means of
relieving the situation”.68

The “hunger march”
The position of the unemployed was so desperate that a number of them
held a “hunger march” through the town on 20 April 1933, when the:
... hunger marchers in scores passed down Graaff-Reinet’s main street on their
way to the Government building to obtain rations. The first batch marched
64 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 24 April
1933.
65 Divisional Council Offices, Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Divisional Council Minutes, 11 July 1933.
66 South African Library, Cape Town: Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, 18 May 1932.
67 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Correspondence: K Bremer-Unemployment Relief, 18 May 1932 [Bremer was the local MP].
68 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 18 May 1932, p. 44.
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in twos and they were followed by many others in irregular formations.
Eventually a crowd of European and non-European men packed themselves at
the main entrance to the magistrate’s office… where one week’s rations were
issued to 168 white men [and] 145 non-Europeans.69

These rations were not very substantial, a white married man received eight
pounds of meal, half a pound of coffee, half a pound of salt and two pounds
of meat per week, while a white single man received exactly half of the above
ration. Non-whites were on a slightly different ration receiving twentyfive pounds of mealies or mealie-meal, one pound of fat and one pound
of salt per month. This ration was obviously inadequate and many of the
municipal location inhabitants supplemented their diet, in season, with the
juicy fruit from the prickly pear that thickly covered the hillside surrounding
the Location.70 Some residents subsisted on this fruit and as a result found
themselves suffering from bleeding gums and vitamin deficiency.71 The Town
Council frowned upon the practice of prickly pear eating, maintaining that
it enabled location residents to survive without making an attempt to seek
work, while prickly pear syrup was used for the brewing of a potent homebrew liquor.72
The Location Committee of the Town Council readily conceded that
there was much unemployment and overcrowding in the location. The
superintendent of the location, however, found it difficult to calculate how
many able-bodied men were unemployed, as a large proportion of them lived
on the earning and rations of their womenfolk or on piecework in or near
town. He attributed the start of the overcrowding of the location to the fact
that when the Van Ryneveld’s Pass Dam had been built in 1920-24, many
non-white labourers had been brought in from other areas to help with the
work, but when this project was completed those persons had remained
in Graaff-Reinet. The superintendent had also listed other reasons for the
continual influx into town of such persons as:73
(a) All farms being netted [fenced]; (b)The location is a dumping ground for
aged farm servants; (c) The quantity of prickly pear growing in the vicinity of
69 South African Library, Cape Town: Editorial, Graaff-Reinet Advertiser, 22 April 33
70 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 16 August 1933, p. 299.
71 Interview W Kingwill (Farmer Blaauwater, Graaff-Reinet)/A Minnaar (Researcher, Department of History,
Rhodes University, Grahamstown), 22 February 1978.
72 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 16 August 1933, p. 299.
73 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 8 October 1933, p. 314.
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the town; (d) … large numbers are drifting to urban areas where educational
facilities are available; (e) The system known as “keeping the door open”
whereby registered owners of huts and rooms leave the location with their
families to take up work on the farms, and allow another family to occupy the
house in the meantime. After a while they become tired of or too old to work
[on the farms] and return to the location to take up residence. The council is
then faced with the difficulty of finding accommodation for the family who
occupied the hut while the owner was away. (f ) The amount of charity provided
by a local philanthropist. Many facilities have been provided for which the
local authority is grateful. The location, however, is only attracting people
from all over the country and the Council’s difficulties are being increased.

Rendering services in lieu of arrear rents
In an attempt to alleviate the situation in the municipal location, the
superintendent had suggested that those unemployed location residents,
far in arrear with their rents, be given the opportunity of rendering service
in the location in order to secure a proportionate write-off of their arrears.
This scheme was intended to enable other important maintenance work to
be attended to. The Location Committee recommended that the scheme
be started initially with twenty-five men, with each labourer being supplied
weekly with eight pounds of mealies and eight pounds of mealie meal, and
that every fortnight a sum of 18s be written off his arrear rent.74
In a last desperate attempt to halt the overcrowding and the unemployment
in the municipal location area, the Location Committee recommended that:75
... a formal application be made to His Excellency the Governor-General
to issue a proclamation declaring that after a date to be specified therein, no
native may enter the urban area from the purpose of seeking or undertaking
employment or of residing therein, otherwise than in accordance with
conditions to be prescribed in such proclamation.

74 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 29 June 1933, p. 291.
75 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Location Committee, 1 March 1934, p. 340.
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Mooted jam factory leads to building of a new power station
One other scheme worth mentioning in the context of unemployment relief
was the mooted jam factory scheme in town. Its establishment was intended
to utilise surplus fruit grown on the “erfholder” irrigation plots in town and
nearby villages like Adendorp and Kendrew. These were all served by the
irrigation scheme of the Van Ryneveld’s Pass Dam on the Sundays River on
the northern outskirts of the town. Its establishment was also motivated by
claiming that local labour was considered to be cheaper than other centres
in the region, while the Town Council was prepared to provide a site rent
free.76 Although not getting off the ground, the jam factory proposal had
unintended spinoffs in terms of reducing the town’s unemployment. When
the jam factory scheme was investigated it was brought to the attention of the
Town Council by the Town Engineer that it would be impossible to supply
additional electrical power required by the factory by the existing power
plant.77 As a consequence the Town Council appointed a consulting engineer
from Cape Town, GV Adendorff, who estimated that the building of a new
power station in town would cost in the region of £30 000.78 The Council
decided to go ahead with the new electricity scheme as they “hoped to be able
to use local labour to give work to the unemployed.” A loan was negotiated
with the SA Old Mutual Co., the signing of which only took place on 30
November 1933.79 In early 1934 the Town Clerk proceeded to Cape Town to
get the necessary authorisations to start building the new electricity scheme
power station. At the beginning of June 1934 work began on the new power
station.80 In the building of the power station, only local labour (besides the
consulting engineer) was used, while a considerable saving was also made by
the use of locally manufactured bricks.

76 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 14 January 1930, p. 544; 23 January 1930, p. 551.
77 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 25 February 1930, p. 562.
78 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 12 August 1932, p. 89.
79 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 3 November 1933, p. 236.
80 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 13 February 1934, p. 266; 3 June 1934, p. 341.
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Use of locally manufactured bricks
Behind the manufacture of these local bricks lay another scheme by the
Town Council to provide employment to the unemployed in the town. The
Municipal brickfields lay just south of the town situated on the banks of the
Sundays River. In the economic hardships of the times it was found that in
order to secure any business the brickmakers underbid each other. With this
fierce competition most of the brickmakers found themselves in dire straits,
starving and unable to pay their Municipal brickfields rents.81 By September
1931 the situation had deteriorated to such an extent that they were bartering
bricks at a great loss to obtain food for their families. It had become impossible
under their present circumstances for them to pay their rents with the result
that their arrears were increasing monthly. The Finance Committee had then
recommended that the Town Council should take complete control of the
brickfields and fix a price for all bricks.82 The Town Council acted on this
recommendation with the brickmakers and drew up an agreement whereby
the Council would assume control of all brick selling from the brickfields.
All orders for bricks were to be placed with the Town Clerk and payment for
bricks supplied would be done through the Town Clerk. The Town Council
also set fixed prices for all grades of bricks. The agreement was made on
condition that should any brickmaker at the Municipal brickfields dispose
of their bricks through any person other than the Town Clerk, they would
receive immediate notice to quit the brickfields.83
Other conditions contained in the agreement, were that rent would be
reduced on all brickfield claims to 10s per month and the Council would take
over the large number of unsold bricks the brickmakers had on hand in lieu
of arrear rent. Further, that any brickmaker who had disposed of none of his
bricks in any one week be paid the sum of 12s6d for five hundred first grade
clinker bricks delivered to the municipal yard. By August 1932 a total of
70 000 bricks had been collected in the municipal yard by the implementation
of this last condition.

81 Interview G Muller (Road Construction Foreman during Great Depression)/A Minnaar (Researcher,
Department of History, Rhodes University, Grahamstown), 15 July 1978; Graaff-Reinet Municipal Reports:
Finance Committee, 16 September 1931, p. 158.
82 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Finance Committee, 16 September 1931, p. 158.
83 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Reports: Finance Committee, 1 October 1931, p. 161.
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This agreement stabilised the economic situation at the brickfields and
allowed the brickmakers to make at least a nominal living and survive the
further economic depravations of the Great Depression. In January 1933
one of the brickmakers, JJ Wessels, had travelled to Cape Town, and had an
interview with the Minister of Labour and advised him that “Graaff-Reinet
[brickmakers] could produce the best blue hard brick in the Union [of South
Africa]” and when he mentioned the price for which Graaff-Reinet bricks
could be made the “Minister of Labour would hardly believe that bricks could
be manufactured so cheaply.”84 The Government accordingly provided an
amount of £3 000 on the scheme to manufacture bricks locally on a large scale,
under Municipal supervision, for the Public works Department. Eventually
the Municipality re-organised the worker gangs on the Municipal brickfields
and was able to absorb an additional 75 men on this brickmaking scheme.
This scheme was able, before the Government subsidy expired, to provide all
the bricks needed for the building of the new power station which was started
in mid-1934 thereby providing many unemployed labourers (besides the 75
working at the brickworks) manual work on its building.
In this and other ways, attempts were made to reduce the number of
unemployed in Graaff-Reinet. In this manner such schemes inputted money
into the local economy with its trickle-down effect to local businesses and
the employment or re-employment of unemployed in other sectors (e.g.
as domestic workers or gardeners). But, throughout the Great Depression,
unemployment had remained a serious problem that could not be completely
overcome. It was only with the general economic recovery in 1934-1935 that
this problem was reduced to negligible proportions.

Conclusion
Undoubtedly, during the Great Depression era, unemployment and its
attendant hardships was a serious problem in Graaff-Reinet, as in all other
parts of the country. Unfortunately, though the hardships of that sector of
the population labelled non-white (coloureds and blacks) and largely residing
in the municipal location area, suffered greater hardships than the so-called
white sector of the town’s residents, by the nature of the times in the 1930s,
most of the relief measures implemented in the town and district favoured
84 Town Council Municipal Records, Municipal Offices, Town Hall, 5 Somerset St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet
Municipal Minutes, 3 June 1933, p. 181.
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first employing whites, then coloureds and only lastly blacks.
But, as the worldwide economic recovery started to trickle down from mid1934 onwards, some of the allied work/job creation schemes in town also had
an economic trickle-down effect on the lower economic rungs of the town’s
residents.
The improvement in agricultural prices in the district also had an impact
on the general welfare of the town’s residents. This was illustrated in the
improvements in the average export price of wool for October 1933 which
was 10d per lb as compared to the 4¾d per lb for October 1932. This had
improved to 11d per lb in June 1934. (In many cases the excellent quality
of wool grown in the Graaff-Reinet district received a better price than the
national average of 11.1d per lb).85 This improvement also led to a better
demand for Merino stud rams (a major income generator for farmers in the
district and sold to other farmers by the registered stud breeders).
At the Annual National Merino Ram sales held in Bloemfontein every
February and August, the improvement in the wool price led to the February
1933 ram sales being “far better than last February [1932]… [But] the
absolute dearth of cash prevented the average of £4.10s [per ram] from being
higher”. 86 This was ascribed to the fact that the better wool price had not yet
filtered through to farmers by way of ready cash. By the August 1934 ram
sales, the hoped for improvement seemed to have taken place in the sale of
stud rams. At the February 1934 ram sales, Graaff-Reinet farmer and Merino
Stud Breeder, SH Rubidge, had obtained an average price of £13 per ram sold
as compared to his average of £6.13s, which he received at the February 1933
ram sales. This in turn had been better than his average of £4.12s.6d received
at the February 1932 ram sales.87 By the August 1934 ram sales it was obvious
to the Merino ram breeders that full confidence had returned to the wool
farmers. At these ram sales SH Rubidge’s average price per ram sold had risen
to a healthy £21. At the same time the top price paid for a ram at the August
1934 ram sales was £270, which was much better than the top price of £80
for a ram at the August 1933 ram sales.
While the farmers of the Graaff-Reinet district began to enjoy more
prosperous times, so too the economic situation in the town improved. As
85 South African Library, Cape Town: The Organised Wool Farmer, February 1933; July 1934.
86 Wellwood Farm Diaries, Wellwood, Graaff-Reinet, 22 February 1933.
87 Wellwood Diaries, 21 February 1934.
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more money began to be circulated with the improvement of the wool and
ram price, so too did the inflow of cash into local businesses. However, the
improvement only began in mid-1933 and then only slowly. But in 1934 and
1935 the flow of cash improved dramatically over the figures of the previous
Great Depression years.88
This general prosperity in town gradually reached the poorer sections of the
community, but the unemployment position improved even more slowly. In
1933 the Magistrate still struggled to find work and rations for “’n groot
aantal werklose” [a large number of unemployed].89 By 1934 there were still
a number of unemployed in town but the Magistrate was able to report that
the “werkloosheid posisie het baie verbeter gedurende die jaar” [1934] [the
unemployment position had improved greatly during the year].90 By 1935
the unemployed position had almost been overcome as the Postmaster (in
charge of the town’s Labour Bureau) was able to inform the Magistrate that
he was in a position to find work for anyone who applied for it, with the
result that “only a few work-shy individuals are out of employment.”91 This
improvement in the unemployment position was helped by the start in 1934
on the reconstruction of the main road to Middelburg (100 kilometres north
of Graaff-Reinet) along national road standards with the first fourteen miles
(22.4 kilometres) tarred by 1936.92
In the ensuing years, Graaff-Reinet fully recovered from the economic
hardships of the Great Depression, remained an important rural town serving
an ever widening area, as the surrounding smaller towns and villages slowly
stagnated.

88 An example of this increase from Journal and Cash Books, Watermeyer & Co. 1928-1935 [Land, stock and
furniture auctioneers of Graaff-Reinet].
89 Magistrates Offices, Cnr Somerst & Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Magistracy: Annual Report 1933.
90 Magistrates Offices, Cnr Somerst & Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Magistracy: Annual Report 1934.
91 Magistrates Offices, Cnr Somerst & Church St, Graaff-Reinet: Graaff-Reinet Magistracy: Annual Report 1935.
92 Interview W Kingwill (Farmer Blaauwater, Graaff-Reinet)/A Minnaar (Researcher, Department of History,
Rhodes University, Grahamstown), 22 February 1978.
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Abstract
This review article serves to broach the concept of the “post-productivist
countryside” where the primacy of agricultural production is supplanted by
tertiary industries such as tourism, recreational farming, and arts and crafts
production. The essay maintains that advances in communications technology
have facilitated the phenomenon of “counterurbanisation” whereby a new
breed of well-qualified, highly mobile professionals (a “creative class”) opt for
rural living, all the while continuing to derive urban-denominated incomes. In
recent years South Africa’s arid Karoo hinterland has enjoyed something of a
renaissance occasioned by an influx of human capital from the cities. Although
the onset of post-productivism inevitably entails costs it is argued that these are
more than compensated for by the beneficial cultural and economic impacts
of the new rural creative class in the Karoo.
Keywords: Post-productivism; Karoo; Rural development; Creative class;
Post-apartheid; Counterurbanisation.

Introduction
The type of rural transformation described by Ilbery as a “post-productivist
countryside” typically manifests itself as a shift from primary agriculture to the
tertiary sector.1 This sector is usually characterised by a burgeoning number
of tourism facilities, game farms, recreational features, and arts and crafts
enterprises. This is a form of rural re-orientation which has been the subject
1

B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery (ed.), The geography of rural change (Harlow, Longman, 1998),
pp. 1-10.
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of academic scrutiny in Britain, Europe and the United States of America.2
The lion’s share of South Africa’s arid interior consists of the 400 000 square
kilometres of the Karoo which is bordered by arid Namaqualand on the west
coast, the Kalahari desert to the north-west, and the False or Grassy Karoo
to the north. The Karoo is divided up among four provincial administrations
and is therefore very rarely treated as a coherent regional entity in its own right
by the central government. The region is very sparsely populated and consists
of about 80 small towns with populations generally below 10 000. There are,
however, a few larger regional centres which qualify as middle-order towns.
The region has traditionally been given over to rangeland pastoralism, mainly
sheep, and poverty is widespread.
This review article describes the onset of post-productivism in South
Africa’s arid Karoo region and draws out some of the implications of this. In
particular, the article will explore the social dimensions of this transformation
and the urban-to-rural migration of middle-class individuals (a phenomenon
also known as “counterurbanisation” or “reverse migration”).
The discussion includes a review of the international literature detailing the
upsurge of interest in rural lifestyles, and the “Slow Movement”, and compares
and contrasts this with the South African experience. It draws attention to
some of the costs associated with post-productivism before moving on to
show how these are amply compensated for by the beneficial concomitants of
post-productivism in the Karoo. A short history of the Karoo is also provided.
Hoogendoorn and Visser3 in commenting on the “emerging South
African post-productivist countryside” contend that the phenomenon arose
concurrently with the demise and ultimate collapse of apartheid, and they
point to the role of second homes in rural areas as giving impetus to postproductivist developments. For the purposes of the arguments to be presented
here it is instructive to note that the years of apartheid’s decline also happened
to coincide with South Africa’s unprecedentedly rapid adoption of a range
of communications technologies, namely mobile telephony, e-mail and the
2

3

See for example CL Beale, “The changing nature of rural employment”, DL Brown & JM Wardwell, (eds.),
New directions in urban-rural migration: The population turnaround in rural America (New York, Academic Press,
1980), pp. 37-50; B Ilbery & I Bowler, “From agricultural productivism to post-productivism”, B Ilbery, (ed.),
The geography of rural change (Harlow, Longman, 1998), pp. 57-84; R Askwith, The lost village: In search of a
forgotten rural England (London, Ebury Press, 2008).
G Hoogendoorn & G Visser, “Tourism, second homes and an emerging South African post-productivist
countryside”, Tourism Review International, 14, 2011, pp. 1-15.
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internet. In the space of a very few years these technologies had become
virtually ubiquitous in all but the remotest rural areas.
Since the mid-1990s, the Karoo has experienced a statistically unimportant,
but economically significant, “counterurbanisation” of professionals
from South Africa’s urban centres to its small towns.4 This migration has
reinvigorated the economies of many of these towns and has also led to
dormant entrepreneurial talent being reawakened as local residents have reevaluated their farms’ or their localities’ assets and developed new livelihood
options stimulated by the new perspectives brought by the erstwhile citydwellers.
Image 1: South Africa showing the Nama and Succulent Karoo biomes merged

Source: MK Ingle, “Making the most of ‘nothing’: Astro-tourism, the sublime, and the Karoo as a ‘space
destination’”, Transformation, 74, 2010, p. 94.
Figure 1: South Africa showing the Nama and Succulent Karoo biomes merged

Voting with their feet
A major stimulus for the post-productivist movement internationally is the
change of pace which many urban residents are seeking.5 This is of a piece

4
5

For difficulties associated with quantifying the precise extent of this phenomenon see MK Ingle, “A ‘creative
class’ in South Africa’s arid Karoo region”, Urban Forum, 21, 2010, pp. 408-417.
R Askwith, The lost village…, pp. 43-45.
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with the “deconcentration theory” described by Lewis6 which states that longstanding preferences for lower density locations are being less inhibited by
institutional and technological barriers and that improved standards of living,
and technical advances in transport, communication and production, are
facilitating a convergence in the availability of amenities that were previously
restricted to more densely populated locales. According to Honoré:7
Cities have always attracted energetic and dynamic people, but urban life
itself acts as a giant particle accelerator. When people move to the city, they
start to do everything faster.

The advent of mobile telecommunications has only served to make urban
living in the developed world ever more frenetic (the “fast lane”). But advances
in telecommunications simultaneously hold out the option of a bolthole from
the urban frenzy. Mobile telecommunications can make urban living possible
at one remove – that is to say, rural living with an urban income. This becomes
a financially viable option for people not bound to a specific workplace.
In the late 1980s, the New York-based Trends Research Institute identified a
phenomenon known as “downshifting”, which entails exchanging a pressurised
“high-earning, high-tempo lifestyle for a more relaxed, less consumerist
existence” – in other words being willing to sacrifice income in return for the
quality-of-life attributes inherent in slowness and a surfeit of time.8 By the
late 1980s, some big corporations were already running in-house prototypes
of e-mail on networked personal computers, which enabled staff to work at
home, and this facilitated a measure of downshifting in residential location.
Carlo Petrini, the Italian founder of the Slow Food Movement, rejects the
notion that the Slow Movement’s ethos is anti-modern. He affirms the right
of people to moderate the pace at which they choose to live:9
If you are always slow then you are stupid – and that is not at all what we are
aiming for... being Slow means that you control the rhythms of your own life.
You decide how fast you have to go in any given context. If today I want to go
fast, I go fast; if tomorrow I want to go slow, I go slow. What we are fighting
for is the right to determine our own tempos.

6
7
8
9

G Lewis, “Rural migration and demographic change”, B Ilbery, (ed.), The geography of rural change (Harlow,
Longman, 1998), pp. 131-160.
C Honore, In praise of slow: How a worldwide movement is challenging the cult of speed (London, Orion, 2004),
p. 21.
C Honore, In praise of slow…, p. 41.
Quoted in C Honore, In praise of slow…, p. 14.
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It is this “right to determine one’s own tempo”, and a willingness to
make the requisite trade-offs,10 that has contributed to the migration of
urban sophisticates to small towns. The new emphasis on “quality of life”
considerations, as typified by the Slow Food Movement and its offshoots, is
associated with this type of migration (sometimes also called “semigration”).11

Going up country
Carr12 reveals why increasing numbers of people might wish to opt for rurality
when he points out that studies in attention restoration therapy over the past
twenty years have indicated that, after exposure to a tranquil rural setting,
close to nature, people “exhibit greater attentiveness, stronger memory, and
generally improved cognition”.13 Creative professions typically put a premium
on such experiences, and this acts as an environmental inducement for people
to relocate where their circumstances make such a move feasible. Additionally,
in South African cities, as is the case worldwide, “traffic and gridlock have
become a deadweight time cost”,14 and consequently the case for rural living
has become all the more compelling.
Ilbery,15 in his analysis of the changing relationship between society and
space in the countryside, has found that in rural areas:
…the increasing mobility of people, goods and information has helped to
erode local communities and open up the countryside to new uses [leading to
new]... “actor networks” which are likely to be dominated by external rather
than internal linkages.

These new actor networks tend to be populated by “quality of life migrants”
who exert major positive impacts on small rural economies, as their influx

10 See for example E Brende, Better off: Flipping the switch on technology (New York, HarperCollins, 2004).
11 P Boyle, K Halfacree & V Robinson, Exploring contemporary migration (Harlow, Prentice Hall, 1998).
12 N Carr, The shallows: How the internet is changing the way we think, read and remember (London, Atlantic Books,
2010), p. 219.
13 See also SR Kellert, Kinship to mastery: Biophilia in human evolution and development (Washington DC., Island
Press, 1997).
14 R Florida, The great reset: How new ways of living and working drive post-crash prosperity (New York, HarperCollins,
2010), p. 8.
15 B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery (ed.), The geography of rural change, p. 5.
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introduces new sources of capital, skills and entrepreneurship.16 According to
Seabrook:17
Contemporary communications systems, global cultural convergence,
information conglomerates and transnational providers of entertainment have
made deep inroads into worlds that remained for centuries bounded, enclosed
and self-reliant. These were characterised by networks of kin, work and
neighbourhood, networks which have been torn apart and scarcely exist now
in that particular form. They have not disappeared however, but have been
reconstituted in global networks of far wider scope and reach. Relationships
constituted through the new networks are based upon instant access to a
whole world; careers articulated to the global economy, elective relationships,
often at a distance, that give their participants the freedom to remain where
they please, for they are never out of touch. If the provinces exist now, they are
social rather than geographic, a class rather than a place.

Ilbery18 describes how agriculture in the developed world has been
restructured in line with an accelerating rate of socio-economic, environmental
and political change to the point that “rural areas are no longer dominated in
employment terms by farmers and landowners”. The countryside in Britain
has moved from a predominantly agricultural productivist mode (primary
agricultural production) towards tertiary sectors.19 Askwith20 noted that by
2007:
… the proportion of the UK workforce employed in agriculture had fallen
to 1.7 per cent, compared with 5 per cent in 1951. A quarter of farms had...
an income of ‘less than zero’; half had an income of less than £10 000...
Meanwhile, the new countryside-dwellers continued to pour in with their
money. In 2007, the average rural house cost £30 000 more than the average
urban house.

While South Africa’s countryside has not seen anything like this scale of
“rural colonisation”, there has been a significant reappraisal of the value of
rural properties in the country - no doubt stimulated by the demand for
16 See for example WB Beyers & PB Nelson, “Contemporary development forces in the non-metropolitan West:
New insights from rapidly growing communities”, Journal of Rural Studies, 16, 2000, pp. 459-474; K Halfacree,
“Back-to-the-land in the twenty-first century – making connections with rurality”, Tijdschrift voor Economische
en Sociale Geografie, 98(1), 2007, pp. 3-8; K Halfacree, “Trial by space for a ‘radical rural’: Introducing
alternative localities, representations and lives”, Journal of Rural Studies, 23, 2007, pp. 125-141.
17 F Seabrook, “The end of the provinces: We are all metropolitans now”, Granta, 90, 2005, p. 241.
18 B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery, (ed.), The geography of rural change, p. 4.
19 See for example B Ilbery & I Bowler, “From agricultural productivism…”, B Ilbery (ed.), The geography of rural
change; C Taylor, Return to Akenfield: Portrait of an English village in the 21st century (London, Granta Books,
2006).
20 R Askwith, The lost village…, p. 274.
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second homes.21
The transition from agricultural to post-productivist rural areas has occurred
in parallel with the consolidation of farmland and the “massification” or
industrialisation of large-scale agricultural production fuelled by biotechnology
and genetically modified crops. This in turn has caused a backlash in favour
of organic, locally-grown produce often retailed via “farmers” markets’.22 This
shift has also been identified as involving “the relocalisation of the agrofood
system” whereby high-quality products “with real authenticity of geographical
origin”, are locally produced.23
The post-productivist shift also entails the generation of hitherto unexploited
sources of income from non-agricultural activities such as tourism. The
advent of “niche tourism” has seen a move away from traditional “mass
tourism” towards a predilection for remote, “authentic” rural regions and
their small towns.24 Factors such as improved transport and communications
have facilitated rapid movement between rural and urban areas, and have
stimulated preferences for rural lifestyles, even while those enjoying this
option maintain constant access to cities. Brand25 observes that “nothing saves
a village like a good road to town and a good cellphone connection” and
goes on to quote from a 2006 UN-HABITAT report to the effect that “cities
are engines of rural development” and that “improved infrastructure between
rural areas and cities increases rural productivity”. Greater disposable incomes
for urban people have not kept pace with the astronomical increases in South
African coastal property prices occasioned by foreign purchasing power, and
a combination of these factors has been associated with the acquisition of
second homes in rural areas. This in its turn stimulates demand for typically
outdoor leisure pursuits in rural areas where 4x4 trails, hiking, birding, fishing,
and arts and crafts “meanders” have all been turned to commercial account.

21 G Hoogendoorn & G Visser, “The role of second homes in local economic development in five small South
African towns”, Development Southern Africa, 27(4), 2010, pp. 547-562.
22 See for example B Kingsolver, Animal, vegetable, miracle: Our year of seasonal eating (New York, Faber & Faber,
2008); S Brand, Whole earth discipline: An ecopragmatist manifesto (New York, Penguin, 2009).
23 B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery, (ed.), The geography of rural change, p. 4.
24 See for example J Butcher, The moralisation of tourism: Sun, sand... and saving the world? (London, Routledge,
2003); MK Ingle, “Tarring the road to Mecca: Dilemmas of infrastructural development in a small Karoo
town”, R Donaldson & L Marais, (eds), Small town geographies in Africa (New York, Nova Publishers, 2012),
pp. 209-222.
25 S Brand, Whole earth discipline…, p. 35.
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The phenomenon of agri-tourism typifies a post-productivist blend of
agriculture, tourism and lifestyle. Urry26 in his discussion of social identity
and the countryside concludes that:
… what takes place in the countryside cannot be separated off from much
wider changes in economic, social and cultural life, particularly those changes
which occur within what might appear to be distant towns and cities.

This contention applies no less to South Africa than it does to Britain, and
it resonates strongly with the notion of a rural ‘creative class’ to be advanced
in this discussion.27
Post-productivism also involves “the manipulation of consumer demand”
in the direction of well-branded, select and boutique products.28 As Askwith
observes: “The art of growing apples hasn’t changed much over the centuries,
but the art of selling them has”.29 This has not affected all rural areas equally.
Those that are favoured with a good climate, attractive landscapes and wellpreserved heritage architecture tend to attract the attentions of urbanites. As
Ilbery points out, “uneven development and increasing differentiation are
now characteristic features of rural space.”30
In describing the sea-change in international attitudes towards the rural,
Atkinson reveals that:31
Rural policies are now much more than agricultural policies, or even agrarian
policies. They are truly inter-sectoral, interdisciplinary, and based on a fluid
conception of regions and territories. The management skills required draw
from a wide range of disciplines: agriculture, tourism, water management,
soil management, development planning, heritage management, ecology, and
transport. In fact, even the concept of “rural policy” is increasingly becoming
a misnomer, as we realize the manifold connections between farms, villages,
towns and cities – with a sophisticated rural clientele moving effortlessly
between global, city and rural pursuits.

26 J Urry, Consuming places (New York, Routledge, 1995), p. 228.
27 R Florida, The rise of the creative class (New York, Basic Books, 2002); PH Ray & SR Anderson, The cultural
creative (New York, Harmony Books, 2000); Anon, “Growing the creative-rural economy in Prince Edward
County”, Report prepared by the Queen’s University Geography Department for the P.E.L.A. Institute for Rural
Development, 2008 (available at: http://www.pecounty.on.ca/government/corporate_services/economic_
development/creative_economy/index.php, as accessed on 18 April 2011).
28 B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery (ed.), The geography of rural change, p. 4.
29 R Askwith, The lost village…, p. 251.
30 B Ilbery, “Dimensions of rural change”, B Ilbery (ed.), The geography of rural change, p. 5.
31 D Atkinson, “Crossing boundaries: The role of universities in unlocking regional development” (Inaugural
lecture, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein), 13 April 2011.
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The costs of post-productivism
England’s Lake District, as described by the poet William Wordsworth, was
one of close-knit local relationships.32 Two centuries later, and rural England
looks very different.33 In place of Wordsworth’s old “true communities” there
are retirees, aspirant entrepreneurs, and “high-earning incomers” from other
parts of the country34 and “the family names in the local graveyard are no
longer the surnames of the people living in the houses.”35 Some people now
live in “the middle of a village but seem to take no part in it. They’re living
urban lives in the countryside.”36
Other authors have also commented on the loss of traditional society:37
Globalization... has begun to spawn its opposite... The dominant cultural
force of the century ahead won’t just be global and virtual but a powerful
interweaving of opposites – globalization and localization, virtual and real,
with an advance guard constantly undermining what is packaged and drawing
much of society behind them.

Clearly, post-productivism, especially when it takes place to the extent that
it has in the UK, can come with costs attached. According to Dyer38 to travel
through most of England “is now a journey through the almost unrelieved
ugliness of post-industrial homogenisation” because every town looks the
same. Similarly, Seabrook contends that:39
In a global economy, with instantaneous worldwide communications
networks, there are no longer any outlying areas, distant settlements, remote
places, since everything is brought into contact with the ubiquitous metropolis.
If provincial life still exists, it does so only residually and is doomed to eventual
extinction.

Little wonder that the journal Granta, when it devoted an issue to the theme
“Country Life” in 2005, qualified its title with “Dispatches from what’s left
of it”.40

32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40

A Sisman, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The friendship (London, HarperCollins, 2006), p. 289.
C Taylor, “Return to Akenfield: England’s classic village forty years on”, Granta, 90, 2005, pp. 11-55.
R Askwith, The lost village…, p. 49.
C Taylor, “Return to Akenfield…”, Granta, 90, 2005, p. xv.
C Taylor, “Return to Akenfield…”, Granta, 90, 2005, p. 54.
D Boyle, Authenticity (London, Harper Perennial, 2003), p. 5.
G Dyer, Working the room: Essays and reviews – 1999-2010 (Edinburgh, Canongate Books, 2010), p. 136.
F Seabrook, “The end of the provinces…”, Granta, 90, 2005, p. 227.
Granta, 90, 2005, cover.
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Karoo background
Karoo towns have, over the last century, experienced a marked decline in
their economic fortunes,41 but this decline has been arrested, if not altogether
reversed, in the last two decades by the arrival of a post-productivist cohort of
migrants from the cities.42
A rash of Karoo-denominated studies published in the 1970s analysed
the decline of Karoo towns. Economic development in the Karoo had been
boosted by the discovery of diamonds in Kimberley in 1867 and gold on
the Witwatersrand in 1886. Most routes to the new mining fields passed
through the Karoo towns. But by the 1920s, the social structure of Karoo
communities began to change. The most important direct consequence was
an out-migration of whites from rural towns. By the 1930s, the depopulation
of the Karoo was well advanced. The smaller Karoo towns were severely
affected by the exodus.43
The dynamics in the farming sector also changed, with a considerable loss
of agricultural jobs. The people who left the farms either moved to nearby
towns, or left the region altogether. According to Blumenfeld:44
As various factors, such as changing cultural and social attitudes and values,
the high risk factor inherent in farming enterprise, improved agricultural
techniques, low income elasticity of demand (as well as unstable demand)
for agricultural products, and the unceasing battle against the elements, have
combined to create, and drive out, a surplus rural population, the region’s
inability to re-absorb this displaced population in other occupations and
sectors – but particularly in manufacturing industry – has resulted in the loss
of this population to other areas. Similarly, in times of agricultural hardships,
the region has lacked a non-agricultural ‘base’ of sufficient depth and diversity
to enable it to cushion the impact.

This then was the economic scenario before the stirrings of revitalization
in the Karoo which is the subject of this article. Although the period since
1994 has seen the Karoo’s social structure undergoing profound change, these
41 E Nel & T Hill, “Marginalisation and demographic change in the semi-arid Karoo, South Africa”, Journal of
Arid Environments, 72, 2008, pp. 2264-2274.
42 MK Ingle, “A ‘creative class’…”, Urban Forum, 21, 2010.
43 WJH Vrey, Demografiese sosiologiese studie van die blanke bevolking in die sentraal-Karoo (Instituut vir Sosiale
en Ekonomiese Navorsing, Universiteit van die Vrystaat, Bloemfontein, 1974); G Cook, Towns of the Cape
Midlands and Eastern Karoo (Institute for Social and Economic Research, Rhodes University, Grahamstown,
1971).
44 J Blumenfeld, Survey of the Cape Midlands and Karroo regions, Vol. 4, The economic structure of the Cape Midlands
and Karroo Region: A sectoral and spatial survey (Institute for Social and Economic Research (ISER), Rhodes
University, Grahamstown, 1971), p. 107.
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dynamics are not well understood, and the area is still treated by government
as being of marginal economic importance.45
Significantly, the epithet Karoo has seen an extraordinary resurgence in
prominence and is even being appropriated as a brandname by enterprises
outside the Karoo and as far afield as the USA and the UK.46 In other words,
the asset value of this arid space may be at odds with the government’s
characterization of it as a region that is lacking in potential.47 But this asset
value remains largely unarticulated and unexplored.

The Karoo as a site of post-productivism
In many respects, the British situation is dissimilar from South Africa’s
equivalent of the post-productivist countryside – although there are a number
of Karoo “boutique towns”, such as De Rust, Prince Albert and NieuBethesda, operating as weekend boltholes, within reach of South Africa’s
cities. Askwith’s48 valedictory implies that there just is not enough space left
in Britain for a countryside to exist much longer and that it is being crowded
out above all else by vehicle traffic. In England, the countryside is depicted
as being essentially absorbed by the urban; in contrast, in South Africa, the
distinctive “apartness” of rural areas is constantly valorised and accentuated
in the lifestyle media. In spite of its growing number of ties with the urban,
rural South Africa still retains its physical integrity in the “social imaginary”.
Given the ever growing media coverage of the Karoo in recent years, it can be
argued that, far from the South African countryside vanishing, it is a countryside
parts of which are increasingly coming into being. Information technology and
media have been and still are hugely instrumental in (re)creating the South
African countryside. In Britain, this technology has often been accompanied
by hard infrastructure (roads, rail and housing development) but this has not
happened to the same extent in South Africa where rural infrastructure is by
and large still fairly antiquated. It could be argued that the countryside as a

45 See for example D Atkinson & L Marais, Provincial development policies and plans - The Arid Areas Programme,
Vol. 2 (Centre for Development Support, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, 2007).
46 MK Ingle, Economic potential in South Africa’s arid areas: A selection of niche products and services (Centre for
Development Support, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, 2008).
47 Republic of South Africa, National spatial development perspective (The Presidency, Pretoria, 2006).
48 R Askwith, The lost village…, p. 59.
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socially constructed reality49 is still an “emergent” phenomenon in the South
African context. And although, as intimated above, key elements of postproductivism are taking shape in the Karoo these are thus far not such as to
detract from its quintessential “rurality”.

Economic and cultural impacts of counterurbanisers
A number of recent studies reveal new dimensions of capital formation in
the Karoo50 and attempt to describe some of the socio-economic impacts of
post-1994 counterurbanisation and “white displacement” in South Africa.51
Creative small enterprises in South Africa’s desert Karoo region are growing in
number and variety.52 The Karoo has also come to acquire considerable “cachet”
in recent years, and is being rebranded as a desirable tourist destination.
Several towns in the Karoo region, such as Graaff-Reinet, Sutherland and
Carnarvon to name but a few, are undergoing a profound transformation
with the influx of “creatives” from the urban areas.53 Typically, these relatively
affluent migrants from the city exhibit a propensity for creative activities,
exemplified by art, crafts, boutique agriculture and niche tourism along with
country lifestyle and biodiversity pursuits. Many also derive their livelihood
from the so-called “knowledge economy” as freelance journalists, consultants,
authors or academics. These in-migrants to Karoo towns have leveraged their
“weak tie” networks54 to transform local economies.
Some idea of the diversity and extent of the post-productivist inroads
being made in the Karoo is provided by Ingle55 in a report produced for the
University of the Free State’s Arid Areas Programme. Significantly, where it
was possible to discern whether the owners of the businesses captured by the
49 J Foster, Washed with sun: Landscape and the making of white South Africa (Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh
Press, 2008).
50 See for example R Donaldson & L Marais, (eds.), Small town geographies in Africa (New York, Nova Publishers,
2012).
51 G Visser, “Unvoiced and invisible: On the transparency of white South Africans in post-apartheid geographical
discourse”, Acta Academica Supplementum, 2003(1), 2003, pp. 220-244.
52 MK Ingle, “Economic potential…” (Centre for Development Support, University of the Free State Centre,
Bloemfontein, 2008).
53 See for example D Atkinson & MK Ingle, “A multi-dimensional analysis of local economic development in
Graaff-Reinet, Eastern Cape”, Journal for New Generation Sciences, 8(1), 2010, pp. 11-28.
54 R Florida, Cities and the Creative Class (New York, Routledge, 2005); R Florida, Who’s your city?: How the creative
economy is making where to live the most important decision of your life (New York, Basic Books, 2008), p. 131.
55 MK Ingle, Economic potential… (Centre for Development Support, University of the Free State, Bloemfontein,
2008).
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survey were newcomers to the Karoo or not, it was found that two-thirds were
in-migrants. This suggests a fairly robust degree of new enterprise creation
in the fields of arts, crafts, tourism, and other lifestyle-related fields. Ingle
extrapolates from these findings to show how the Karoo’s defining quality of
“nothingness” has been capitalised on to create a burgeoning “astro-tourism”
market segment.56 This is a classic instance of rural assets being leveraged for
post-productivist purposes and it is not surprising to find that the notion of
“creative tourism” has been introduced into academic tourism discourse.57
The growing popularity of “Karoo lamb” (and its recent establishment as a
formally registered brand) also typifies this trend, and the Karoo is constantly
presented in the lifestyle media as a site of “authentic” cuisine, landscapes, and
cultures. Here again the “creative class” has harnessed the lifestyle media to
reinvigorate and repackage the Karoo’s assets.
An important element of human capital is its role in constituting other
forms of capital, by means of human creativity. One need only consider the
difference it makes when phenomena such as “emptiness” and “nothingness”
come to be leveraged as an asset. It requires creativity to reverse popular
perceptions of barrenness and then to market a desert as a positive asset; to
toy with the concept of “space” and turn it into a saleable entity.
Secondly, there are numerous examples of overt philanthropy where
the creative class has drawn on its urban expertise and been instrumental
in initiating a wide variety of projects aimed at benefitting previously
disadvantaged communities. The Karoo Development Foundation (KDF),
the Middelburg Foundation, the Richmond Foundation and the Nama Karoo
Foundation are just some examples of this.
Thirdly, the creative class in the Karoo has had indirect impacts on
municipalities and on their Local Economic Development (LED) mandates.
This engagement is sometimes regrettably sporadic, subject to the vagaries of
political processes, and it can in any event only happen where municipalities
are reasonably functional. In a study of the impact of the FIFA 2010 World

56 MK Ingle, “Making the most of ‘nothing’: Astro-tourism, the sublime, and the Karoo as a ‘space destination’”,
Transformation, 74, 2010, pp. 87-111.
57 G Richards, “Creativity and tourism: The state of the art”, Annals of Tourism Research, 38(4), 2011, pp. 12251253.
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Cup on a range of small Karoo towns, Atkinson58 cites several instances of
constructive engagement between municipalities and a new cohort of city
residents who have moved to the Karoo, to promote tourism effectively.
Fourth, the creative class typically functions as a champion for the
protection of ecosystems and cultural heritage both of which are vital for
tourism’s sustainability. Because it is so articulate (and vocal), it serves to keep
the importance of “seldom acknowledged” ecosystem services59 firmly in the
public eye via the national media, the lifestyle media, a variety of scholarly
outlets, and the internet.60 In this way, it can be inferred that the advocacy
function which is such a mark of the social capital of the “creative class” has
beneficial collateral impacts for less articulate constituencies.
The poor usually bear a disproportionately heavy burden of the negative
externalities caused by environmental mismanagement.61 It follows from this
that the preservation of the environment can confer important benefits on
the poor. Shackleton et al. demonstrate the often underestimated importance
of ecosystem factors such as soil fertility, water resources, eco-tourism,
biodiversity, and a range of “cultural services” for the spiritual and material
wellbeing of the poor.62
The creative class is also involved in a never-ending tussle with
telecommunications providers to provide better connectivity and greater
bandwidth, and this is of course a public good which can benefit the economy
and all sectors of the community.

58 D Atkinson, “Getting the chemistry right: The impact of the FIFA 2010 World Cup on Karoo towns”, R
Donaldson & L Marais, (eds.), Small town geographies in Africa (New York, Nova Publishers, 2012), pp. 233250.
59 CM Shackleton, SE Shackleton, J Gambiza, E Nel, K Rowntree, P Urquhart, C Fabricius & A Ainslie,
Livelihoods and vulnerability in the arid and semi-arid lands of southern Africa (New York, Nova Publishers,
2010), p. 124.
60 See for example J du Toit & H Dugmore, “The battle for the Karoo”, Country Life, May 2011, pp. 30-35; SJ
Milton & WRJ Dean, “The basis for sustainable business in the Karoo: Bringing ecological and economic issues
together”, Journal for Development Support, 2, 2010, pp. 58-66; D Atkinson, “Fracking’ fiasco exposes SA’s
fractured planning system”, 2011 (available at: http://www.businessday.co.za/articles/Content.aspx?id=133655,
as accessed on 8 February 2012); Karoo Space, 2013 (available at http://karoospace.co.za, as accessed on 18
February 2013); Treasure Karoo Action Group, 2013, (available at: http://www.treasurethekaroo.co.za, as
accessed on 18 February 2013).
61 ES van Eeden, “Theorizing the way forward regarding transdisciplinary research on environmental crises in
small towns”; R Donaldson & L Marais (eds.), Small town geographies in Africa (New York, Nova Publishers,
2012), p. 84.
62 CM Shackleton, SE Shackleton, J Gambiza, E Nel, K Rowntree, P Urquhart, C Fabricius & A Ainslie,
Livelihoods and vulnerability …, p. 124.
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Conclusion
The compression of time and space, entailed by the accelerated pace of
innovation in the telecommunications arena, has had a profound effect on
the agricultural sector in the developed world. Changing employment and
outsourcing practices have also meant that the traditionally rigid distinction
between the workplace and the home has become blurred with increasing
numbers of freelance individuals able to generate an income from wherever
they might be located just as long as there is telecommunications connectivity.
The space/time compression has also had the effect of speeding up life in
the urban “fast lane” where growing personal affluence has also resulted in
an exponential surge in the number of vehicles on the streets with all the
associated stress that traffic gridlock entails. This inexorable acceleration in
the pace of living has stimulated backlashes such as the Slow Food Movement
and an increased interest in countryside lifestyles especially where these can
be enjoyed without forfeiting “fast lane” incomes.
These factors have led to a form of reverse-migration (“counterurbanisation”)
from the urban to the rural especially where space/time compression has
facilitated the ease with which mobile professionals can oscillate between the
two spheres. This in turn has stimulated what has been theorised as the onset
of the “post-productivist countryside”.
In post-apartheid South Africa there has been a noticeable degree of
counterurbanisation to the vast, desert Karoo region after several decades of
neglect. These “semigrants”, who answer to the description of a rural “creative
class”, embody elevated levels of human capital and professionalism. They also
come accompanied by their social capital networks and connections – and this
combination has led to the socio-economic revitalisation of a number of small
towns which until fairly recently were economically moribund and in danger
of imploding altogether. This development is in line with international trends
and has been analysed here as the emergence of a post-productivist economy
in South Africa’s rural Karoo region.

69

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

70

The usable past - From Lady Selborne to Ga-Rankuwa

The usable past and socio-environmental justice: From Lady
Selborne to Ga-Rankuwa
Maserole Christina Kgari-Masondo
History Education
University of KwaZulu - Natal
chrismasondo@gmail.com

Abstract
This article presents a case study in forced removals and their ramifications
from 1905 to 1977 from the perspective of socio-environmental history. It
depicts environmental damages and misunderstandings suffered due to forced
removals from Pretoria in a location called Lady Selborne (currently known
as Suiderberg) and Ga-Rankuwa where some of the displaced were relocated.
The article demonstrates that forced removals did not only result in people
losing their historical lands, properties and material possessions, but they lost
their inheritance – homes, history and their sense of being and connectedness.
The article depicts the complex picture of the ramifications of forced removals
among former inhabitants of Lady Selborne where the township was a scenic
home, with fertile soils and situated closer to the city centre - where they
experienced environmental justice and felt human in the process. With the
forced removals and relocation in Ga-Rankuwa the former inhabitants of
Lady Selborne were resettled in a place with infertile soil on the outskirts of
Pretoria. The article illustrates that successive white governments (from the
colonial period till the reign of the National Party under De Klerk) and many
scholars have tried to downplay African environmental ethics and to dismiss
them as “superstition”. This resulted in forced removals and consequently in
Africans being apathetic to environmental issues in the resettlement area; GaRankuwa. This impacted on the oral traditional environmental education on
environmental preservation which was ignored by Africans and successive
governments and this hastened the deterioration of African environmental
settlements in Ga-Rankuwa. Thus, in this article it will be argued that
through environmental justice that embraces the “Usable past” of African
environmental ethics, environmental education and activism is possible.
Keywords: Useable past; Environmental justice; Lady Selborne; GaRankuwa; Socio-environmental perspective; Afro-centric methodology;
Forced removals and resettlement.
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Introduction
Going back to my roots
Zippin’ up my boots goin’ back to my roots yeah
To the place of my birth back down to earth.
I’ve been standing in the rain
Drenched and soaked with pain
Tired of short time benefits
And being exposed to the elements.
I’m homeward bound
got my head turned around.
Zippin’ up my boots goin’back to my roots yeah.
To the place of my birth
Back down to earth.
Ain’t talkin’ ‘bout no roots in the land
Talkin’ ‘bout the roots in the man.
I feel my spirit gettin’ old
It’s time to recharge my soul
I’m zippin’ up my boots
Goin’ back to my roots.1

The roots of South Africa’s past have pivoted on issues surrounding land and
the plans regarding land use. There have been active attempts to dispossess
the Africans from their land, to reshape their environment and to describe or
“imagine” the land in the mental paradigm of the white settlers.2 The powerful
white colonialists drew strength from their relationship with the environment
in ways that entrenched their hegemony and retained their positions by
manipulating beneficial uses of the land against the powerless Africans (either
in terms of class or race, or even gender).3 The colonial state and its successors
continued to entrench oppressive systems that drastically restricted African
access to land and define it from the white settlers’ social context. Thus a stark
social dichotomy predicated on land-ownership and landlessness existed on
issues pertaining to the most valuable asset: land. In the twentieth century, the
1
2
3

L Dozier, “Going back to my roots lyrics” (available at: http://www.metrolyrics.com/going-back-to-my-rootslyrics-oddyssey.html, as accessed on 7 March 2013).
A Crosby, Ecological imperialism: The biological expansion of Europe 900–1900 (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1986), p. 94.
N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice: A South African history (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
2003), p. 4.
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laws that guided forced removals accumulated from the 1913 and 1936 Native
Land Acts, the Influx Control Act of 1945, the 1950 and 1956 Group Areas
Act and the Promotion of Bantu Self Government Act of 1959. By 1994 these
laws were responsible for the forced removals of almost 4 million people to
so called black designated areas; resettlement areas – Ga-Rankuwa (Pretoria),
KwaMashu (Durban), Langa (Cape Town) to mention but a few. Many such
resettlement areas are environmentally degraded due to the impact of forced
removals. The song quoted above by the solo artist Odyssey, is relevant in
dealing with some of the environmental problems in such resettlement areas.
The song encapsulates proposals made in this article - for environmental
justice, land restitution and environmental activism to be realised in black
areas. There must be changes in systems of land use and rights whereby not
only the dominant western paradigm on environmental conservation should
be considered but also other ideas and paradigms such as the Sotho-Tswana
in this instance on environmental ideologies – hence the idea of the “usable
past” which embraces traditional African customs and beliefs4.
Image 1: A map illustrating Ga-Rankuwa and Lady Selborne (Suiderberg)

Source: Yellow Pages Maps and Directions (available at: http://www.saexplorer.co.za/maps/nwest/
eastern_municipality.asp, as accessed on 20 June 2013).
4

The idea a “useable” as articulated in 1918 essay by American critic, Van Wyck Brooks, argues that the past can
be used to interpret and understand the present which is relevant in this study because through understanding
the Sotho-Tswana past cultural and traditional practices on land use it will be a step towards the repairing of the
environment in the resettlement areas like Ga-Rankuwa. Cited in L Zamora, The usable past – the imagination
of history in recent fiction of the Americans (Cambridge, England, Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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The case study of Lady Selborne (currently known as Suiderberg) and GaRankuwa where some of the displaced due to the Group Areas Act of 1950
and 1956 were relocated is used to investigate the ramifications of forced
removals through a socio-environmental perspective. It traces the reasons
and solutions to environmental degradation and apathy in resettlement areas
such as Ga-Rankuwa. The focal group chosen is the Sotho-Tswana because
they were the majority in Lady Selborne around the period under study. In
the 1950s there were 1000 Sotho-Tswana, 321 Ngunis, 167 Shangaans, 125
Coloureds, 97 Whites, 6 Indians and 5 Vendas in Lady Selborne.5
The Sotho-Tswana ascribed the land with sacred character: it had the
potential to build the people or destroy them; hence the Sotho-Tswana
believed that they had to care for it as their inheritance (lefa) from ancestors
to be preserved for the future generations. Land was perceived as a home
for the living, the dead, animals and plants. These components had to
live co-operatively to ensure a sustainable life for all. So if one component
failed to co-exist with the others, it would mean disturbance of the entire
cultural, social and ecosystem of the Sotho-Tswana and would lead to either
natural or social disaster.6 This meant that land and the environment had to
be respected, an idea expressed as gotlhompwa in Setswana – which refers to
“avoidance rules between persons and between persons and certain places and
objects”.7 This implies that in African culture and tradition certain people,
places and animals are avoided as a sign of respect. Colonial officials largely
misconstrued the African understanding of nature and the environment as
it was the perception of the subordinate subjects: totally different from the
way they related to and understood the environment. This is the challenge
which Carruthers refers to, historiographically; “issues relating to indigenous
knowledge [are neglected], [simply] are touched upon rather than explored in
any detail” and this poses the problem with which this article wrestles.8 This
article suggests that the ideology of land for the Basotho and Batswana has
deep meaning as it is enveloped in religious rites and beliefs. The environment
and our anthropogenic engagement with it play a major and changing role in
this ideology and requires delineation. Changing ideas about respect for land,
5
6
7
8

J Carruthers, “Urban land claims in South Africa: The case of Lady Selborne township, Pretoria, Gauteng”,
Kleio, XXX11, 2000, p. 12.
M Kunene, Anthem of the decades: A Zulu epic dedicated to the women of Africa (London, Heinemann, 1981), p.
xxiv.
H Kuckertz, “Ukuhlonipha as idiom of moral reasoning in Mpondo”, P McAllister (ed.), Culture and the
common place (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press, 1997), p. 312.
J Carruthers, “Environmental history in Southern Africa: An overview”, S Dovers et al, South Africa’s
environmental history cases & comparisons (Athens, Cape Town, Ohio University Press, David Philip, 2002), p. 7.
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the environment and nature in specific African communities warrant closer
examination and delineation, focusing in particular on how the ideology has
changed over time in reaction to socio-political changes.
In this article the focus moves from the premise that the issue of land rights
and land use in South Africa is highly controversial, deeply entangled in the
vagaries of history. South Africa has inherited problems in land distribution,
land ownership and environmental degradation, at least in part, because of
the history of forced removals. As Mbao has argued, it has “left a complex and
difficult legacy of insecurity on land tenure, landlessness, poverty among black
people and [been a cause of ] inefficient land administration”, environmental
management and environmental injustices [my emphasis].9
This study seeks to explore how segregation caused environmental oppression.
Thus the approach will be the socio-environmental scope drawing from the
Africanist paradigm. The focus is on the Sotho-Tswana understanding of the
environment and nature and their relations with the non-human world, and
will explain how a community related to the environment as they interacted
with each other, emphasising issues of social power and identity.10 The Africanist
approach emphasises African nationalism and pan-Africanist ideals of black
pride. The approach looks at forced removals as a system that contributed to
the regression rather than progression of Africans. It also describes colonial
annexation as destructive of pre-colonial land use practices. Africanist scope is
useful because it emphasises the importance of land and the environment as the
cornerstone for Africans.11 While several academic writings on environmental
history try to study African themes from within their contexts, they often
use the same Eurocentric tools in analysing African tradition and culture.
As Ama Mazana has argued: “Although most Africans, on the Continent as
well as in the Diaspora, have, at least in theory, put an end to colonial rule to
which we were subjected for many years, we nonetheless still find ourselves
in a state of mental subjugation... The reason for this is that colonisation was
not simply an enterprise of economic exploitation and political control …
but also an on-going enterprise of conceptual distortion and invasion leading
9

MLM Mbao, “Undoing the injustices of the past: Restitution of rights in land in post apartheid South Africa,
with special reference to North West Province”, Journal for Judicial Science, 27(2), 2002, p. 91.
10 The Africanist approach attempts to assert the importance of Africans in the making of history. In this thesis the
genre is relevant as it studies the socio-environmental history of the Africans from their own perspectives and
show that they also played an important part in the making of their own history.
11 EM Letsoalo, Land reform in South Africa (Johannesburg, Skotaville, 1987); S Plaatje, Native life in South Africa
before and since the European war and the Boer War (London, King, 1916).
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to widespread confusion, and ultimately, “mental incarceration”.12 Therefore
it is important to “decolonise” African environmental history and study it
from the perspectives of the cultures and traditions of various African peoples.
This sense of (African) agency is addressed in the two other historiographic
paradigms that inform this article. Social history has long insisted on the
agency of ordinary people to influence parts of their lives, although they had to
accept their broader contextual circumstances. The interviews and discussions
of Sotho-Tswana views on environmental change and modification, seek to
address the paucity of African accounts about the land and its resources. Oral
testimony proves to be a useful tool in the pursuit of environmental histories.
An effective model is provided by essays in Bonyhady and Griffiths’ Words for
Country: Landscape and Language in Australia that have used oral history to
comprehend popular relationships with places. In interpreting narratives that
“take root” in specific environmental locales they demonstrate that identity
is entangled with a sense of belonging, a vernacular politics in the process of
constructing human identities. For example, several chapters in Beinart and
McGregor’s Social History and African Environments reveal the importance of
place-situated designations (“river people”, or “mountain people”) in forging
distinctive ethnic identities, especially within nation states from which they feel
marginalised. This is not restricted to Africa: for example, Schama’s Landscape
and Memory, showed how landscape traditions were “the primary bedrock”
of European and American nationalisms, with woodland, waterways, and
mountains as agents in the configuration of Western identities (which were
often shaped in opposition to severe environmental conditions).13
The history of forced removals has been studied from different genres
(Afrikaner nationalistic, Africanist, Liberal and Revisionist perspectives) and
has been highly politicised and other aspects such as the socio-environmental
scope have been neglected or only briefly mentioned. The article by MC
Kgari-Masondo detected a lacuna, which is important to expose, which is the
socio-environmental aspect of land dispossession.14 It gave vital explanations
of the existence of environmental history of the Sotho-Tswana and affirmed
the proposal about re-languaging “environment” to unlock the environmental
12 A Mazama , The Afrocentric paradigm, Africa (Trenton, World Press, 2003), pp. 3-4.
13 Schama demonstrates, for example, how German nationalism was indissoluble from its “wild” forest areas, from
the sixteenth-century landscape paintings by Altdorfer to the mythology of the Nazis. S Schama, Landscape and
memory (New York, Alfred A Knopf, 1995).
14 MC Kgari-Masondo, “‘A home makes one Motho’ – the idea of ‘humanness’, ‘home’ and history in Lady
Selborne’s forced removals, circa 1905 to 1977”, Historia, 53, 2 November 2008, pp. 70-97.
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history of Africans. Sotho-Tswana conservation ideals which are termed
go boloka tlhago held that nature has to be preserved for future generations
through rituals and the ethic of hlompo (respect) of physical sites (graves,
shrines) and mental constructs (laws, values, ethics and totems). Due to land
alienation through the process of forced removals, the new residents of GaRankuwa experienced problems in their relationship with their environment.
This is highlighted by Khan, who states that:15
The question of land is a crucial factor and its bitter, divisive legacy has to be
considered when examining South Africa’s environmental history, particularly
since it is within the context of the land that most blacks take stance on
environmental issues.

A brief political and environmental history from Lady Selborne to GaRankuwa
Lady Selborne was situated where the suburb now called Suiderberg is
located, against the south slope of the Magaliesberg some sixteen kilometres
northwest of Pretoria’s city centre. Lady Selborne was established in 1905
as a township where black Africans could own land.16 Land was available to
different racial groups in the township, including black Africans seeking work
and accommodation. The area was surrounded by some white settlements
such as Daspoort, Hercules and Innesdale,17 and was established through
a “coloured” syndicate that purchased a portion of a farm (Zandfontein)
through their agents, T Le Fleur and CM de Vries. Ownership of the farm was
transferred to De Vries on the 26 September 1906, with 440 plots available
for purchase to the public.18 The Minister of Native Affairs approved Lady
Selborne as a place for the residence of black Africans in 1936. Inter-racial
land-ownership occurred because the sellers did not discriminate between
buyers and this resulted in de facto integration. The target market, small plots
and low prices prompted the Transvaal Surveyor-General to refer to Lady

15 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990), p. 15.
16 National Archives Repository, Pretoria (NAR), Transvaal Education Department (TES), 4134: Report of the
Departmental Committee, “Statement embodying particulars and survey of the affairs of Lady Selborne”, 1949,
p. 61.
17 NAR, TES, 4134: Report of the Departmental Committee, “Statement embodying particulars and survey of
the affairs of Lady Selborne”, 1949, p. 61.
18 See J Carruthers, “Urban land claims in South Africa... ”, Kleio, XXX11, 2000, p. 26.
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Selborne as “practically a location”.19 It was named after Lady Beatrix Maud
Cecil Selborne, whose husband was High Commissioner of South Africa and
Governor of the Transvaal and Orange River colonies until Union in 1910.20

The Policy of forced removals in Lady Selborne 1948-1961
Through the Policy of Forced removals in 1948, the National Party
government implemented rigorous evictions of the community of Lady
Selborne. A letter dated 12 November 1949 from the Provincial Secretary
to the Secretary for Finance clearly illustrates this desire to destroy Lady
Selborne with an eye to “controlling the area”.21 Lady Selborne as a township
grew and was later that year incorporated into the City of Pretoria with 1952
registered properties.22 Carruthers has pointed out that “from the outset, the
residents of Lady Selborne were politically sophisticated and resisted the everenveloping tentacles of state control over their daily lives”.23 The residents
continued to complain about high rates and underdevelopment which were
ignored by the Hercules’ Town Council. Property prices were inflated: about
£500 per stand in order to prevent more blacks from buying plots in the
area, whilst the neighbouring white areas’ plots were lower at around £90 to
£250.24 The National Party government promised to destroy Lady Selborne,
portraying the township as an overpopulated health hazard, and delegated the
task to the Pretoria City Council, which had already made such a proposal25.
Its argument was essentially that the area was a “Black Spot”, unwanted and
close to whites.26
By 1956 the Pretoria City Council finally decided to destroy Lady Selborne
but needed a firm Act to support this aim.27 Its frustrations stemmed from
the fact that no rezoning of Pretoria could be implemented without Lady
19 Transvaal Archives Repository, Pretoria, (TA), Governor of the Transvaal Colony (GOV), 828/PS17/65/05, 21
November 1905.
20 TA, Pretoria, GOV, 828/PS17/65/05, 22 November 1905.
21 NAR, TES, 3900 F19/269: Letter, Provincial Secretary / Secretary for Finance, 12 November 1949.
22 TK Sonjica, ‘‘Group Areas Act, Ethnic Cleansing’’, 2002 (available at: land.pwv.gov.za/journal/fourland.html,
as accessed on 18 March 2005).
23 J Carruthers, “Urban land claims in South Africa... ”, Kleio, XXX11, 2000, 2.
24 NAR, TES, 4134: Report of the Departmental Committee, “Statement embodying particulars and survey of
the affairs of Lady Selborne”, 1949, p. 62.
25 NAR TES4134, Report of the Departmental Committee, “Statement embodying particulars and survey of the
affairs of Lady Selborne”, 1949, p. 64.
26 M Horrell, The Group Areas Act – Its effects on human beings (Johannesburg, South African Institute of Race
Relations, 1956), p. 48.
27 M Horrell, The Group Areas Act..., p. 48.
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Selborne as a “Black Spot” within white settlements. This hurdle was overcome
in 1956 through the passing of the Group Areas Amendment Act, which gave
power to the Group Areas Board to deal with areas approved for the residence
of blacks. The coup de grace was delivered by Proclamation no. 104 of 20
October 1961, which declared Lady Selborne a white area.28 Removals of
residents by the police started in November 1961.

Environmental history and forced removals from Lady Selborne to GaRankuwa
From research undertaken in Ga-Rankuwa the residents of Lady Selborne
were attached to each other and their environment.29 They took pride in their
area as it gave them identity and was a locus of their history. The local sense
of identity was able to cut across religious, cultural, racial and class divides.
The community lived together with different races and could assist each
other despite such differences. According to an interviewee R Kgari, business
owners were able to assist all races equally, if they had no money, which was a
sign of close community relationships.
The State alienated the community of Lady Selborne from their environment
by reducing access to land and water,30 and used “scientific” conservation
policies to limit both by introducing high bond rates as a measure of stopping
blacks from buying property in the township. This alienation did not cause
them to disengage with the land in terms of subsistence farming, and they
remained committed to cultivation because most forms of entrepreneurship
such as owning businesses were denied them through poverty and expensive
rent and bonds. Residents tried to retain environmental control by actively
involving themselves in the administration of their area through the Health
and Village Committees that were not very successful because all the powers
rested on the Hercules Town Council. People were becoming more politically
aware and active through committees and political organizations such as the
Black Sash the African National Congress, the Communist Party and the Pan
African Congress, which motivated the community to resist its displacement.
28 South African Government Gazette, 92(2) (Pretoria, Authority, 6 October 1961), p. 3.
29 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, R Kgari (Domestic worker, Isando, Johannesburg),
25 June 2004, W Kgari (Assistant Secretary, Bonus Card/Uni-bank, Pretoria City Centre), 27 June 2004, T
Tshweni (Domestic worker, Isando, Johannesburg), 28 June 2004, Sekhu (Housewife), 28 June 2004 and M
Manamela (Housewife), 30 June 2004.
30 J Carruthers, “Urban land claims in South Africa... ”, Kleio, XXX11, 2000, pp. 28-29.
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Success in this struggle in the 1940s motivated the residents to fight against
the forced removals of the 1960s, albeit with little success. Forced removals
destroyed the community spirit and environmental attachment that the
residents had enjoyed since 1905. Displacement from Lady Selborne meant
a withdrawal from history for many residents because their land had given
them a sense of their own history since 1905. They were now compelled to
construct a new history where they would always have a nostalgic attachment
to Lady Selborne.
Ga-Rankuwa was one of the resettlement areas identified to accommodate
some of the former residents of Lady Selborne. The area was established
in 1961 with the purpose of accommodating African communities who
were displaced through the Group Areas Act from Lady Selborne, Bantule,
Newclare, Marabastad, Rama, Eastwood and other neighbouring farms. The
area was named after the Bakgatla headman, Rankuwa Boikhutso. ‘Rankuwa’
means “we are accepted”. Subsequently the word “Ga” was inserted by the
community to imply “we are not accepted” because they complained about
the soil that was red and infertile and the under resourced conditions of the
area. The area was proclaimed a township by Proclamation 448 of 1965 and
allowed to accommodate Africans from diverse ethnic groups including the
amaNguni, Vendas and Shangaans.31
Those moved from Lady Selborne had no sense of historical continuity in
Ga-Rankuwa and a feeling of historical rupture emerged from the forced
nature of the removal. The Sotho-Tswana viewed a person as a constant workin-progress, not a state of being but a state of becoming. This means that
the Sotho-Tswana definition of a person was disrupted and arrested through
loss of land. Those resettled became apathetic towards the environment, were
reduced to dependency, in a state of feeling “less human” called sefifi (bad
luck). Forced to focus on survival strategies, many residents of Ga-Rankuwa
saw environmental issues as inconsequential. They romanticized the past
life in Lady Selborne but did not implement its lessons. This can be termed
resettlement memory reversal because the resettled tend to restart their
historical journey using their memories, often causing misery and rejection of
the present. Zwingman argues that:32
31 NAR, Department of Bantu Administration and Development (BAO), 7818T60/2/1547/1: Memorandum,
the Tswana Vigilance Committee, Commissioner General Tswana Territorial Authority, no date. The memo
mentions that there were also amaZulu and amaTsonga in Ga-Rankuwa.
32 M Nash, Black uprooting from white (Braamfontein, South African Council of Churches, 1980), p. 78.
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When life is threatened the reaction is physical but where total loss of love is
involved the reaction is mental. People suffering from ‘uprootal’ and reacting
negatively are in a ‘borderline state’ and their behaviour cannot be measured
and judged by the norms of ordered intact society.

Many former residents of Lady Selborne changed their relationship with
their environment in the resettlement area as a means of protesting against
their loss of “home”. The cycle of poverty in Ga-Rankuwa meant that, even
though many former tenants may have felt “humanised” by their new position
as land owners, few could manage to pay to develop their new property.
Underdeveloped infrastructure and lack of recreational facilities such as
cinemas and sports facilities in Ga-Rankuwa heightened nostalgia for Lady
Selborne. Some felt that the new community had potential but most deemed
that the community spirit that prevailed in Lady Selborne was non-existent
in Ga-Rankuwa. This represented a key failure of resettlement as the SothoTswana saw community as a vital means of defining the self. This exposed for
some of the interviewees, that the new area would always be the ‘other place’
and not “home”.33 The concept of a “home”34 was dynamic from immovable to
movable “home” hence some residents started engaging with the environment
through food production, which illustrates that “hard times, however do
not dictate that history be about decline, degradation, or victimisation”.35
Land restitution is also an illustration of this. When asked about whether
the former landlords want to be reinstated to Lady Selborne, they answered
unanimously in the negative. The narrative of land restitution and movable
home also highlights the resilience of community ideas and practices towards
the land, which were increasingly challenged by the agenda of outsiders such
as those who had businesses but did not stay in Ga-Rankuwa.
The move from Lady Selborne to Ga-Rankuwa caused massive shifts in
people’s perceptions of themselves, others and the environment. Removals
represented more than social injustice, it meant environmental injustice. It has
been argued by MC Kgari-Masondo that the community of Lady Selborne
cared for the environment and interacted with it (and each other) relatively
harmoniously.36 Although there were problems such as the absence of running
water and a proper sewage system, the residents were largely content and did
33 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, T Tshweni, 28 June 2004, Andrew (Secretary, Pretoria
Municipality), 28 June 2004 and M Manamela, 30 June 2004.
34 See MC Kgari-Masondo, “A home makes one Motho” …, Historia, 53, 2 November 2008, pp. 70-97.
35 N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice: A South African history, p. 208.
36 MC Kgari-Masondo, “A home makes one Motho”…, Historia 53, 2 November 2008, pp. 70-97.
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not initially pay high rates.37
High rates in Lady Selborne were later instituted after the installation
of taps. For many interviewees, such as former landlady Mrs Sekhu, the
introduction of rates for water actually interfered with traditional subsistence
patterns because they controlled the amount of water to be used as compared
to the wells where they could utilise water the way they wanted.38 There were
also environmental power issues that undermined unity in the township.
Many former tenant interviewees displayed dissatisfaction towards this
class-stratification.39 The interviewees did not consciously experience land
ownership in terms of class distinction in Lady Selborne, but critical analysis
reveals such divisions, albeit subtle. Powerful landlords arrogated the most
advantageous environmental resources to themselves and could engage in
cultivation while denying their tenants access to food production.40 According
to Jacobs, the issue of power is a significant consideration in environmental
history “and in order to understand the historical dynamic between people and
the biophysical environment, it is necessary to identify influence, authority,
and material advantages in society”.41 However, while capitalist production
certainly existed, there is evidence to suggest that people in Lady Selborne
collaborated with each other and shared food such as vegetables and fruit with
those who needed assistance.42
Much of this changed in Ga-Rankuwa, as landownership became a benchmark
for class and the construction of identity. As Cohnert, et al, have argued,
“apartheid era spatial configurations continue to shape group identities”.43
Yet, the former tenants of Lady Selborne had been relegated to the lower
strata of the community in Lady Selborne and actually saw their humanness
being affirmed by resettlement in Ga-Rankuwa, even though they leased their
plots. In contrast, former landlords persisted in using their previous status as
the upper class to pursue their struggle to return to Lady Selborne. They also
manipulated their new-found status of “have not” as a symbol of solidarity
with their former tenants in order to fight displacement.
37 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, R Kgari, 25 June 2004.
38 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, Sekhu, 28 June 2004.
39 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, I Mvula (Domestic worker, Johannesburg), 24 June
2004, E Mohlahledi (Housewife), 29 June 2004, P Matlaila, (Security guard, Bartley’s Bank, Pretoria), 29 June
2004, M Matlaila (Domestic worker, Pretoria), 29 June 2004 and M Madumo (Housewife), 30 June 2004.
40 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, M Madumo, 30 June 2004.
41 N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice…, p. 211.
42 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, R Kgari, 25 June 2004.
43 S Horstmeier & S Cornelissen, “The social and political construction of identities in the New South Africa: An
analysis of Western Cape province”, Journal of Modern African Studies, 40(1), 2002, p. 57.
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However, this was unsuccessful and there was no active fight against
resettlement in Ga-Rankuwa because there was little common ground between
tenants and landlords as the former were initially happy in the relocation area
while the latter were enraged by the absence of free plots. Those who managed
to buy plots constituted the upper class, which carried with them the status of
batho (humans).44 More so, the relocation area came with its environmental
injustice and historical rapture.

Ramifications of forced removals from Lady Selborne to Ga-Rankuwa45
The roots of our present system of exploitation and oppression have had to
be sought and exposed through re-examination of the past.

This quote reflects the idea that the environmental problems that plague
Ga-Rankuwa can be traced back to its history. Harris states “to be open to
the past is, simply, to be open to the roots of what we are, the past is the
contrast and perspective for present”.46 Implicit to Harris’s hypothesis is the
idea that environmental problems – particularly those of land scarcity, land
degradation and dispossession – have to be researched from the perspective
of the past. In this article both an historical socio-environmental perspective
with an Afrocentric approach have been used, that have briefly facilitated
the exploration of the Sotho-Tswana perceptions of the environment. Many
scholars who deal with forced removals have explored the ramifications of
the process in changing the lives of black people47 while some scholars have
gone beyond the social sphere and focused on the environmental impact.48
Such analyses, however, have not included the changing and historicallyconstructed meaning of land within the forcibly removed communities and
its relationship with social identity.

44 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, R Kgari, 24 June 2004, T Tshweni, 28 June 2004, Sekhu,
28 June 2004, V Maphalare, (Housewife), 28 June 2004, E Andrew 29, June 2004, E Mohlahledi, 29 June
2004, P Matlaila, 29 June 2004 and M Manamela, 29 June 2004.
45 B Bozzoli, “History, experience and culture”, B Bozzoli (ed.), Town and countryside in the Transvaal
(Braamfontein, Ravan Press, 1983), p. 1.
46 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: A historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA Thesis, UCT, 1990), p. 13.
47 See M Nash, Black uprooting from white (Braamfontein, South African Council of Churches, 1980); L Platzky
& C Walker, The surplus people: Forced removals in South Africa (Johannesburg, Ravan Press, 1985) and D
Cosmas, The discarded people: An account of Africa resettlement in South Africa (London, Penguin African Library,
1971).
48 N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice…, pp. 164-172.

83

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

Impact of forced removals on political and environmental rights
The residents of Ga-Rankuwa were denied rights to have access to sufficient
food and water, infrastructure, employment, quality education, shelter, a
healthcare system and a healthy environment. The South African Human
Rights Commission on Economic and Social Rights argue that the present
situation of poverty is a legacy of Apartheid policies that violated black people’s
rights to enjoy a better life.49 Land alienation was used as an instrument in
ensuring that the community of Ga-Rankuwa lacked political rights and
environmental freedom. In terms of environmental freedom, the relocated were
not allowed to achieve their human potential in relation to their environment.
The consequences of displacement suffered by the African community of Lady
Selborne were far reaching because their land ownership system generally
prohibited alienation of the right to own land.50 Land has been pivotal to the
Sotho-Tswana and was regarded as lefa (inheritance). Interviews conducted in
Ga-Rankuwa reflect this powerfully entrenched notion in which the land and
the Sotho-Tswana are inextricably interlinked and in which human identity
rests on the notion that without land a Mosotho/Motswana is not a “real
person”.51 This explains why ideologically “nature” for the Sotho-Tswana is
not an object for human exploitation but exists in a dialogue with humans.52
This implies that the environment was perceived as part of humanity’s source
of existence and sustenance, and that environmental degradation is criminal.
Despite the testimony of interviewees, historical analysis of the period from
1940 to 1960 indicates some level of environmental degradation in Lady
Selborne. Overcrowding certainly contributed to the exhaustion of natural
resources. For example, resorting to dung as a fuel source indicates some
depletion of firewood. This is due to romanticism of the past by interviewees,
which ignore the coexistence of capitalism along with traditional ideology.
Hence Jacobs proposes that:53
49 South African Human Rights Commission, Economic & Social Rights SANGOCO’s Report on Poverty and
Human Rights, Vol. V (Johannesburg, South African Human Rights Commission, 1999).
50 MLM Mbao, “Undoing the injustices of the past…”, Journal for Judicial Science, 27(2), 2002, p. 90.
51 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, I Mvula, 24 June 2004; R Kgari, 25 June 2004; J
Motshetshane (Supervisor Cleaning Staff, George Mokhari Hospital, Ga-Rankuwa), 27 June 2004; W Kgari,
27 June 2004; T Tshweni, 28 June 2004; L Tshweni, (Assistant Mechanic, Nissan, Rosselline, Pretoria), 28 June
2004; Sekhu, 28 June 2004; V Maphalare, 28 June 2004; Maphalare, (Entrepreneur, Ga-Rankuwa), 28 June
2004; E Andrew, 28 June 2004; E Mohlahledi, 29 June 2004; P Matlaila, 29 June 2004; M Matlaila, 29 June
2004; M Madumo, 29 June 2004; M Manamela, 29 June, K, (Entrepreneur, Ga-Rankuwa), 29 June 2004; 1
July 2004.
52 GM Setiloane, African theology: An introduction (Johannesburg, Braamfontein, Skotaville Publishers, 1985) p.
40.
53 N Jacobs, Environment, power, and justice…, p. 217.
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Environmental historians must account for the social dynamics that feed it,
and they should consider social divisions in relations with the biophysical, but
populism requires the same critical examination as given the official received
wisdom, and we must maintain a critical distance from its values and proposals.

Forced removals and resettlement: The start of a new life
Lady Selborne’s scenic beauty heightened its residents’ sense of loss, as if the
loss of property, identity, means of sustenance, neighbours, friends, family, soil
and continuous history were not enough. The township had greenery, bush,
river and fertile soils.54 The residents were able to engage in food production
through planting vegetables and fruit due to the fertility of the soil structure.
According to interviewees they “could cultivate virtually anything on their
land”.55 This implies that on the basis of the Sotho-Tswana custom the
environment actively rendered the history of the community of Lady Selborne
“alive”. Thus John Illiffes’ hypothesis that “the natural world offers a context
in history not as a discrete historical actor” is dismissible in this context
because the environment provided for the community of Lady Selborne in a
dynamic way and they in turn preserved and cherished it.56 Resettlement in
Ga-Rankuwa meant the end of Lady Selborne’s socio-environmental history
for residents and the end of the semblance of environmental justice that
the upper strata of landlords had enjoyed in their former township through
ownership of private property. They had to start new lives, histories and
friendships in Ga-Rankuwa, where environmental resources were poor.

54 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, I Mvula, 24 June 2004; T Tshweni, 28 June 2004 and M
Manamela, 29 June 2004.
55 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, I Mvula, 24 June 2004; R Kgari, 25 June 2004; J
Motshetshane, 27 June 2004; W Kgari, 27 June 2004; T Tshweni, 28 June 2004; L Tshweni, 28 June 2004;
Sekhu, 28 June 2004; V Maphalare, 28 June 2004; P Maphalare, 28 June 2004; E Andrew, 28 June 2004; E
Mohlahledi, 29 June 2004; P Matlaila, 29 June 2004; M Matlaila, 29 June 2004; M Madumo, 29 June 2004;
M Manamela, 29 June, K, 29 June 2004, 1 July 2004. MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, I
Mvula, 24 June 2004; T Tshweni, 28 June 2004 and M Manamela, 29 June 2004.
56 JC McCann, Green land, brown land black land: An environmental history of Africa 1800-1990 (Oxford,
Heinemann Portsmouth, 1999), p. 47.
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Environmental justice and history
In recent years, South Africa’s environmental justice movement through
Earthlife Africa has gained momentum.57 Jacobs’ theory of environmental
justice is instrumental due to her exploration of Tswana theories of
environmental justice. She suggested a more equitable distribution of
land and water resources, as well as the encouragement of small scale
sustainable production in Kuruman in the 21st century. This article argues
that to contribute to environmental justice the Sotho-Tswana theories of
environmental conservation and their cultural matters need to be taken into
consideration. As McDonald observes, “At its core, environmental justice is
about incorporating environmental issues into the broader intellectual and
institutional framework of human rights and democratic accountability”.58
Khan and others have argued that, until recently, environmentalism in South
Africa has been tantamount to “a wildlife-centered, preservationist approach”,
which appealed chiefly to the financially comfortable and largely white
minority, while alienating the majority of the country’s blacks. In the last
decade, however, environmentalists have accepted that appealing to all South
Africans demands the redefinition of the environmental agenda to embrace
fundamental needs, such as the right to a healthy environment.59
It is important to note in defining human rights that it is a complex and
subjective concept. That it is difficult to translate into law hence this article’s
main focus to be on “Human Rights as human needs”.60 Craston defines such
rights “as positive rights because they are recognised by positive law, the actual
law of actual states”.61 Unfortunately black positive needs for secure settlement,
freedom of movement, right to life, freedom of religion, belief and opinion
and freedom of security were not regarded as rights by the law in South Africa
and in Ga-Rankuwa under the Homeland of Bophuthatswana before 1994,
but remained positive needs. The South African Human Rights Commission
posits that “the apartheid Human Rights violation is currently manifested in
the lack of access to productive land, homelessness and high levels of insecure
57 See, for example, the Environmental Justice Networking Forum (EJNF), which defines itself as a service to
network the South African non-governmental and community-based organizations on matters concerning
environmental justice.
58 D McDonald (ed.), Geography, the environment, and demography. Environmental justice in South Africa (Athens,
Ohio University Press/Cape Town, University of Cape Town Press, 2002), p. 3.
59 D McDonald ed., Geography, the environment, and demography… p. 28.
60 M Seleoane, Socio-economic rights in the South African constitution: Theory and practice (Pretoria, Human
Sciences Research Council, 2001), p. 20.
61 M Seleoane, Socio-economic rights in the South African constitution…, p. 8.
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tenure”.62 Laws like the Land Act of 1913 and 1936, the Native Trust Act and
the Group Areas Act of 1950 and 1956 restricted residence and movement
of races. Black and white freedoms however were curtailed, disproportionally
and unfairly.
It is vital for restoration and resettlement to occur for environmental justice
to exist for those who were displaced. Such restoration also involves the
recognition of their ethics of land use. According to the Centre for Housing
Rights and Evictions (COHRE), forced removals effected without negotiations
with the residents on resettlement or removal constitute a violation of human
rights.63 On the same note, using the stipulations of COHRE, this case study
of Lady Selborne rarely encountered international standards required by
human rights law or even basic notions of human dignity.64
According to Glazewski, “environmental justice broadly exhorts that nature’s
environmental gift, should be distributed equally and certain groups of society
should not bear an unequal brunt of negative environmental impacts”.65 The
case study of Lady Selborne and Ga-Rankuwa has shown that various black
groups were burdened with environmentally poor areas while their white
counterparts were able to appropriate Lady Selborne that was environmentally
superior. For socio-environmental justice to be realised there must be
equilibrium between environmental rights and economic improvement.66
The former residents of Lady Selborne suffered environmental injustice when
the area was appropriated by the State. Levin, Solomon and Weiner assert
that “apartheid alienation of the soil and water resources was central” during
the pre-1994 period67 because blacks found that “land was vital, no life was
possible without the land, everything was from land”.68 This article largely
concurs with the conventional understanding of forced removals, captured in
Oosthuizen and Molokoe’s conceptualisation:69

62 South African Human Rights Commission, 3rd Economic & Social Rights Report 1999/2000, p. 278.
63 Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), Forced evictions: Violations of human rights (Geneva,
Switzerland, COHRE, 2003).
64 COHRE, Forced evictions…, p. 13.
65 Cited in South African Human Rights Commission, 4th Economic & Social Rights Report 2000/2002, (2003), p.
321.
66 South African Human Rights Commission, 4th Economic & Social Rights Report…, p. 323.
67 R Levin et al., “Forced removals and land claims”, R Levin & D Weiner (eds.), No more tears: Struggles for land
in Mpumalanga, South Africa (Eritrea, Africa World Press, 1997), p. 100.
68 R Levin et al., “Forced removals…”, R Levin & D Weiner (eds.), No more tears…, p. 9.
69 G Oosthuizen & B Molokoe, “The Bakwena ba Mogopa: Victims of forced removals, 1983-1984”, Historia,
45(1), 2000, p. 345.

87

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

Forced removals can be defined as a process of control, division and
segregation of people. It is achieved by forcing people to move from one place
of residence to another without their opinion and/or approval. In South Africa
forced removals were carried out to implement the apartheid policy, which
was aimed at segregated development in separated geographical, political and
economic terms.

This definition, however, neglects the psychological and environmental
changes caused by forced removals. Van Eeden argues “the ‘removal’ or
“transference” of the psyche or mind to think about change, no matter if
it is economicor political must be considered in the process of identifying
aspects relating to removal”.70 She elaborates by stating that the underlying
motives of forced removals such as “language, race, class, gender, labour, social
destruction, disease, poverty and war” have to be considered when analysing
them.71 Thus, the policy of forced removals divided families, tampered with
gender roles, exacerbated poverty and interfered with the environment and
people’s relationship therewith.
Due to the ramifications of land dispossession most of Lady Selborne’s
former landlords became tenants in Ga-Rankuwa because they did not receive
compensation for their former homes. Most interviewees who were tenants in
Lady Selborne maintained that they were happy to move to Ga-Rankuwa and
felt that their humanness was actually affirmed by the resettlement.72 Having
a roof over their heads, even though they had to pay rent, meant that they
were batho. Most former landlords, however, felt that “through removals their
humanness was destroyed”.73 This indicates that class stratification re-emerged
in a different form in Ga-Rankuwa. There was not only a class fissure running
through the different experience of forced removals, but also a gendered
dimension. The poor soil quality and water shortages were the norm which
hit women particularly hard as they were the food producers and improving
the soil was difficult due to poverty.74 Even creative measures such as using
food peels to fertilise the soil normally ended in failure.75 Food production
plummeted and poverty skyrocketed, and its inhabitants thus named it Ga70 ES Van Eeden, “Forced removals in its many colours: A comparative study of selected examples worldwide”, The
South African historical Society Conference, (1997), p. 4.
71 ES Van Eeden, “Forced removals in its many colours…”, pp. 5-7.
72 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, I Mvula, 24 June 2004; R Kgari, 25 June 2004; E
Mohlahledi, 29 June 2004; M Matlaila, 29 June 2004; P Matlaila, 29 June 2004 and M Madumo, 29 June
2004.
73 Interview, MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), J Motshetshane, 27 June 2004; T Tshweni, 28 June 2004;
L Tshweni, 28 June 2004; P Maphalare, 28 June 2004; E Andrew, 28 June 2004; M Manamela, 29 June 2004.
74 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, R Kgari, 25 June 2004 and Sekhu, 28 June 2004.
75 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, R Kgari, 25 June 2004 and V Maphalare, 28 June 2004.
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Rankuwa in this instance it meant: “we are not welcomed by the soil”. Despite
this, both former tenants and landlords had some sense of loss of identity
due to removals, whether of land, friends, family or material possessions. The
worst scenario was the loss of fertile soil and therefore the chance to engage in
food production, which combined with the loss of infrastructure.76
The interviewees, especially former landlords of Lady Selborne who could
not purchase plots in the relocation area, describe the “loss of will to live”,
which explains the loss of interest in environmental issues.77 This led to people
like Musi saying:78
Here’s the country’s economy in a mess and all that can be done is to collect
maphepha (papers) to preserve an animal that to me is as useless as the dinosaur.

Socio-environmental injustice is also evident in the fact that black people
depended highly on the white-controlled economy, which is an indicator
of a collective subordination to another race.79 Some men in Ga-Rankuwa,
as in other resettlement areas, were forced to engage in the migrant labour
system since poverty was rife, which was the rationale of the National party
government under President Verwoerd– and thus many children grew up
without a father, which caused many generational schisms.80 The Churches’
Report on Forced removals in South Africa asserts that forced removals had
no respect for the delicacy of family structures.81 Women were burdened
with many responsibilities and some families disintegrated. Male dignity was
degraded as men were treated as boys by whites in the job market in the
cities and mines. Their masculinity in Ga-Rankuwa generally remained intact
as males continued to play major roles in their homes and communities as
ritual priests. The humiliation they suffered further harmed their self-esteem.
Moller argues that such men, regardless of actual marital status, were typically
treated as single,82 hence Shillington calls their wages “bachelor wages” which
could not assist families in developing their immediate environment and this
was also the case in Ga-Rankuwa.83
76
77
78
79
80
81

MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, T Tshweni, 28 June 2004.
MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, T Tshweni, 28 June 2004 and L Tshweni, 28 June 2004.
O Musi, “Black view point”, Cape Argus, 14 November 1989, p. 6.
N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice…, p. 220.
K Shillington, History of Southern Africa (London, Longman, 1990), p. 161.
Relocations: The churches’ report on forced removals in South Africa (Randburg, South African Council of Churches
and the South African Catholic Bishops Conference, 1984), p. 31.
82 V Moller, “Change in South African labour”, H Giliomee & L Schemmer (ed.), Up against the fences: Poverty,
passes and privilege in South Africa (Cape Town, David Philip, 1985), p. 28.
83 K Shillington, History of Southern Africa…, p. 161.
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Land loss and its concomitant effect on self-esteem led the Sotho-Tswana
of Ga-Rankuwa to become apathetic towards environmental issues.84 The
community’s greater political and socio-economic challenges they faced
also contributed to their negative engagement with their new environment.
Evidence of environmental degradation is written in the landscape of the area:
litter, dongas, soil erosion and little greenery.85 It reveals that “Man’s power over
Nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other men with
Nature as its instrument”.86 It shows that, though Ga-Rankuwa was termed
an independent area under Bophuthatswana in 1977, the National Party
government had already ruined the residents psychologically by displacing
them to an infertile area and by failing to develop it after 1961. From the
research undertaken Mangope did little to assist in developing the soils in the
area of Ga-Rankuwa since it was a location. An interviewee T Tshweni argued
that there were restrictions placed on the utilisation of water which further
hampered the improvement of the soil.
Many black people adhere to Musi’s environmental beliefs but that does
not mean they oppose environmental conservation. While pre-colonial blacks
“lived in close contact with the environment and regarded themselves as part
of the environment, not separate from it”, the National Party government
prioritised traditional conservation over black needs.87 This study suggests
that black poverty could be seen to have led to a black withdrawal from
environmental issues in the face of pragmatic need. Hoffman and Ashwell
support this when they argue that black environmental antagonism stems
from the “insensitivity to the prevailing socio-economic conditions and
cultural practices by the apartheid government”.88 For environmental justice
to be realised policy makers should not ignore the ‘‘usable past’’ from the
previously disadvantaged cultures.

84 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990), p. 1.
85 Observed during fieldwork in Ga-Rankuwa, 2004.
86 CS Lewis, The abolition of ban: Reflections on education with special reference to the teaching of English in the upper
forms of schools (London, Geoffrey Bles, 1946), p. 40.
87 Ngubane cited in F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and sociopolitical evaluations with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990), p. 15.
88 T Hoffman & A Ashwell, Nature divided: Land degradation in South Africa (Cape Town, University of Cape
Town Press, 2001), p. 32.
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A usable past? Steps towards environmental activism in Ga-Rankuwa
Can an understanding of history be deployed to encourage environmental
activism among blacks in resettlement areas such as Ga-Rankuwa? Mamdani
has observed that the colonial institutions of Indirect Rule in the countryside
have not been democratised in much of independent Africa, and customary
African structures have not been opened to community participation.89 The
State still has to ensure that African leadership structures are recognised
and involve participation of the community and not ignore their cultural
historical facet as it is a crucial ‘‘usable past’’ that entails the traditional African
customs and beliefs in attaining socio-environmental justice for the public.
Jacobs proposes that even though the national constitution can be progressive
there must be open participation in democratic decisions in South Africa or
communities will be faced with unfair state intervention again.90 Black Africans
in South Africa including Homelands (before they achieved their independent
status) were not involved in formulating the policies that governed them but
were compelled to obey such laws, hence the environmental problems in the
formerly-black areas. This implies that South Africans need to build not only
new societal relationships but also new relationships with their environment.91
The issue of forced removals remains controversial in South Africa and raises
questions that require profound resolutions to ensure that the communities
affected are left satisfied and participate in the development of their areas.92 As
this study has shown, the pernicious legacy of forced removals still resonates
in those displaced from Lady Selborne and these perceptions resulted in the
degradation of the resettlement areas’ environment. Some residents adopted
passive resistance, characterised by non-participation in environmental issues,
because they felt aggrieved by displacement. Thus there should be different
steps that the state, residents, educational institutions, businesses and nongovernmental institutions undertake to ensure that residents of Ga-Rankuwa
find fulfilment in the area and establish it as a “home”. This study proposes
that the relocated community of Ga-Rankuwa needs to participate through
decision construction in the political, social, economic and environmental
making of their location to achieve this.
89 M Mamdani, Citizen and subject: Contemporary Africa and the legacy of late colonialism (Princeton, Princeton
University Press, 1996), pp 24-25, 288–289.
90 N Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice…, p. 221.
91 S Horstmeier & S Cornelissen, “The social and political construction of identities...”, Journal of Modern African
Studies, 40(1), 2002, p. 56.
92 MLM Mbao, “Undoing the injustices of the past...”, Journal for Judicial Science, 27(2), 2002, p. 91.
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This study argues that environmental scholars have dealt with the issue
of environmental activism but not within a historical context.93 The key to
inculcating environmental activism has been through education programmes
and the eradication of the legacy of Apartheid. The drawback of such proposals
is that they fail to consider that for blacks to participate in environmental
issues, their perception of themselves must be transformed through land
redistribution, and environmental policies, which should balance traditional
and western science methods and theories via a new paradigm that allows
discussion between these two discourses. Practical views relevant to the South
African context should be adopted, and should accommodate traditional
laws on land and land use. Although this article has tried to fill the lacuna,
still more research on changing black perceptions of the environment or the
causes thereof is necessary. It is important to deal with education from within
indigenous cultures and using indigenous environmental beliefs and laws
within the frame-work of the modern democratic constitution, in order to
rehabilitate black environmental activism through negotiation with western
science environmental activism.
The different meanings people attach to land and the relationship of land
rights to power and wealth are helpfully delineated by case-studies such as
the Ga-Rankuwa situation. Such case-studies could be incorporated into
secondary school history syllabi. Students would analyse community and
government responses to environmental injustices, and critically assess
strategies to promote more ecologically sound and socially just practices.
Students should be offered education that includes a usable past of traditional
African customs and beliefs that enables them to confront the propagandistic
messages of power elites and to continue the project of progressive social
transformation and liberation entailed in the New South African constitution.
All interviewees expressed concern for their areas, which is a vital step
towards environmental activism. One interviewee, for example, proposed
a practical measure that was used by Lady Selborne’s Sotho-Tswana: local
government should oblige people to look after their environment, as was
previously practised by pre-colonial chiefs and their helpers (dikgosana).94
Local residents should work with the state, education institutions and NonGovernmental Organisations to rebuild their environments. According to
93 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990).
94 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), Interview, E Andrew, 28 June 2004.
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Setiloane, the idiom motho ke motho ka batho babang explains that a person
becomes a real human being through participation, and thus residents
would affirm their humanness through environmental activism.95 A strategy
of combating environmental apathy could be initiated through allowing
residents to have ownership of land in their former township as suggested by
the land redistribution and land restitution policy. Many of those interviewed
did not want their former lands restored but opted for compensation and to
remain in the resettlement area, while other members of the community of
Ga-Rankuwa felt that they want to be restored to Suiderberg - new name for
Lady Selborne.96 This is clearly stipulated in a Setswana proverb, “Maroping
goa boelwa go saboelweng ke maleng”, which means people should not be
afraid to return to the places where life was enjoyable if they are not fulfilled
in their new areas.97 Hence Seremane argues that “it is in these terms that
we should understand land reform, as a return to the land and, to people’s
beginnings”.98 This does not only imply a physical return to the former land
but it also encourages those who applied for compensation and former tenants
to use psychological restoration for healing and in the process activism will
be cultivated. This implies that, through land redistribution and restitution,
people’s self-worth could be restored and in the process social restoration
programmes such as environmental awareness could be spread among
communities. Restoration requires the collaboration of local communities,
state, schools, tertiary institutions and non-governmental organisations.
Seremane argues that, “these women and men clearly show us that when the
poor begin to help themselves, they deserve a helping hand”.99
Traditional ethics need to be considered in environmental policy
considerations, as stated above. The involvement and co-operation of the
community and the government is crucial in ensuring environmental
rehabilitation in the resettlement areas. The end of apartheid and its
concomitant negative stereotypes that undermine African cultural and
traditional practices will assist in the improvement in the quality of life in
some of the former black areas where litter is everywhere and can assist in
them prioritising the issues of the environment.100 This clearly relates to
95
96
97
98

GM Setiloane, African theology, p. 14.
MLM Mbao, “Undoing the injustices of the past...”, Journal for Judicial Science, 27(2), 2002, p. 108.
MOM Seboni, Diane le Maele a Setswana (Alice, Lovedale Press, 1980), p. 119.
W Seremane, “Land – the cradle of the people”, M Winberg ed., Voices from the land: Experiences of land reform
in South Africa (South Africa, Western Cape, Juta, 1998), p. 6.
99 W Seremane, “Land...”, M Winberg (ed.), Voices from the land..., p. 6.
100 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990), p. 11.
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current trends in formerly-black areas, but the hastening of the process of land
restitution and the engagement of indigenous land use and land rights laws
with western laws must be prioritised in order to restore a sense of humanness
among the people of South Africa.
The state should assist the residents of Ga-Rankuwa with the process of land
restitution and provide compensation for the loss of their former homes in
order for them to make a “home” there. Though land restitution implies that
“they should be restored to their land and provided with other remedies as
people who were dispossessed by racially discriminatory laws and practices”,101
this is complicated as it is not easy or necessarily germane to expropriate land
from the current landowners in Suiderberg. It is also difficult as street names,
buildings and the general environment in former Lady Selborne have been
changed. A renewal of the Ga-Rankuwa residents’ ‘pursuit for a home’ in GaRankuwa is thus necessary, and requires that they contribute economically to
their new area by buying fertilizers to improve their soil and planting trees to
decrease soil erosion. It also requires the state to support the resettlement area
financially in achieving environmental development.
The concept of ubuntu or botho suggests that participation is key in creating
a “home” in Ga-Rankuwa, which implies that the residents must take the
lead and ensure development of their immediate surroundings by creating
employment, caring for and cleaning their immediate environments. Business
men and women should be encouraged to create industries in the area.
Cernea maintains that the major problem arises due to unemployment in the
relocation area as it makes the unemployed develop a sense of hopelessness and
helplessness, which is translated into many activities in which they engage.102
Maré argues that South Africa’s history of displacement entailed economic,
political and ideological processes that have led to social (and, as this article
has shown, environmental) ennui.103 The findings of this article concurs with
Khan that removals made blacks apathetic to environmental issues, and that
discrimination must be totally eradicated in all spheres for them to become
actively involved in rehabilitating their environment.104 This also means
eradication of environmental policy discrimination whereby Africans’ cultural
101 MLM Mbao, “Undoing the injustices of the past…”, Journal for Judicial Science, 27(2), 2002, p. 94.
102 MM Cernea, The urban environment and population relocation (Washington, The World Bank, 1993), p. 28.
103 G Maré, “Processes, policies and African population relocation”, D Thomas (ed.), “Resettlement”: Papers given at
the 51st annual council meeting (Johannesburg, South African Institute of Race Relations, 1981), p. 1.
104 F Khan, “Contemporary South African environmental response: An historical and socio-political evaluations
with particular reference to blacks” (MA, UCT, 1990), p. 1.
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and traditional beliefs are not adhered to but the western scientific ideologies
are considered as norms for conservation. According to Tulleken, the state
is trying to improve the environment by awarding Townships Awards such
as the “cleanest town” – a good step in encouraging activism but it has to
be combined with community awareness through paid officials.105 Adding
tangible benefits to these awards would stimulate this process. Facilities need
to be speedily improved, as doe’s service delivery, to achieve environmental
upliftment in formerly-black areas. Returning to Lady Selborne could thus
assist those who opt for restitution as they would win a measure of consolation
and in the process they will have ownership of the area and actively engage
harmoniously with their environment.
However, it is important to note that all the former landlords interviewed
maintained that they do not want to return to their former township. This is
an important consideration as this shows that they are indeed trying to make
the resettlement area a “home”. They have invested in Ga-Rankuwa and part
of their history is embedded in the township. They do not want the rupture
of their history they had in the former township to reoccur. These residents
have accepted the theory of a “movable home” as compared to a set idea of a
“home” that they had when they arrived in the relocation area.106
Conclusion
Segregationist policies and forced removals in the early 1960s led to widespread
environmental damage in addition to changing the lives of many black people
such as those displaced from Lady Selborne and relocated in Ga-Rankuwa.
and-related Acts led to displacements and exposed blacks to a vicious cycle
of poverty and destruction of cultural and economic systems. These Acts also
undermined the blacks’ past (pre-colonial) cultural and traditional customs,
self-esteem and concern for the environment. Environmental degradation
thus became prevalent in resettlement areas like Ga-Rankuwa. Some residents
subsequently became apathetic or even antagonistic towards the environment,
in stark contrast to the reverence they had previously felt in their former
settlements as in the case of Lady Selborne. The slow rate of service delivery
in formerly-black areas has not helped reverse this anti-environmental stance,
and the government must develop such areas while providing environmental
105 L Tulleken, “Environment and tourism: Cleanest Town”, Cape Argus, 24 November 2005, p. 24.
106 N Rapport and J Overing, Social and cultural anthropology (London, Routledge: 2000), p. 158.
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education, involving business and the community. It is important that the
community of Ga-Rankuwa try to involve itself in its rehabilitation through
employing the principles of the usable past of their customs and traditions,
despite the long-term ramifications of forced removals. As Timberlake has
argued that “it is the African peasant who best understands how and why he/
she has been forced to damage the environment on which they depend and
it is he or she who is the key to rebuilding their continent”.107 The residents
of Ga-Rankuwa should thus remember the saying: “Shuping goa boelwa
gosa boelweng ke maleng”.108 Using their past experiences of environmental
upliftment that they enjoyed in Lady Selborne would indeed be a step towards
environmental activism.
Research, participation, land redistribution and restitution are thus integral
parts of a democratic resolution of the land question and crucial to restoring
environmental equality or empowerment. Further participatory research on
socio-environmental history of forced removals would, however, need to
move beyond identification of removals and their impact. It should begin to
focus more specifically on the role of organisations in reversing environmental
degradation and, where appropriate, formulate alternative policies to be
followed, which include both traditional cultural and religious perceptions of
the land and western scientific environmental ideals. This study demonstrated
that policies established during the segregationist period failed dismally in
inculcating the African usable past traditional environmental conservation
and preservation ideals on the environment – and instead led to environmental
injustice and apathy. Future research could use other case-studies such
as District Six and Langa in Cape Town to compare micro-environments,
establishing a comparative base to explore ideas delineated in this article.

107 L Timberlake, Africa in crisis: The causes, the curses of environmental bankrupsy (London, Earthscan Publications,
1985), p. 195.
108 “Where life was enjoyable, one can return”.
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Abstract
The history of indentured Indians has been well documented in South
African historiography in terms of migration and settlement. Shipping lists,
which meticulously recorded the biographical details of each labourer, together
with Indian immigrant reports, provide a wealth of information on the early
migratory and labour experiences of indentured Indians. Regrettably, similar
documentation regarding passenger or free Indian migration to Natal is
absent in the South African archival records. This article adopts a biographical
approach as a methodological tool to map the identification practices involved
in the migration of passenger or free Indian immigrants to Natal between
1880 and 1930. Both the colonial and Union governments sought to regulate
the entry of these immigrants through a system of identity documents. Passage
tickets, domicile certificates, affidavits, Certificates of Identity and passports
not only facilitated and hindered both individual and family migration, but
also show how citizenship was defined, and migration controls were instituted
and administered to free immigrants. Thus, as British subjects, free Indian
immigrants were not really free but had to constantly, defend and reclaim
their civic rights, and attest and verify their identity as the colonial and later
the Union government sought new and creative ways to restrict and prohibit
their entry. This article illustrates the usefulness of a biographical approach to
migration studies, in not only highlighting individual but collective immigrant
experiences, which provide a way of capturing the diversity, complexity and
the transformational nature of free Indian migration to Natal.
Keywords: British Empire; Asiatic; Immigration; Free Indians; Citizenship;
Biographical perspective; Natal.

Introduction
The abolition of slavery in the British colonies in 1834 created an acute
labour shortage. Under pressure from capitalists and plantation owners,
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the British government resorted to the importation of indentured labour.
More than a million Indians were shipped to various parts of the British
Empire: East Africa, Fiji, the Caribbean, Mauritius and Natal.1 Free Indian
migration or passenger2 Indians followed in the wake of indentured Indians.
As British subjects, they felt that they were entitled to freedom of mobility
and citizenship rights within the Empire. However, white settler societies in
Canada, Australia and Natal were hostile to their presence, often regarding
them as racially and culturally inferior and, in the case of Natal, as so-called
undesirables. Subsequently, colonies motivated by racist ideologies, sought to
define their own notions of citizenship and restrict this class of immigrants
through immigration controls. This took various forms: an education test,
requests for domicile and identity certificates, travel permits and passports,
to name but a few. Radhika Mongia provides an excellent analysis of the
notion of imperial citizenship and the ways in which it was recast as a result
of migration. She labels the passport as a “technique of verification” that
sought to uphold a universal principal of territorial sovereignty, guided by the
“racialized logic of migration regulations”.3
In South African historiography, several studies have focused on attitudes and
policies regulating immigration to the colonies and the Union.4 However, the
bureaucratic practices regulating passenger or free Indian immigrants to Natal
have yet to be fully explored.5 This article adopts a biographical approach
1

2

3
4

5

C Jayawardena, “Migration and social change: A survey of indian communities overseas”, Geographical Review,
58, 3, 1968, pp. 426-449; R Parbattie, “The indentured contract and its impact on labor relationship and
community reconstruction in British Guiana”, International Journal of Criminology and Sociological Theory, 1, 2
December 2008, pp. 177-188.
“Passenger” Indians was a term used frequently in Natal to refer to individuals who arrived unencumbered
by contractual labour obligations. The term “passenger” was self-coined by migrants and was used by them in
many sworn statements for domicile applications, marriage certificates and affidavits, e.g. “I was a passenger on
board the SS Reichstag” or “I came as a “passenger”. The early “passenger” migrants were assigned multiple labels:
“Arab” or “Bombay” or “Banyan” traders, largely, because they hailed mainly from Bombay, were predominantly
Gujarati speaking Muslim, and were conspicuous in their traditional attire, a “kurta” and “izaar” (trousers) and
a skull cap (“turki topee”). Another label assigned was “free Indians”. Many ex-indentured Indians returned to
India and later arrived as passenger Indians.
RV Mongia, “Historicizing state sovereignty: Inequality and the form of equivalence”, Comparative Studies in
Society and History, 49, 2, 2007, p. 405; R Singha, “Settle, mobilize, verify: Identification practices in colonial
India”, Studies in History, 16, 2, 2000, pp. 151-98.
S Bhana & J Brain, Setting down roots : Indian migrants in South Africa 1860-1911 (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand
University Press, 1990); K Breckenridge, Flesh made words: Fingerprinting and the archival imperative in the
union of South Africa, 1900-1930 (Paper, History and African Studies Seminar, University of KwaZulu-Natal,
October 2001); E Bradlow, Immigration into the union, 1910-1948 - Policies and attitudes (Ph.D, UCT, 1978);
U Dhupelia-Mesthrie, “The form, the permit, the photograph: An archive of mobility between South Africa
and India”, Journal of African and Asian Studies, 46, 6, 2011, pp. 650-62; S Peberdy, Selecting immigrants:
National identity and South Africa’s immigration policies, 1910-2008 (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University
Press, 2009).
S Bhana and J Brain, Setting down roots , Chapter 6.
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as a methodological tool to map the identification practices involved in the
migration of passenger or free Indian immigrants to Natal between 1880 and
1930. The biographical approach focuses on personal accounts and individual
experiences of migrants in the migration process. This approach to migration
studies has gained momentum over the past few decades. Several studies have
demonstrated its usefulness in exploring migratory patterns and behaviour, the
complexity of the migration decision-making process, identity constructions
and the inclusion of gender as a category of analysis. In a recent publication,
Dhupelia-Mesthrie, examined the mobility and identification process of
Cape passenger Indians in the context of the archives and its significance for
knowledge production. She advocated “a biographical approach to migration,
where through collective biographies, we may try and read experience, difficult
as that may be”.6
In this article I adopt the biographical approach as a methodological tool
for two reasons. Firstly, it helps to overcome the limitations of archival
records. Unlike indentured Indians, passenger Indians did not migrate under
a state-regulated labour system; hence the absence of archival records such as
passenger lists, captain log reports, ship’s medical reports and port records.
Thus we know very little about the processes involved in the immigration
procedures of free Indian immigrants to Natal. Secondly, individual narratives,
based on personal documents, collectively offer a way of empirically capturing
the complexity and diversity of the migratory experience.7 Moreover, the
intersections of gender and migration as well as generational relations become
visible. Migration did not only affect the principal migrant, but also impacted
on family members, particularly women and children who were left behind
in India.
This article locates the discussion in two broad periods: pre-1913 and post1913. By the 1880s free Indian migration had begun to gain momentum
in Natal. To a very large extent, immigration policies were determined by
colonial attitudes, which were largely anti-Asiatic. Pre-1913 immigration
policies were devised and regulated by individual colonies. In the post-1913
6
7

U Dhupelia-Mesthrie, “The form..., pp. 650-662, “The passenger Indian as worker: Indian immigrants in Cape
Town in the early twentieth century”, African Studies, 68, 1, April 2009, pp. 111-134.
A community based organization, the Natal Rajput Association in KZN, held its centennial celebrations in July
2011. My colleague Dr Veena Rawjee and I published a commemorative brochure, titled “Tracing our roots
– the Natal Rajput Association 1911-2011”. To assist us with this publication we appealed to the community
for personal documents. The response was remarkable. We collected documents dating back to 1896: Birth
certificates, Certificates of domicile and Certificates of identity, ship passage tickets, personal letters, diaries,
business contracts and cards and a rich collection of photographs.
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period, immigration policies were removed from the control of the provincial
authorities and became primarily the concern of the Union Government. The
latter followed a closed-door policy with regard to immigration, aimed at
restricting free Indian immigrants in particular. The Union-wide Immigrants
Regulation Act of 1913 put an end to all new immigration, including free
Indians. The following year the Union Parliament passed the Indian Relief
Act, which allowed the entry of one wife and minor children into the country
of domiciled Indians. The Cape Town Agreement of 1927 both aided and
limited family migration, in that domiciled Indians wishing to bring their
children across to Natal had to do so before the age of 16 and they had to
be accompanied by their mothers. Thus by the late 1920s, there were many
applications by domiciled Indians who sought to have their wives and
children join them in Natal. This involved a complex system of documentary
and identification requirements. By examining the pre-1913 and post-1913
periods this research offers a comparative view of the ways in which the
colonial and later the Union government sought new and creative ways to
regulate the entry of free Indian immigrants to Natal.

Immigration, steamships and passenger liners
Passenger Indians, like indentured Indians, were motivated to migrate for
a variety of reasons: poverty, unemployment, adverse seasonal conditions,
natural calamities and growing pressures on the land. For example, Kanjee
Davah was born in India. In 1891 he inherited 40 acres of land. Nevertheless,
in 1896, he immigrated to Natal, “because I could not make any money from
the land and my uncle called me here”.8 Others arrived in search of better
employment prospects. Jeewan Dosa arrived in 1893, seeking to ply his trade
as a skilled goldsmith. He wrote in 1898:9
Jadavjee and Deuw and I are brothers and lived together in family copartnerships. Some five years ago we decided that we should go out to Natal
to work as goldsmiths as we had heard that goldsmiths had a good opening
among the Indian population in Natal. Consequently my brother Deuw was
sent here and he opened a workshop. Soon after he had opened the business…
Jadavjee was sent by me to join the business.

8
9

Killie Campbell Africana Library (hereafter KCAL), Indian immigration Appeal Board, File 7, KCM 99/53/7.
Natal Archives Repository (hereafter NAR), Colonial Secretary’s Office (hereafter CSO), Minute Paper: CSO
1801: 9272/1905.
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The growth of transport and communication facilities in western India,
particularly improved rail and road networks, linked small villages to towns
and made communication easier. The prospects of a better life and new
opportunities in Natal and other parts of South Africa quickly spread by
word of mouth and letters. A Transvaal newspaper, The Digger’s News wrote
in 1897:10
It is surely a fair inference that these continued batches of Indians in Natal
are the result of the knowledge having reached them that their predecessors
had fared well in their new condition.

On arrival, they engaged in a variety of occupations: wholesale and petty
trading and hawking; skilled artisans: shoemakers, goldsmiths and tailors;
semi-skilled workers; managers, salesmen and supervisors within established
businesses; wage labourers: railway and laundry workers; while a few were
“special servants” to wealthy merchants. There was also a coterie of teachers
and priests.11
Passenger Indians were issued with passenger passes at various embarkation
ports in India, which requested the following details: name; gender; age;
height; caste; bodily marks; and father’s name. An examination of a selection
of these passes reveals that migrants were heterogeneous in terms of religion,
language and place of origin. For many, their journey to Natal was their
first trip abroad. Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, Port Louis and Delagoa Bay
(present day Maputo), were the main ports of embarkation. Most steamers
carrying migrants went through the east coast ports of Delagoa Bay, Zanzibar,
Mombasa and Beira to refuel, pick up supplies and take on new passengers.
In the late nineteenth century, Bombay and Calcutta were the main ports of
embarkation. For example, between August 1896 and January 1897, of the
1,964 passenger Indians who arrived in Natal, 1,749, (almost 90%) arrived
from Bombay, 26 from Calcutta and 10 from Madras.12
Bombay was the main port of embarkation for many Gujarati speaking
Hindu and Muslims, as well as Christian and Parsi migrants.13 They hailed
from western India, from the districts of Surat and Valsad in the Bombay
Presidency and from Kathiawar province located along the Arabian Peninsula.
10 M Gandhi, The collected works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. II (New Delhi, Ministry of Information, 1958-1959),
p. 220.
11 S Bhana and J Brain, Setting own roots, pp. 34-37.
12 NA, Natal Government Gazette, Vol. XIIX, No. 2859, 16 March, pp. 290-291; Indian Opinion, 1 May 1909.
13 MK Gandhi, Satyagraha in South Africa (Ahmedabad, Navajivan Press, 1950), p. 39.
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Muslims came from various religious sects, such as the Khojas (members of
the Ismaili sect) and Memons. The Hindus were stratified along caste lines:
traders (Vania); artisans, Sonis (goldsmiths), Khatris (weavers), Mochis
(shoe-makers), followed by the Dhobi (washerman); and agricultural groups,
Kanbis, Kolis and Kachhias.14
Passengers embarking from Madras (Chennai) in the south originated from
the coastal Andhra districts of Chittoor, Ganjam Godavery and Vizagapatam
and were predominantly Tamil and Telugu speaking. Others came from
Calcutta (Kolkata) and the central regions of India, where Bhojpuri was the
principal language spoken. For example, Japal and his two brothers, Bhairoo
and Ajodha hailed from Jamnapur (located in present day MadyaPradesh).
Bhairoo was the oldest, born in 1856, followed by Ajodha (1872) and Japal
(1874). In 1896, forty-year old Bhairoo travelled from Jamnapur to Bombay
and purchased three passage tickets on board the Naderi for Natal. The
brothers, then in their mid-twenties, embarked from Bombay and arrived
in Natal in December 1896.15 Goolam Mahomed Cassim Asmal, originally
from the district of Surat, later moved to Calcutta which he described as his
“Indian home”. In 1930, also at the age of forty, he embarked from Calcutta
and later arrived in Natal.16 The differentiated status of passenger and
indentured Indians created a class distinction between the two groups, with
passenger Indians often perceiving themselves as superior. The heterogeneous
composition of migrants, noted by Brain and Kuper, dispels the myth that
only Gujarati speaking Hindus and Muslim arrived as passenger Indians at
the turn of the century.17
The early migrants arrived on board steamers, mainly run by British and
German shipping companies in the late nineteenth century. In the 1880s,
steamers carrying migrants to Natal included: Pongola II; Congella III;
Edward; Congella X; Congella XII; Mars IV; SS Reichstag; Umzinto IV; Umtata
II; Saphani, Kanzler; and Congella XIX.18 These early steamers weighed
between three and five tons and had a limited capacity of approximately
14 S Bhana and J Brain, Setting down roots , pp. 34-37; K Hiralal, “The economic role of the Indian commercial
class in colonial Natal” , Alternation, 7, 2, 2000, pp. 135-147, “The Gujarati Hindu community in KwaZuluNatal”, Anthropologist, Special Volume, 4, 2009, pp. 81-90.
15 I Mangaroo, Defy destiny, leave legacy, Commemorative brochure, April 2011.
16 NA, Immigration Department (hereafter ID), File No. 8854, Goolam Mahomed Cassim Asmal.
17 J Brain, Christian Indians in Natal 1860-1911: An historical and statistical study (Cape Town, Oxford University
Press, 1983), p. 8; H Kuper, Indian people in Natal (Durban, University Press, 1960). These works challenged the
notion that all passenger Indians were from western India and only Hindu and Muslim in religious orientation.
18 Refer to J Brain, Christian Indians…., pp. 20-25.
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400 passengers.19 Consequently, in the 1880s and early 1890s, passengers
leaving Bombay were often trans-shipped at Port Louis or the east African
coastal ports at Delagoa Bay, Zanzibar or Beira before proceeding to Natal.
In the early 1890s, two wealthy Muslim merchants, Dada Abdoolla and
Moosa Hajee Cassim, based in Durban, with substantial business interests
in Natal, Johannesburg and Calcutta, purchased steamers that introduced a
mail and passenger service from Bombay to Natal through east African coastal
ports (Delagoa Bay, Beira, Mozambique and Mombasa). Abdoolla was the
owner of the SS Courland, Hooseni and Khedive. He was also an agent for
the Bombay and Persia Steam Navigation Company which was founded in
1877.20 Cassim was the owner of the Crescent, a two funnelled steamer of
approximately 1,500 tons which ran a passenger service for a few years in the
mid-1890s between Bombay and Natal. In the 1890s, Cassim and Abdoolla
operated a regular weekly/fortnightly/monthly steamer service, which may
explain the sharp rise in “passenger” Indian migration to Natal during this
period. For example, between September 1896 and January 1897, of the
1,964 passengers who arrived in Natal, 1,426 travelled on board the Courland,
Naderi or Crescent; the total number of passengers that disembarked from
the Courland, and Naderi, was 886. On 11 September 1896 the Courland
arrived in Natal carrying 275 passengers; on 18 December 1896, both the
Courland and Naderi arrived in Natal, the former carrying 255 and the latter
356 passengers. The Crescent arrived from Bombay in Natal on 4 September
and 13 November 1896, carrying 250 passengers on each trip.21 The number
of passenger Indians entering Natal increased between 1897 and 1904: 6,051
in 1897; 1,279 in 1901 and 8,141 by 1904.22
Other merchants also served as shipping agents. M.C. Anglia represented
the Natal Direct Line, but in 1909, B Ebrahim Ismail and Co took over this
agency. Their offices were located in central Durban. It ran a monthly mail
and passenger service between Bombay and Natal through Delagoa Bay and
Beira. The duration of the voyage on their steamers ranged from 17 to 21 days.
Ismail and Co. also managed the Indian African Line. This ran a direct mail
and passenger service between Calcutta and Natal. Osman Ahmed was an
19 Indian Opinion, 24 February 1906; Al Islam, 13 March 1908; The ship list, the fleets (available at http://www.
theshiplist.com/ships/lines/mogul.htm, accessed 1 August 2011).
20 This company was founded in 1877 and participated in the Haj routes from early days. Popular routes of the
company were Bombay-Karachi-Calcutta-Red Sea-Persian Gulf; Calcutta-Japan; and Bombay/Karachi-Jeddah.
21 NA, Natal Government Gazette, Vol. XIIX, No. 2859, 16 March 1897, pp. 290-91; Al Islam, 28 June 1907;
Indian Opinion, 3 March 1906, 4 July 1908.
22 KCAL, Report of the Indian immigrants commission (Wragg) 1887, p. 69; Report of the Indian immigrants
commission (Clayton) 1909, p. 6.
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agent for the German East African Line; its office was also located in Durban.
It operated fortnightly passenger and cargo services between Bombay and
Durban, through Delagoa Bay and Mahe (the largest island in the Seychelles).
Their most popular steamers in the 1880s and 1890s were the Kanzler and SS
Reichstag. The firm also had an international office based in Delagoa Bay and
a branch in Pretoria, established in 1908 and managed by Abba Mohamed
and Hajee Habib, respectively.23
Shipping companies ran advertisements in local South African newspapers
such as the Indian Opinion, African Chronicle and Al Islam, in Gujarati,
English and Telegu on a weekly basis. These provided full details of departure
and arrival dates, catering and accommodation facilities, passage fares and
the contact details for shipping agents. Most steamships comprised of first
and second class cabins and deck seats (third class). Most passengers opted
for the latter due to their affordability.24 For example, Tapi and Naran Makan
purchased “Third Class Passage ticket” for 75 rupees on board the Indian
African Line of steamers in 1916. (Refer to Image 1).25
Many shipping companies accommodated the cultural and religious diversity
of their passengers. There were separate cooking and dining facilities for the
vegetarian requirements of Hindu passengers. The crew on board were mainly
natives of India, fluent in the local Indian languages, such as, Hindi, Tamil,
Telegu and Gujarati and familiar with the customs and lifestyles of their
passengers from diverse religious faiths (Hindus, Christians, Muslims and
Parsees). During religious festivities, such as Eid Al Fitr, the Natal Direct Line
ran special passenger services between Bombay and Durban. The company
also took the initiative to inform family and friends in Natal by means of the
local Indian newspapers of its passengers’ safe arrival in Bombay, thus saving
relatives the cost of expensive enquiries. Conditions on board the steamers
were generally satisfactory. The early steamers were slow and small in size. The
journey to Natal took between 17 and 21 days. Decks were often crowded,
with passengers swarming on the forecastle, causing discomfort to many.
Passengers regularly lodged complaints with agents on safety issues with
regard to overcrowding, poor sanitary facilities, expensive fares and the high
fees levied on baggage handling.26
23 Indian Opinion, 3 March 1906, 24 February 1906, 8 May 1909, 1 May 1910.
24 NA, NCP, 8/1/9/1/1, Wharfmaster’s report for the year 1892, pp. 45-46; Indian Opinion, 24 February 1906; 3
March 1906; 8 May 1909; 1 May 1910; Al Islam, 13 March 1908.
25 N Makan (Personal Collection), Courtesy Keshavbhai Makan of Durban, 2011.
26 Indian Opinion, 4 February 1905, 3 March 1906; Al Islam, 28 June 1907.
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Pre-1913 Immigration restrictions
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries free Indians keen on
residing in white settler colonies in the Empire were met with hostility.
Immigration controls challenged their status as free British subjects, their
right to free travel and residency in the Empire. In the 1880s, the rise in the
free Indian population in Natal and the monopolization of trade by “Arab”
traders led to a wave of anti-Indian sentiment. For example, in 1872 the free
Indian population totalled approximately 5,000; in 1886 20,877; 23,793 in
1890; and 26,312 in 1893.27 To appease colonial sentiment, after attaining
Responsible Government in 1893, the Natal Government passed Act 1 of
1897, the Immigration Restriction Bill. The Act called for specific conditions
to regulate and monitor free immigration.28 These included a literacy test:
an immigrant was required to fill out a form in a European language. The
age of majority was set at 21 years for children seeking to join their parents
and domicile status was acquired after two years of residence in Natal. These
measures, which were later to be amended by subsequent acts, together with
the procedures involved in acquiring a Certificate of Domicile, were intended
to effectively restrict and monitor free Asiatic migration to Natal.
Certificates of domicile were issued to relatives, solicitors, and shipping agents
by means of a verbal application without charge (fees were later imposed). To
secure a domicile certificate, the applicant had to submit a sworn statement
which had to include the following information: date of first arrival in Natal;
arrival status (indentured or passenger); language proficiency: whether he
could read and write in a European language; domicile status and history:
dates of departures and return to and from the colony since first arrival;
previous application for a certificate of domicile and place of application. The
applicant also had to obtain affidavits by two “reputable persons”.29 These
were provided by family members, friends, business partners, colonists and
solicitors. There were no requests for photographs or thumbprints. For example,
Amod Mahomed Hafajee submitted a sworn statement for an application for
a domicile certificate on behalf of his brother, Ebrahim Mahomed in 1897:30
27 Report of the Indian immigrants commission 1885-1887, p. 69; Report of the Indian immigrants commission
(Clayton) 1909, p. 6. The free Indian population refers to both “passenger” and ex-indentured Indians.
28 PS Joshi, The The tyranny of colour – A study of the Indian problem in South Africa (Durban, EP & Commercial
Printing Company Ltd, 1942), p. 58. The act did not specifically state that it applied to Indians, but it was
aimed at restricting their entry.
29 NA, IRD, File No. 8889, Amod Domah.
30 NA,CSO 1522:4799/1897, Minute Paper, Application for a domicile certificate by Amod Mahomed Haffajee
to enable his brother Ebrahim Hafajee to return to Natal.
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I am an Arab storekeeper and reside in Estcourt. I came to the Colony in
1887 – I paid my own passage. I have a brother named Ebrahim Mahomed
Hafajee aged 28 years, he came to Natal in 1889 having paid his own passage.
My brother left Natal on a visit to India in September 1894 for the purpose
getting a wife and to return to me. He is married and his wife’s name is Fatima;
we are partners in the trading business carried on at Estcourt and Newcastle as
storekeepers. My brother is desirous of returning to Natal to join me with his
wife and I apply for a certificate for them and on receipt I will advise him that
he can return and send him the certificate required by law.

Wives and minor children accompanying their spouses had their status
endorsed on their spouses’ domicile certificates.31
Rungasamy Chetty arrived in Natal as a passenger Indian in 1893. He resided
in the colony for nine years. He initially took to hawking, was later employed
as a salesman and then owned a small retail outlet in Pietermaritzburg. In
1899, he was issued with a certificate of domicile which read as follows:
This is to certify that the person hereinafter described has produced evidence
to my satisfaction that he has been domiciled in Natal.
Name: Rungasamy Chetty		

Age: 28		

Height: 5ft 2in

Distinctive mark: scar left cheek
Trade of profession: Storekeeper

Country of birth: India		

Place of domicile: No. 66 Church Street PMB				
Signed by James Forder Secretary Ass. Magistrate
City; Magistrate Office, City PMB

8 December 1899

Rungasamy was also given a file number, 967. No thumbprints were
requested and he paid 2 shillings 6 pence for the certificate.32
In 1903, the Immigration Law of 1897 was amended, introducing “closer
restrictions on Immigration” by instituting a new education test which required
immigrants to complete an application form dictated by the Immigration
Officer. The age of majority for minor children was reduced to 16, domicile
residence was raised from two to three years33 and applications had to be filed
31 KCAL, Indian Immigration Appeal Board (hereafter IIAB), Natal Supreme Court, Special case, Muniyamah
and Others, 10 December 1920; Mariam Goga: Special Case, 10 December 1920; KCM File 4, 99/53/4.
32 KCAL, IIAB, KCM File 7 99/53/7, Application for a domicile certificate by Rungasamy Chetty.
33 A domicile is defined by the act as follows: the place in which the person resides, or to which he returns, as his
place of present permanent abode, and not for a mere special or temporary residence. For the purposes of this
act, for a place to be deemed a domicile, the applicant had to have resided there for at least three years.
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personally, with a thumbprint and signature affixed to all new certificates.34
According to Harry Sparks, the Immigration Restriction Officer (IRO), the
amendments were necessary due to the proclivity of some Indians seeking to
enter by “illicit means”, through Delagoa Bay. The new educational test was
prompted by the fact that “Indians through friends and relatives had gone to
the trouble of learning parrot like the original form which had become far
too familiar with regards to the educational test.”35 The additional request for
thumbprints was aimed at curtailing the circulation of fraudulent certificates
both in India and Natal. Greater vigilance was also exercised at the ports
of embarkation. Between 1897 and 1907, 21 shipping companies were
issued with warning notices for taking passengers to Natal who did not have
valid certificates of domicile.36 Shipping companies in Bombay, Madras and
Calcutta refused to certify passage tickets if immigrants did not produce a
valid certificate of domicile. For example, Kuarjee Ramjee, before embarking
on his return trip to Natal, in November 1908, had his Certificate of Domicile,
rubberstamped “PASSED”, by both the “Protector of Emigrants” in Bombay
and the shipping agent, A Strandes, on board the SS Reichstag. While the
Immigration Act worked against other nationalities, such as the Chinese and
Japanese, the largest number of refusals applied to Indians. Between 1904 and
1909, 31, 673 immigrants were restricted, of whom 18, 717 were Indians.37
The amendments and monitoring controls instituted by the Natal
Government meant that migrants had to constantly defend and reclaim their
residency and civic rights. Resident Indians seeking to enter or exit Natal,
now had to reapply for new certificates. Old ones were replaced with new
ones. For example, Amod Domah, a petty trader, who arrived in the Colony
in 1895 and operated in Phoenix on the outskirts of Durban, left the colony
in 1896 to visit his family in India. He returned in February 1901 and his
Certificate of Domicile was retained by the IRO on arrival. In October 1905,
he wrote to the IRO requesting the return of the certificate as he was intent on
returning to India, to bring his wife Hawa and their four children. The IRO
34 S Bhana and J Brain, Setting down roots, pp. 131-135; Report of the immigration officer, Port Natal for the year
ending 1900, pp. 66-67; KCAL, IIAB, Sayed Alli, Special case –Natal Supreme Court, 31st August 1914, KCM
File 5 99/53/5.
35 NA, Report of the immigration officer, Port Natal for the year ending 1900, p. 66-67; S Bhana and J Brain,
Setting down roots, pp. 131-135.
36 NA, Report of the immigration officer, Port Natal for the year ending 1900, pp. 66-67, 1903-1904; CS0
1698:1245/1902; Immigration Restriction Department (hereafter IRD), 63: 747/1907; 63:714/1907; S Bhana
and J Brain, Setting down roots, pp. 131-135.
37 NA, IRD, Report of the immigration officer, Port Natal, 1903-1909; Kuarjee Ramjee is my great grandfather,
I have the original Certificate of Domicile dated 1907.
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refused and instead asked for Domah to reapply, stating that “Any Certificate
of Domicile retained by this Department in 1901 cannot be returned. If you
had a Certificate of Domicile your claim thereto is presumably still good and
if you will state to it in the usual form of a sworn declaration it shall have
consideration”.38 Domah subsequently reapplied and was issued with a new
certificate in 1908. His old certificate was rendered invalid, with the following
remarks written on it, “D.C. No. 3067 Issued in exchange of surrendered
domicile certificate 7/4/1908”.39 The importance attached to residency rights
and the anxiety it stirred among Indians is perhaps best illustrated by the
case of Mahomed Peerbhoy. In November 1905 he wrote to the IRO, “Please
kindly register for me, this my Certificate of Domicile for Natal Colony,
South Africa”. The Assistant Under-Secretary, HA Hime wrote to the IRO
asking, “Do you understand this request?” The IRO, replied, “I gather that the
gentlemen desires to make assurance doubly sure”.40 Reapplications swelled
the coffers of the Immigration Restriction Department (IRD) but dented
the finances of many struggling free Indians. Between 1899 and 1902, 1,937
domicile certificates were issued at a total cost of £245-40s.41
The discriminatory and discretionary manner in which the immigration
laws operated against Indian migrants sparked debates about the norms of
citizenship: questions relating to statutory domicile, the validity of domicile
certificates under repealed acts, marriage, the status of wives and minor
children and the issuing of temporary permits. For example, Ali Sahib, a trader
in Natal acquired a Certificate of Domicile in September 1901 to secure the
entry of his son, Bala Mia, then a minor. However, Bala Mia only arrived
in February 1905, by which time the Immigration Restriction Act of 1903
was in force. Bala Mia was declared a “prohibited immigrant” because, by
1905, he was no longer a “minor” but was now over the age of 16. Ali Sahib
successfully challenged the ruling which abrogated his son’s rights under the
new immigration law of 1903.42 Even though Sahib succeeded, the changing
legislation emphasized the difficulties the immigrants had to contend with.
In other instances, aspirant migrants sought creative ways to circumvent
immigration controls and secure entry. This took various forms: entry into
38 NA, IRD, File No. 8889, Amod Domah, Minute Paper, 1056/1905, Asks that the certificate of Domicile taken
from him on his arrival from India on the 6th February 1901, be now returned to him.
39 NA, IRD, File No. 8889, Amod Domah.
40 NA, CSO 1801: 9272/1905, M Peerbhoy, Applies for the registration of his Domicile certificate.
41 NA, CSO 1522: 4799/1899; IRD, Vol. 63: 746/1906; Vol. 84: 792/1910.
42 KCAL, IAB, File 1, KCM 99/53/1, Bala Mia v Principal Immigration Officer 1905.
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the Transvaal and then Natal through Delagoa Bay; fraudulent certificates of
domicile and Indian minors smuggled into the Union under false pretences.
For example Manchoo Lalla’s “illegal entry” was discovered 24 years after
his arrival! Lalla was born in Bombay and arrived in Natal on board the SS
Somali on 18 November 1906 at the age of 14. He was permitted to land
after a sworn statement by Dayaram Lalla that Manchoo was his minor son.
Manchoo resided permanently in the colony, except for two short trips to
India in 1917 and 1927. In 1910 he applied for a Certificate of Domicile
based on his residency and on the sworn statement made by Manchoo that his
entry was sanctioned “under my father’s certificate of domicile”. However, in
October 1930 Manchoo was approached by immigration officials in Durban
and a “notice of prohibition” was served “in consequence of information from
official quarters in India that the appellant was not the son of Dayaram Lalla”.43
Similarly, a woman named Haffee tried to smuggle her son, Mahomed Essack,
to Natal in 1907. He was the son of her first marriage but she claimed that
he was the son of her second husband, Cassim Essop Agee, who had domicile
rights in Natal.44 In another incident in January 1914, Sayed Ali sought to
claim the identity and domicile rights of another individual with the identical
name. Giving evidence to the IRO, the real Sayed Ali’s brother stated:45
In 1902 I made an affidavit to get certificate for my brother Sayed Ali. I got
the certificate… it was given to me personally. I sent it to my brother in India
and he came the following year. My brother is at present in Durban. I do not
know the Appellant. I have never seen him before. He is not the man I got the
certificate of domicile for.

The aforementioned cases reveal that the Certificate of Domicile became a
contested document, defining and determining the migratory and civic rights
of an individual and his family. The certificate also impacted on livelihoods. It
was a pre-requisite, as was the case in the Transvaal, to obtain a trade licence,
purchase property, and engage in skilled employment, as well as for the
purchase of a passage ticket.46

43 KCAL, IIAB, Munchoo and Manchoo Lalla v Principal Immigration Officer, 4th August 1931, KCM File 4,
99/53/4.
44 KCAL, IIAB, Mahomed Essack vs Immigrants Appeal Board, KCM File 3, 99/53/3.
45 KCAL, IIAB, Sayed Ali – Special Case, Natal Supreme Court, 31st August 1914, KCM File 5, 99/53/5.
46 KCAL, Union of South Africa, Report of the Asiatic Inquiry Commission, UG 4 1921, (Cape Town, Cape
Times Limited, 1912), p. 25.
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Post 1913 Immigration restrictions
The formation of the Union in 1910 and the passage of the Immigrants
Regulation Act No. 22 of 1913 soon thereafter, not only consolidated the
immigration laws of the pre-Union colonies, but also introduced prohibitive
measures to restrict the entry of prospective Indian immigrants. An education
test barred immigrants not literate in a European language and “undesirables”
were classified as individuals on “economic grounds or on account of standard
or habits of life to be unsuited to the requirements of the Union”.47 Moreover,
immigration officials stepped up control and surveillance by introducing
new travel documents and verification processes which were to impact on
individual and family migration.
The Immigrants Regulation Act of 1913 specifically introduced the D.I.
10 form: “Declaration by Passenger or Other Person”. The form had to
be completed and signed by every passenger seeking to enter the Union,
except a wife accompanying her husband and a child under the age of 16
accompanying a parent or guardian. The form requested detailed biographical
information: date and place of birth, gender, marital status, nationality, race;
port of embarkation; family history: names of spouses and children; reasons
for entering the Union; economic suitability of migrants: property ownership
and employment/occupational details. It also required physical identification
in terms of thumbprints (both left and right), but no photographs. The form
also monitored the domicile history of the applicant. For example, Amod
Domah filled out the D. I. 10 form on 22 September 1926, just prior to
embarking from Bombay to Natal. The Immigration Officer in Bombay
inserted the dates of the Certificates of Domicile issued to Domah in a column
reserved for “Remarks of the Immigration Officer”. The following details were
typed: “Cert. Of Dom. 3067. 7/4/1908; Cert. Of Idty. 24141. 20/3/1925,
Cert. of Idty. Endorsed by the passport Officer, 22/9/1926, Bombay”. Domah
arrived in Durban on 20 October 1926 and signed the form in Gujarati; this
was later verified by the Immigration Officer in Natal.48 Thus, immigration
officials in Bombay, Calcutta and Madras were all mobilised to monitor the
movements of free Indians to Natal.
In addition, a Certificate of Identity (COI) was introduced under the
Immigrants Regulation Act of 1913, which was to take precedence over the
47 PS Joshi, The The tyranny of colour, p. 76.
48 IRD, Amod Domah, File No. 8889.
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Certificate of Domicile. Domiciled individuals seeking to leave Natal for
short periods had to apply for a “Certificate of Identity or Permit” and were
required to fill out the D.I. 90 form in the presence of a Union immigration
official, a magistrate or police officer or an official attached to the Defence
Department. Once completed, the forms were submitted to the Immigration
Office. The applicant had to furnish three “unmounted copies of recent
photographs” measuring 2” x 3” and remit a postal order payment of 2/6d.
The D.I.90 form requested the following information: biographical: full
names of applicant, names of parents, gender, age, race, birthplace, height,
caste, nationality, and occupation; property ownership; mobility history
of the individual: in terms of first and subsequent movements within and
beyond South Africa; marital status: No. and names of wives, their residence,
duration of marriage and ages (details of deceased wives also had to be
included) and whether the applicant had an offspring in any part of South
Africa by any other woman who was still living; family history: names of
children (including those deceased), sex, gender, place of birth and residence
of children; applicant’s fluency in any European language and status of mental
and physical health. Details of the applicant’s domicile history were recorded
on the left hand corner of the COI. Once the applicant had completed the
forms to the satisfaction of the IRO he was issued with a COI. The terms and
conditions of the COI were dictated to the applicant in “Hindustani” and the
applicant was required to provide a thumbprint as well as a signature.
The certificate was, however, limited in terms of its mobility and duration.
It sanctioned one visit only abroad and one had to return within three years
of the date of issue of the certificate, failing which, “the protection afforded
by this Certificate shall be deemed to have lapsed”.49 Moreover, the certificate
could be invalidated if, on application, a false declaration was made regarding
the applicant’s identity. Applicants after 1910, as was the case in the Cape,50
were assigned a permanent file number which was the reference number for
any future applications regarding identity and travel documents. For example,
Hawabee, wife of Amod Domah, applied for a COI in 1938 based on the
file number that was assigned to her husband, number 12/8889. This file
number has been used by many descendants of free Indians, not only to trace
genealogical information, but also to secure a Person of Indian Origin (PIO)
49 IRD, Amod Domah, File No. 8889.
50 U Dhupelia-Mesthrie, “The form, the permit, the photograph...”, Journal of African and Asian Studies, 46, 6,
2011, pp. 650-662.
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card.51
Both in terms of its operation and the conditions under which it was issued,
the COI had an impact on family migration. Prior to 1910, free Indian
migration was primarily male-centred, with wives and children arriving
much later. Family migration was facilitated largely by the Indian Relief Act
22 of 1914 which allowed the entry of one wife and minor children into
the Union, and later the Cape Town Agreement of 1927.52 The number of
women and children increased steadily as the following statistics reflect: 1914:
53; 1915:115; 1916:137; and 1915:108. By 31 December 1940, the total
number of new immigrants i.e. wives and children entering Natal and the
Transvaal totalled 2,212.53
The Immigrants Regulation Act of 1913 also facilitated family migration
by introducing the D.I. 91 form. Husbands seeking the entry of their wives
and children had to be in possession of a COI; only then was a D.I.91 form
sanctioned by the IRO in the Union and then circulated to local officials in
India who were responsible for verifying and attesting the personal status and
relationship of the prospective migrants to the applicant.54 During the First
World War, the IRO in Natal requested duplicate copies of the applicant’s
photographs before the D.I. 91 form was posted to India. Indian immigrants
viewed this request as “insulting” and as a deliberate attempt by the
authorities to curtail their entry into the Union.55 The D.I. 91was a “Form of
Application”, requesting detailed information about prospective immigrants.
It clearly stipulated that minor children had to be accompanied by their
parents. On page 2 of the form, a section titled, “Certificate of Relationship A Wife”, required detailed biographical information about spouses: full name,
maiden name, place and date of birth, age; and date and place of marriage.
Wives were required to provide a left and right thumb impression which was
taken in the presence of a City Magistrate. Details of minor child/children
were to be included under the section titled, “B Child”. This requested the
names of each child, place of residence, name of parents, gender and ages. No
51 The Government of India introduced the PIO (Person of Indian Origin) card in 1999. This allows the card
holder free visa travel and several benefits: engaging in business ventures and purchasing property in India.
Eligibility is based on: Individuals of Indian origin, or whose parents, grand-parents or great-grandparents were
born in or were permanent residents of India as defined by the Government of India Act 1935.
52 PS Joshi, The tyranny of colour, pp. 138-145.
53 KCAL, Report of the Asiatic Inquiry Commission 1921, pp. 25 & p.49; Union of South Africa, Report of the
Indian Colonization Enquiry Committee 1933-1934 (Pretoria, 1934); Indian Views, 17 February 1941.
54 African Chronicle, 22 September 1915. Local officials were responsible for verifying and attesting documents:
The chief presidency magistrate of a town in India, an officer in a native state or a district magistrate.
55 Indian Views, 18 August 1916; Indian Opinion, 18 August 1915; 18 April 1919.
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photographs of wives and children were required.
The COI, like the Certificate of Domicile, had an impact on family
migration. Hasaram Rijhoomal is a case in point. In December 1930, his
entire family, which included his wife, Dhamibai (aged 48 years), and his six
children, all minors, were denied entry and declared “prohibited immigrants”
for “abandonment of domicile”. Rijhoomal was a wealthy merchant, a partner
in the firm of G Ramchand, in Durban. He had business interests in Bombay,
Calcutta and Madras. On 8 September 1904, he made an application to the
IRO in Durban for a Certificate of Domicile under Act (Natal) 30 of 1903.
A certificate was issued on 9 September and Rijhoomal thereafter made
several trips to India in 1904, 1907, 1912 and 1916 and remained there until
December 1929. On 15 June 1929 he wrote from Hyderabad, Sind to the
IRO in Natal, seeking permission to bring his wife and children to Natal and
requested that the DI 91 form to be sent to the Chief Magistrate, Hyderabad.
The Principal Immigration Officer of Natal (PIO) replied to the letter on 13
July 1929 as follows:56
With reference to your letter of the 15th. ult., I have to inform you that
before a D.I.91 can be forwarded to India in respect of the entry into Natal
of your wife and family, it will be necessary for you to return and resume your
domicile in Natal.

Rijhoomal returned to Natal in January 1930 and obtained a CIO. He later
returned to India with the intention of bringing his family to Natal. On 25
January 1930, the IRO forwarded the D.I. 91 form in respect of his wife and
children to the Indian authorities and added:
It will be necessary for you to attend in person to identify and receive the
members of your family referred to, when those persons arrive at Durban from
India, as they should do on or before the 24th January 1931, when the period
of the certificate in this case expires.

On 3rd June 1930, the IRO wrote to Hasaram in Hyderabad informing him
that the completed D.I. 91 forms “have now been received from India and
will be retained in this office pending their arrival at this Port. This document
may be used by you for the purpose of obtaining passports for them to travel.”
On arrival in December 1930, Rijoomal and his family were denied entry and
declared prohibited immigrants, because of his prolonged absence from the
Colony between 1916 and 1929. However, Rijoomal successfully challenged
56 KCAL, IIAB, Dhamibhai and Others (Hasaram Rijhoomal’s wife and family) v Principal Immigration Officer
(Natal) 1st December 1931, KCM File 2, 99/53/2 (All quotes in the text were extracted from this source).
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the IRO ruling and secured domiciliary rights for his entire family.57
Many immigrants were not as fortunate as Rijoomal. Many only contemplated
family migration whilst visiting India. Magistrates in India refused to verify
Certificates of Relationship unless they were on a D.I. 91 form sanctioned
by the IRO in Natal. The personal filing of the forms meant that many
would have to return to Natal, secure the certified forms from the IRO, and
then return to India. This was an expensive process which favoured only a
privileged few. The IRO lamented that D.I. 91 forms were often incorrectly
completed and not attested, signed or verified. It would appear that some
migrants enlisted the help of inferior Magistrates and procured “a certificate
to their own liking which was generally of an unconvincing nature”.58 During
the First World War, sailing between India and Natal became irregular and
delayed the timeous arrival of travel documents.59 However, completed
forms were not necessarily conclusive evidence that guaranteed individuals
and their families’ right of entry and residence into the Union. The IRO
in Natal was conferred with wide discretionary powers to institute a second
enquiry and regulate immigration. Thus if the evidence submitted was not to
“the satisfaction of the IRO”, he could deny the entry of returning Indians
and their families. There were many cases where longstanding individuals in
possession of fixed property and business interests in Natal were denied entry;
many successfully challenged the IRO’s ruling. However, the large majority of
migrants who in many instances lacked funds to engage in legal proceedings
to defend their domicile and civic rights were denied entry.60

Passports
In the period before 1913, immigrants keen on travelling across India’s national
borders were issued with a variety of travel documents by government officials,
which were collectively described as a passport. Travellers, merchants and
Muslim pilgrims setting out for Haj were issued with documents confirming
their identity and their right of protection by the British Crown. Similarly,
in colonial Natal, free Indians seeking to travel abroad to Europe or Mecca
on pilgrimage were requested to submit a multiplicity of forms attesting to
57 KCAL, IIAB, File, 2, 99/53/2, Indian Opinion, 11 February 1916; Natal Law Reports, Vol. 37, 1916, pp. 4255.
58 African Chronicle, 22 September 1915.
59 African Chronicle, 22 September 1915; 3 November 1915; Indian Views, 10 December 1915.
60 Indian Views, 3 July 1914; Indian Opinion, 3 February 1915; 27 January 1915; Indian Opinion, 5 May 1916.
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their identity and citizenship.61 In 1903, Hussain Essopjee Bhomjee, of Surat,
India, a storekeeper in Durban, applied for a passport to travel to Mecca. He
enclosed an application form, payment fee and references/affidavits from two
colonial wholesale merchants in Durban both dated 16 March 1903, Messrs
Beatley & Co. and Heymann, Gordon & Co. Beatley’s affidavit described
Bhomjee as a “respectable Indian” and Heymann’s declared him “trustworthy
and respectable”. The application fee was £1 and 10 shillings.62 In August 1905
Hajee Cassim, a storekeeper in Dundee in the Natal Midlands, applied for a
passport to travel to Europe. He submitted a formal application, references,
a payment fee and a Certificate of Identity; the latter had to be verified by a
judicial or colonial official. His certificate read as follows:63
Certificate of Identity, Dundee, Natal, August 25 1905, The undersigned,
West Thorrold, Mayor of Dundee, residing at Dundee, hereby certifies that
HAJEE CASSIM whose signature is written in the margin is a British Subject
and requires a Passport to enable him to travel in Europe”.

The certificate was signed by Thorrold and Hajee Cassim signed in English.
It was later sent to the Colonial Secretary’s office in Natal for processing.64
Thus, prior to 1913 international travel was facilitated by a multiplicity of
forms. There was no single official document or certification that identified a
traveller as a citizen or national with a right to protection whilst abroad.
In the period after 1913 and during the First World War, Britain introduced
a new passport system. While it gained some momentum in British India,
it was made compulsory by the Indian Passport Act of 1920 which required
the use of passports and imposed controls on foreign travel by Indians and
foreigners travelling to and within India. Indian immigrants were issued with
a British Indian Passport, with proof of their national status and included all

61 NA, CSO 1796: 6720/1905, WH Tatham, applies for a passport on behalf of E Ayoob; CSO 1819: 6459/1906
Goodricke and Laughton, Apply on behalf of E Ebrahim for a passport to enable him to travel on the continents
of Europe and Africa; CSO 1796: 6721/1905, Lyon and Thorrold applies for a passport on behalf of H Cassim.
62 NA, CSO 1728: 2798/1903, Minute Paper: Messrs Allison and Hime of Pietermaritzburg apply on behalf of
an Indian named HE Bhomjee for a passport to travel in foreign parts; CSO 1808: 2237/1906, Minute Paper:
Romer Robinson, Solicitor, Durban 15 March 1906, applies on behalf of Rasool Khan, Dildar Khan and Vazee
Khan for passports to enable them to travel in foreign ports.
63 NA, CSO 1796: 6721/1905, Lyon and Thorrold applies for a passport on behalf of H Cassim.
64 The application was sent to the Colonial Secretary’s Office. It was first approved by the Private Under Secretary,
then sent to the Assistant Under Secretary, then to the Colonial Secretary and later to the district magisterial
offices. I came across certificates of domicile, which had the following inscription written on the reverse side:
“Certificate of domicile and passport”.

115

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

territories within the King’s dominions which were governed by him through
the Governor General in Council.65
Passports issued in 1916 consisted of a single sheet of pink paper folded
between board covers and bound in blue with a gold crest. For example,
Bhagu Vanmali was issued with a passport on 5 August 1916. The front cover
of the passport was emblazoned with the emblem of the British Empire (i.e.
the Royal Coat of Arms of the United Kingdom). The words “British Indian
Passport” were printed above the emblem and “Indian Empire” was printed
below. The text of the passport was printed in English and French. There was
a space for the applicant’s photograph and a column requesting the applicant’s
biographical and physical description: Age: 26 years, profession: Dhobi
(washer-man), Place and date of birth: Baroda State, 1890, Height: 5 feet,
5½ inches, forehead: narrow, Eyes: brown, Nose: ordinary, Mouth: ordinary,
Chin: square, colour of hair: Black, Complexion: wheat, Face: square. Under
Any special peculiarities it stated “scar on right calf ”. His national status was
described as “A subject of the state of Baroda, a Native state in India and as
such entitled to His Majesty’s Protection”.66
Women travelling with their spouses were entered on the same passport
as their spouse. Photographs of women, mainly in black and white, were
affixed to the passport. Muslim and Hindu women who observed purdah
(certain norms in veiling) refused to submit a photograph. Under the section
“photograph of bearer” the following remarks were written, “purdahnashin
lady” or “photograph omitted on religious grounds” or “waivered”.67 Passports
issued in the 1920s and 1930s show women in their traditional attire
with their heads covered, resplendent with Indian jewellery.68 In addition,
photographs were supplemented with a column, requesting additional
biographical and physical details of the wife: age, profession, place and
65 The passport was based on the format agreed upon by 1920 League of Nations International Conference on
Passports. The use of the passport was discontinued after the independence of India and Pakistan in 1947,
and its bearers were entitled to opt for Indian, Pakistani or British nationality. The title of the state used in the
passport was the “Indian Empire” which covered all of modern India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Burma.
66 Personal documents: Passport: Bhagu Vanmali 1916, Personal documents: Passport: Kalan Morar Bhikha,
Thakorbhai Govind & Family, Durban, KwaZulu-Natal.
67 The other half of the passport book was for the visa and port of entry and departure stamps. The passport
contained a note from the issuing state addressed to the authorities of all other states, identifying the bearer as
a citizen of that state and requesting that he or she be allowed to pass and be treated according to international
norms. The note inside of Indian passports stated, “These are to request and require in the name of the Viceroy and
Governor-General of India all those whom it may concern to allow the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance,
and to afford him every assistance and protection of which he or she may stand in need. By the order of the Viceroy and
Governor General of India.” The note bearing page is stamped and signed by the issuing passport officer.
68 Whilst purdah was strictly observed by Muslim women, this was not always the case with Hindu women.
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date of birth; maiden name; height in feet and inches, forehead, eyes, nose,
mouth, chin, colour of hair, complexion, face, and any special peculiarities.
A column also requested “particulars of children under the age of 16”
accompanying their parents.69 Applicants were required to sign below the
“photograph of the bearer”. Many passenger or free migrants signed their
names in their vernacular language (Gujarati) as many were illiterate in
the English language. This was followed by an English translation which
was placed below the applicant’s vernacular signature. For immigrants who
could neither sign in their vernacular language nor write in English, a thumb
impression was substituted for a signature which was certified by the person
verifying the declaration.
Passports issued to passenger Indians in the early twentieth century limited
their travel to specific places in the British Empire and a few countries outside
the Empire such as Italy, Switzerland, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany,
France, Spain, Norway, Sweden and Holland. For example, Kalan Morar
Bhikha’s passport issued in 1926 was valid for only “The British Empire”.
British Indian passports were issued to persons who were British subjects by
birth, by naturalisation, British protected persons or the spouse or widow
of such persons. The passports were issued by the passport offices run by
provincial governments. Passports issued in 1918 were valid for two years
while those issued in the 1920s, were valid for five years. Renewals could
only be only done in India. In 1922 the renewal of passports cost one Indian
rupee; the price was raised to three rupees in 1933.70
As noted, details regarding wives and children were often entered on their
spouse’s passport. However, in the 1920s, when family migration began to
gain momentum in the Union, many women began to apply as individual
citizens, precipitating individual female migration. Women issued with
passports were identified by their marital name. For example, Bai Tapi arrived
in Natal in 1924. She was assigned passport No. 21963 on 7 November 1924,
and under the name of “bearer”, was identified as follows: “Bai Tapi wife
of Thakor Narotam Bhoola”. Her national status was described as follows:
“British subject by birth. Wife of a British subject by birth.” Moreover, her
entry status was also reflected under the heading, Observations where the
Immigration Officer in Bombay wrote, “The holder is proceeding to join
69 Passport: Bhagu Vanmali 1916.
70 Passport: Kalan Morar Bhikha, 1926.
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her husband in Natal. She holds a Certificate of Relationship”. Thus a
married woman’s identity and citizenship rights in the migration process were
constructed by the status of her husband. Patriarchal norms characterized the
manner in which travel documents were verified and processed for passenger
or free Indian women.71
In 1917 the South African Union Government also instituted compulsory
passport regulations. Individuals seeking to leave the country either temporary
or permanently, had to procure a passport. They had to secure a letter of
recommendation from a local Justice of the Peace. This letter, together with
two passport size photographs, was then submitted to the Minister of Interior
and later the Immigration Department. The applicant was called before the
IRO to answer a few questions and to verify his details with his right and left
thumb impressions. However, later all ten fingerprints were requested. Many
Indians objected to the “fresh inquiry into the movement and circumstances”
of their application for a passport as being “unnecessary as well as mischievous”
and “unjustifiable”, as the Certificates of Domicile and Identity had already
recorded their mobility history and bore full details of their personal and
physical description.72 Despite their verbal protests the authorities did little
to redress their grievances.

Conclusion
In the absence of official documents on passenger or free Indian migration
this article has demonstrated how the biographical approach can be used as a
methodological tool to capture the diversity, complexity and the nature of free
Indian migration to Natal. The pre-1913 and post-1913 periods reveal the
ways in which government and the departments responsible for immigration
and citizenship made laws and decisions that affected immigrants to Natal. Free
Indian migratory and citizenship status were regulated by racist immigration
laws, which sought to exclude and subordinate this class of Indians. Migration
did not only affect the principal immigrant, but his extended family, wives
and children, who were often left behind in India. Migrants had to constantly
defend and reclaim their rights and those of their families through a structural
process of attesting and verifying their identity that humiliated their status
71 D Vallabh, Indian immigration to Natal with special reference to Narotam Bhoola (1867/1927), History III
Research Project May 1983, pp. 5-6, KC 30184.
72 Indian Views, 17 August 1917, 16 November 1917, 21 December 1917.
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as “Free British Indian Subjects”. Whilst indentured Indians were victims
of labour exploitation, free or passenger Indians, as “Free British Subjects”,
were victims of racial prejudice. They became immigrants rather than subjects
within the Empire.
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Abstract
The Ossewa-Brandwag (OB) was a mass-movement that originated as a
result of the euphoria created by the 1938 Centenary Celebrations of the
Great Trek in South Africa. With far-reaching and very ambitious aims the
OB was in essence a multi-layered organisation that had an impact on the
lives of hundreds of thousands of Afrikaners. It existed for more than ten years,
from 1939 to 1954. Despite the evident Afrikaner nationalist and republican
ideals for which the movement stood, the OB was also swept by the tide of
the ideological “zeitgeist” between the two World Wars. It was outspokenly
National-Socialist, anti-British and with the outbreak of the Second World
War it openly sided with Germany and was involved in several attempts to
sabotage South Africa’s participation in the war. Despite these more radical
aspects, the OB also had a cultural and social side in which most of its
members participated – including women. Until recently the role of women
in the OB has not been dealt with in “any” detailed way. Women formed a
dynamic, vibrant and outspoken group in the OB that not only participated
in the cultural and social aspects of the movement, but also the more violent
resistance towards the government’s pro-British sentiments. This article
focuses on the nature of women’s more general activities in the OB during the
movement’s early years from 1939 to 1943. These “general” activities include
women’s agency in the cultural, social and financial spheres of the OB as well as
their indispensable role as organisers. As mainly a descriptive historical study,
this article aims to introduce readers to the women of the OB, whose role in
the movement has been shamefully neglected in South African historiography.
Keywords: Afrikaner women; South African women; Women’s history;
Gender; Women; Women’s labour; Ossewa-Brandwag; Afrikaner nationalism.
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Introduction
The Ossewa-Brandwag (OB or “Oxwagon Sentinel”) was one of the main
manifestations of how the ideological currents of Fascism and National
Socialism influenced the South African public between the two world
wars. Established in February 1939, the OB initially set out to be a cultural
movement riding on the emotional wave caused by the centenary celebrations
of the Great Trek in 1938. The organization expanded rapidly and soon
became a mass-movement, existing for more than a decade until it was
disbanded in 1954. With the outbreak of the Second World War it began to
show a distinctly dualistic nature. “Afrikaner culture” was propagated on the
one hand and on the other hand the unique combination between Afrikaner
Calvinist nationalism and National Socialism was not only propagated,
but used as motivation for activism, rebellion and attacks on party politics,
democracy, the Smuts government and South Africa’s participation in the
Second World War.1
The opportunity to react to world events and work together to expand the
‘Afrikaner cause’ in South Africa was not confined to men in the OB. Of the
tens of thousands of members belonging to the movement, women formed a
formidable corpus. The history of the role of women in the OB has hitherto
been neglected in scholarship dealing with this radical Afrikaner nationalist
movement. Most academic works have been written from the perspective of
the universal male while only passing comments are made about women.2
1
2

P de Klerk, “Die Ideologie van die Ossewa-Brandwag”, PF van der Schyff (ed.), Die OB: Vuurtjie in Droë Gras
(Potchefstroom, PU vir CHO, 1991), pp. 292-400.
AJH van der Walt, ‘n Volk op trek: ‘n Kort geskiedenis van die ontstaan en ontwikkeling van die Ossewa-Brandwag
(Johannesburg, Kultuur en Voorligtingsdiens van die Ossewa-Brandwag, 1944); HG Stoker (red.), Agter tralies
en doringdraad (Stellenbosch, Pro Ecclesia, 1953); JFJ van Rensburg, Their paths crossed mine (Cape Town,
CNA, 1956); GC Visser, OB: Traitors or patriots? (Johannesburg, Johnathan Ball, 1976); PF van der Schyff
(red.), Geskiedenis van die Ossewa-Brandwag (Unpublished Report, Department of History, PU for CHE,
1984); JJ Badenhorst, “Die organisasiestruktuur van die Ossewa-Brandwag” (MA thesis, PU for CHE, 1985);
D Prinsloo, “Dr HF Verwoerd en die Ossewa-Brandwag, 1938-1952”, Kleio, 17(1), 1985, pp. 73-85; LM
Fourie, “Die Ossewa-Brandwag en Afrikanereenheid” (D Litt thesis, PU vir CHE, 1987); JJ Badenhorst,
“Vroeë organisasiestruktuur van die Ossewa-Brandwag”, Joernaal vir Eietydse Geskiedenis, 12(3), Desember
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This is problematic when one considers that the archives abound with material
where women’s historical agency cannot only be teased out by the historian,
but also sheds new light on our understanding of the Ossewa-Brandwag as
part of South African history.3
The administrative goal of the OB leaders was to organise the movement
according to the commando system of the former Boer republics. This would
form the basis of the organising structure, and divisions were organised into
commandos throughout the country with the aim of seeking collaboration
with all existing Afrikaans cultural organisations and those focusing on
the economic development of the Afrikaner.4 During one of the formative
meetings of the OB on 17 July 1939 a decision was made that each commando
would consist of two separate divisions, namely male and female. Each
division would have its own officers of equal rank up to that of commandant.
The male commandant, however, would command the entire commando
because he was regarded as the more senior commandant.5 At this meeting
the Ossewa-Brandwag Women’s Division came into existence. Higher up in
the hierarchy of the OB itself was the Women’s Auxiliary Council (WAC)
which was responsible for the organisation and leadership of the hundreds of
women commandos that were organised throughout the country. The WAC
also sat on the OB High Council, the highest administrative organ of the
Ossewa-Brandwag.6 Thus it was clear that women were part of the OB from
its very start.
This article aims to describe the nature of women’s general activities in
the OB from 1939 to 1943. The goal is to inform readers about the role
women played as part of the OB as a cultural movement during the war
years. Furthermore this article attempts to shed light on a topic never before
described in South African historiography and to contribute to breaking the
silence on the women who were part of this radical nationalist movement.
Research has already been published on the role OB women played in

3
4
5
6

I refer here to the Ossewa-Brandwag Archives Museum housed at the Potchefstroom Campus of the NorthWest University.
JJ Badenhorst, “Organisasiestruktuur van die Ossewa-Brandwag”, PF van der Schyff, Die OB: Vuurtjie in droë
gras (Potchefstroom, PU for CHE, 1991), p. 173.
Ossewa-Brandwag Archives, Ferdinand Postma Library, Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University
(hereafter OBA): Grootraad collection., B/L 1/2, file 11: Minutes of meeting, 17 July 1939.
For a detailed description of the organisation of the Women’s Division, see C Blignaut, “Volksmoeders in die
kollig: ‘n Histories-teoretiese verkenning van die rol van vroue in die Ossewa-Brandwag, 1938 tot 1954” (MA,
NWU, 2012), pp. 136-152.
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resisting South Africa’s participation in the Second World War.7 These works
on OB women should not be regarded as mere supplements to the works
researched and published on the OB already. Rather they should be seen as
part of a growing body of work dealing with the history of the OB from
the perspective of Afrikaner women and, although this particular article is
a descriptive study, their agency should also be seen against the backdrop of
gender as a category of historical analysis. A more critical engagement with
the nature of women’s agency described in this article will be undertaken at a
later stage in another article.
Indeed, the OB was an organisation which attempted to assert itself in all
spheres of Afrikaner life. Its members pursued the enhancement and practice
of Afrikaner culture according to a specifically construed ideal, especially
in the case of women where the “volksmoeder”8 took a leading role. This
pursuit can be linked to what was referred to as the Afrikaner’s “national
movement” and the OB claimed that these ideals were first established in the
OB itself.9 As an organised unit the OB declared that it was an organisation
of the “volk” which “intended to stand guard over all spheres of the life of
the ‘volk’ on behalf of the ‘volk’”.10 These spheres naturally included what
contemporaries called “the world of women” where the so-called “cultural” or
general objectives of the OB Women’s Division were to be realised.11

“The world of women”: The general activities of OB women with specific
reference to 1939-1943
Most of the women’s activities took place within the separate OB Women’s
Division. It was here in their own “special place”, to use their contemporaries’
reference to the division, where women, against the backdrop of contemporary
gender constructions, could assert themselves as historical agents. Especially
during the period 1939 to 1943 women pursued the original cultural
objectives of the OB buy in 1943 the role of women underwent a shift in
7

See in this regard C Blignaut, “‘Goddank dis hoogverraad en nie laagverraad nie!’: Die rol van vroue in die
Ossewa-Brandwag se verset teen Suid-Afrika se deelname aan die Tweede Wêreldoorlog”, Historia, 57(2), 2012,
pp. 68-103.
8 The volksmoeder (mother of the nation) was an Afrikaner nationalist construction representing the ideal of
womanhood to which every Afrikaner women had to aspire.
9 OBA, DJM Cronje collection, B/L 15, file 4, Ossewa-Brandwag: Vanwaar en waarheen? (From where and where
to?), p. 10.
10 OBA, Ketting–Vlugskrifte, (Circular Pamphlet) No. 1, 1941.
11 See Volksblad, 6 February 1939, 15 April 1939 and Die Volkstem, 13 February 1939.
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emphasis and the Women’s Division also started paying attention to a clearly
formulated idea of “volksorg” (taking care of the “volk”).12 This article focuses
on the first period.
In each province the Women’s Auxiliary Council was responsible for taking
a lead in women’s activities. It was decreed that the WAC would supervise the
objectives of the women’s division in relation to the objectives of the OB as
a whole. Senior women officers of the different areas would ensure that the
activities of the women commandos under their specific authority met the
official objectives of the Women’s Division and they were also responsible for
coordinating activities.13 For this reason the duty of women in the OB (from
1939 to 1943) was described in greater detail by the WAC in the following
terms:
•

That women would encourage the men to service and devotion and where
needed give moral support to the men to meet the objective stated in the OB
constitution.

•

Propaganda for the “volk”, especially propagating our own government system
as set out in national circular No. 2/41 and everything of our own so that the
“volk” will learn to love that which was born from the sweat and blood of our
ancestors.

•

To raise funds by selling refreshments at meetings of the Ossewa-Brandwag,
asking people who were well disposed for contributions and gifts so that the
enormous organisation of the OB could continue to mobilise the “volk” for the
last charge.

•

To train members in administration, hygiene, educational issues, home caregiving, national nutrition and first aid.

•

To encourage the singing of folk songs and folk dances among the people.14

Consequently the role of women in the OB is described by referring to
the way women acted as indispensable agents in the Ossewa-Brandwag by
fulfilling the duties decreed for the Women’s Division and the WAC. This
being so, women’s role as fund- raisers as well as their participation in the
cultural activities of the OB will be discussed.

12 See C Blignaut, “Volksmoeders in die kollig...”, pp. 238-289 for a detailed description of “volksorg” in the OB.
13 OBA, Cape governing body collection, B/L 5(i)/1, file 5: Die Vroue-afdeling van die Ossewa-Brandwag (The
Women’s Division of the OB) Cape Province.
14 OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/1, file 2: Order No. 5/42, appendix A.
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“Women devoted in their service”:15 OB women and fund-raising
The Ossewa-Brandwag Emergency Fund was set up in 1941 as a result of the
mass arrests and internment of OB members under the War Measures Acts
of the Smuts government. Hundreds of persons were detained in gaol or in
internment camps because they resisted the war effort or were regarded as a
threat by government agents. Others were on the run and had to be provided
for as they fled from one house sanctuary to the next.16 The Emergency
Fund had to ensure that there was enough money to provide for the needs
of dependants of the detained, fugitives and interned persons. This is where
women fulfilled one of their most significant functions in the OB, namely as
the financial heart of the Emergency Fund.
Shortly after the arrest of the first political prisoners under the Emergency
Regulations of the Smuts government in 1940, the Transvaal Governing
Body of the OB swiftly took steps to take care of the dependants of the
prisoners. For this purpose the “Boerevolk” Emergency Fund was set up. In
November of the same year the administration of the Fund was transferred
to the FAK (Federation of Afrikaans Cultural Organisations).17 The fact that
so many members of the Ossewa-Brandwag were interned led to its Transvaal
Governing Body once more taking over the administration of the fund from
March 1941.18 With the detention of masses of bread winners at a time when
women had no access to occupational labour “a situation of dire need arose”.19
Because of these circumstances, the leader of the OB, Commandant General
(CG) JFJ van Rensburg called up every member of the OB to ensure that a
“national disaster” would be averted: “Convert your commandos into havens
of rescue! One for all, and all for one!”20 With this call from the CG the
OB Emergency Fund came into being on 22 February 1942 replacing the
“Boerevolk” Emergency Fund. Shortly afterwards a command was issued
that all OB women had to stop raising funds for any other organisation for
the time being and concentrate their efforts on the OB Emergency Fund.21
Therefore mainly fund-raising by women commandos would become the
symbols of these so-called “havens of rescue”.
15
16
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20
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OBA, Die OB, 18 December 1942.
E Theron, Sonder hoed of handskoen (Kaapstad, Tafelberg, 1983), p. 42.
OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Die OB Noodhulpfonds (The OB Emergency Fund).
OBA, Tape recording, interview (tr.) tape Nos. 76-77, 1979: HM Robinson/JH Coetzee, p. 18.
OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Die OB Noodhulpfonds (The OB Emergency Fund).
OBA, Die OB, 28 January 1942.
OBA, Cape governing body collection, B/L 5(i)/1, file 5: Order.
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The Emergency Fund was administered directly from the office of the CG in
Pretoria.22 At the head of the Emergency Fund was Professor Geoffrey Cronjé.
He is renowned for his ideas on race and the influence they had on the later
policy of apartheid23 but he also played a major role in teasing out the role of
women in the OB. As a sociologist at the University of Pretoria since 1936
he was to leave his mark on family sociology which would later influence
the Women’s Division and the official ideology of the OB. Cronjé strongly
identified with the organisation and also held high positions in the OB, such as
general for Pretoria, secretary of the “Grootraad” (Main Council) (1947/48),
head of the Emergency Fund and later on head of Women’s “Volksorg”.24
The fund was placed under the control of a board of trustees as well as a
committee of at least four OB members appointed by the CG. Between 1940
and 1943 the board consisted of academics from all over South Africa as well
as the chief female generals in the Western Cape, namely Mrs Emmie du Toit,
Mrs M de Villiers and the famous Mrs ME Rothmann, the latter who was
eminently suited to be a trustee of the fund as a consequence of her involvement
in the ACVV (Afrikaans Christian Women’s Association). The administrative
committee consisted of Gen. P Meyer as chairman, the chief female general
from the Witwatersrand, Mrs K Malan as vice-chairwoman and three other
OB members. The fact that Mrs Malan served on the central committee is
significant, since the Emergency Fund was not only used for supporting the
families of the interned but huge amounts were also spent on uplifting the
“poor whites” of the Witwatersrand.25 Apart from the administration and
bookkeeping of the Emergency Fund this central committee had to oversee
the investigation of all circumstances in cases of need which required the
granting of a monthly contribution to the needy.26 Each commando was
responsible for monitoring the needy who were suffering as a result of the
emergency measures and for each commando a list of people in need was
drawn up and brought to the attention of the Emergency Committee. For
instance, at the time when the internment started in 1941 the OB authority
22 OBA, Tape recording, interview (transcription), tape no. 34, 1985: LM Fourie/KJH Behrens, p. 5.
23 JM Coetzee, “The mind of Apartheid”, Social Dynamics, Vol. 17(1), 1999, pp. 1-35.
24 See C Marx, Oxwagon sentinel..., pp. 505-507, as well as C Blignaut, “Volksmoeders in die kollig...”, pp. 277285 for more detail on Cronjé’s influence on OB policy concerning women. “Volksorg” was a term used in the
OB to describe the works of charity done by women and the responsibility women had to take as “caregivers of
the nation”.
25 C Marx, Oxwagon sentinel..., p. 337.
26 OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Reëls van die OB Noodhulpfonds (Rules of The OB Emergency
Fund).
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of Pretoria provided for no less than sixteen families monthly.27 Erika Theron
wrote that for many women the fund was “the only help available”.28
The fact that male and female commandos were separated often led to
confusion about who was responsible for the administration of emergency
relief in a specific commando. Initially the male commandant was held
responsible for the investigation and report back on all emergency cases in
his area. However, this measure led to “unhappy friction between male and
female officers” on the issue of who would actually be responsible for the work
of investigation, reports and recommendations. G Cronjé gave advice with
regard to this friction which is significant concerning the gender relationships
between the male and female commandos. He wrote: “the work (can) never
be replacing – it should be complementary”.29 This correlates with the official
policy of the OB regarding women, namely that they were the “assistants” of
the male commandos and were more or less regarded as an “auxiliary division
of the men’s division”.30 In spite of this discourse women’s “help” was of such a
nature in the Emergency Fund that women commandos became indispensable.
Cronjé realised this and it was stipulated that the social activities of the fund
would be managed mainly by the women’s division. Visiting needy families
was a matter exclusively for the women and was described as something that
had to be done regularly in the spirit of “a visit by a sympathetic sister to the
home of a needy sister”. Moreover the fund not only accepted money, for
“some people would rather give a sheep than half a crown”. Thus the fund
often received a lot of farm products which were distributed together with
the monthly allowance among families. Distributing these products could be
handled by any commando but donations such as clothes and shoes had to be
managed solely by the local organisation of the Women’s Division.31
A specific procedure was laid down for handling emergency cases in the
jurisdiction of a commando. A female commandant was responsible for
investigation in order to ascertain any needs in her commando’s jurisdiction.
Thereafter she had to submit a report and recommendations to the secretariat
of the Emergency Fund. Final recommendations would come from the chief
female general of an area (in other words the WAC). When persons in need had
been identified, a lady from the commando paid a visit in the form of a “true
27
28
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30
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OBA, MSF Grobler collection, B/L 1/7, file 1: Noodhulp gevalle (Emergency cases).
E Theron, Sonder hoed of handskoen, p. 42.
OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Die OB Noodhulpfonds (The OB Emergency Fund).
OBA, PJ Meyer collection, B/L 1/4, file 7: Doelstellings en taak (Objectives and duty).
OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Die OB Noodhulpfonds (The OB Emergency Fund).
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boer visit” or a “trip in your car to an OB function or to some or other social
entertainment, to the Zoo or just out into the veld.” Women also had to give
moral support to their needy sisters so that “there would be no atmosphere of
humiliating charity”. Within the ranks of the OB it was felt that women had
a particular bent for this duty.32 As soon as a person in the area of a particular
commando had been interned the women’s commando usually investigated
and provided funds if help was urgently needed.33 However, this procedure
does not describe the extent of the aid which ordinary OB women provided
by means of their fund-raising and the organising of events. The following
statement on the objectives for which funds were applied, sheds some light
on the impact of the funds raised by women on those who suffered under the
emergency regulations:
•

Support for “dependants” of interned men and political prisoners.

•

Paying of hire purchase instalments, insurance premiums, and the protection
of other possessions which could be needed for the security of families of the
above-mentioned interned or political prisoners.

•

Payment of essential and/or desirable transport costs for such “dependants”
and/or their household possessions.

•

Payment of essential amounts regarding medical and/or dental services on
behalf of such “dependants”.

•

Payment of amounts for supplies, and similar services to political prisoners and
the interned.

•

Payment of amounts for study facilities for the interned and political prisoners
so that they could better prepare themselves for service after the war.

•

Payment of such other essential and/or desirable amounts for the security of the
interned or political prisoners and/or the families dependent on them.

•

Making available loans on security of promissory notes or as otherwise stipulated
to discharged interned or political prisoners which would reasonably enable
them to realise a mode of existence for themselves and their “dependants”.34

As mentioned above, the contributions of the women to emergency relief
included more than the stipulated raising of funds. Women also provided
for the basic needs of men in the internment camps and gaols. They used the
money at their disposal to buy food “and everything a man actually needed
32 OBA, PJ Meyer collection, B/L 1/4, file 4: Die OB Noodhulpfonds (The OB Emergency Fund) Memorandum.
33 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2, file 7: Minutes of WAC meeting, 13 February 1942.
34 OBA, G Cronje collection, B/L 1/12, file 1: Reëls van die OB Noodhulpfonds (Rules of The OB Emergency
Fund).
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in the camp we had to collect” according to Mrs CW Rautenbach, Chief
Woman (‘Hoofvrou’) of Northern Transvaal.35 The women commandos
of Pretoria and the Witwatersrand in particular aided political prisoners
as the Central Prison in Pretoria was nearby. During the time of the mass
internments in 1942 these women supplied foodstuffs for up to 75 men in
prison, in spite of the scarcity of food. Petrol was rationed and it was often
difficult to get to the prison. Mrs WJ Seymore, chief female commandant of
Pretoria (Northern Transvaal), related that when the women could not get
transport to the prison “I had ladies who carried that large amount of food
and walked to the gaol.” The women also saw to the payment for suits to be
tailor-made for the prisoners who had to appear in court.36 At Christmas time
special efforts were made to spoil the men in the internment camps. There
were two women in particular who did this kind of work, namely Mrs Lenie
Tom and Mrs Lenie Jack. Mrs Lenie Jack’s husband was the commandant
of the Koffiefontein commando and there was a good relationship between
him and the camp officials of the Koffiefontein Internment Camp. This gave
the two women the opportunity to provide much help to the interned in
the nearby camp. During one specific Christmas they made a hundred and
three plum puddings between the two of them.37 Women also wanted to
support their husbands in more ways than simply material care. The women’s
commando of Vryburg, for instance, decided to go and sing to the men in the
prison. They were transported to the prison in two trucks and stood before
the goal singing folks songs for hours. Mrs J Marais related: “We wanted to
give moral support to our men out there in prison. And they did hear us. They
say it was a great inspiration to them that we did it.”38
As can be seen from the official objectives and activities of the Women’s
Division and WAC the duty of fund-raising was regarded as a task to be
managed by the OB women. Local units usually organised special Emergency
Fund events or collecting events (bazaars) after consulting with the WAC.
Women were the organisers of events par excellence. Mrs CW Rautenbach
even went as far to describe the difference between the men and women in the
OB as follows: “The men were always holding meetings. We simply brought
35 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 23, 1973: HM Robinson/CW Rautenbach, p. 5. I refer to the
gendered title of these women because it was the way contemporaries referred to each other.
36 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 82, 1975: HM Robinson/W Seymore, p. 3; Tape recordings,
interview (tr.), tape No. 61, 1975: HM Robinson/F Botha, p. 11.
37 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 131, 1977: LM Fourie/CM Immelman, pp. 6-7.
38 OBA, Tape recordings (tr.), tape No. 208, 1985: Memories of Mrs J Marais, p. 3.
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together the women and we just organised.”39 For this reason “hard-working
women with a talent for organising” had to be found to take the lead at
events.40 There was no end to the OB women’s work in this regard. Mrs B
Roux of Paarl was an aide for ten years in her women’s commando and she
describes the activities of the Women’s Division as follows:41
Every Friday afternoon we gathered at the house we rented. The Boerejeug
(Boer Youth) and the Women’s commando gathered and there we did…
goodness, what a lot of things we did! We made the most of what we had to
raise funds for the Emergency Fund. We held lectures and gave demonstrations
and we had a spinning wheel there and a loom. It was really a very busy time
to raise money for the Emergency Fund.

Every week, month and year numerous functions of various kinds were
organised to raise funds. Huge and small functions were organised – most
of the time under the unfavourable circumstances of the war years. It varied
from taking up a collection at the doors at a meeting to a variety of gatherings
which bore witness to the women’s ingenuity. One such event which was quite
popular was the so-called “Apron Evening”. Each woman in the commando
would bring an apron and wear it to the function. Men who were present
at the function then threw coins into the pocket of the apron they liked
best and at the close of the evening the aprons were auctioned. OB women
availed themselves of every opportunity to collect funds. For instance, during
every OB function the women officers would sell coffee and tea.42 Women
regularly organised bazaars too. Mrs WJ Seymore tells about a bazaar held in
a public park in Wonderboom South, Pretoria. In 1941 there was a gathering
of thousands of people. The OB women of Pretoria sold pancakes at a tickey
each. At the end of the morning they had made £100 in this way.43 This
means that they had baked approximately 3 000 pancakes!
Women attached great value to their role as fund-raisers. One of the work
schedules of the women commandos in the Free State, possibly stipulated by
female general C Meyer of the Free State, describes this role in the following
terms: “Just as women in the olden days poured bullets for the man to shoot
with so that their safety and survival could be guaranteed, so the women
in the Ossewa-Brandwag will take care of the necessary funds so that the
39
40
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OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 23, 1973: HM Robinson/CW Rautenbach, p. 4.
OBA, Cape governing body collection, B/L 5(i)/1, file 5: Mobilising women’s strength.
OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 202, 1985: HM Robinson & WR Laubscher/B Roux, p. 1.
OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2, file 6: Suggestions to women’s commandos.
OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 82, 1975: HM Robinson/WJ Seymore, p. 2.
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struggle can be taken further and victory can be gained.”44 The reason for this
action may be that women were not only responsible for collecting money for
the Emergency Fund but also for the Ossewa-Brandwag itself. The economic
policy of the OB aimed at helping the Afrikaner gain his or her rightful place
in the economic sphere. Economic uplifting did not stop with the care and
support of the families of the interned but also entailed increased support
to the “Reddingsdaadbond”, support of farmers and the raising of several
funds to carry out the policy of uplifting.45 With this objective in mind the
OB meetings were used as a good source of income. It was reported in “Die
Burger” and “Die Transvaler” that women “usually” made more than £600
during a huge OB function.46 Thus it is no surprise that the “Vaderland”
on one occasion reported that the heavy financial pressure on “culturally
inspired” meetings eventually led to the waning of OB members’ enthusiasm
for functions.47 Nevertheless, there was always money to collect during events
of this kind. The greatest of these functions was called Union Funds Day,
Organisation Day or OB Day and took place annually on 8 August.48
Next to the celebration of the Boer victory over the British on 27 February
1881 during the First Anglo Boer War, called Freedom Day, Majuba Day or
OB Day was the second largest official festive day on the calendar. OB Day
was closely linked to the Voortrekker Centenary of 1938. On 8 August 1938
the ox wagons of the symbolic ox wagon trek left Cape Town on their trip
northwards. It was regarded as the birthday of the Ossewa-Brandwag because,
according to OB leadership, on that day the “volk” started “moving forward”
in the form of the OB as mass movement.49
OB Day was celebrated for the first time in 1942 and was honoured up to
1952. It was regarded as the “greatest countrywide endeavour by women” and
OB women referred to Fund-raising Day as their “main celebration”, meaning
fund-raising event.50 Women saw it as a day of sacrifice where “the “volk” has
to be taught to make sacrifices.”51 It would seem as if on this day the gender
tables were turned. It was decreed that the initiative for Fund-raising Day
44 OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2, file 6: Work Schedule: Women’s Auxiliary Council,
Orange Free State.
45 PJ Prinsloo, “Kultuurbeeld van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, p. 359.
46 Die Burger, 5 September 1941; Die Transvaler, 4 February 1941, 28 February 1941, 6 March 1941, and 21
March 1941.
47 Die Vaderland, 28 May 1941.
48 OBA, Die OB, 8 April 1942; 9 December 1946.
49 OBA, Area A collection, B/L 5(i)(a)/3, file 16: Feesdag: 8 Augustus (Celebration: 8 August).
50 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 6: Minutes of WAC meeting 12 March 1942.
51 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting 9 May 1942.
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would be left exclusively to the women, but that “the whole-hearted support
and cooperation of the men were essential”. During this day the men would
take a “special” place, since “the men would have to make a special effort to
support and help the women in all respects wherever possible.”52 On this
day the Youth Front would also cooperate and organising them was also the
women’s responsibility.53 The “fund-raising efforts of every man, woman and
child” were divided along gender lines. Men could sell livestock and donate
the value on Fund-raising Day while the women had to occupy themselves
throughout the year by creating needlework or works of art which they could
sell beforehand or on Fund-raising Day itself. All through the year the youth
collected “pennies and tickeys”.54
The WAC had various methods of collecting money for Fund-raising Day
throughout the year. One method was to give small amounts of money to
the women officers of the different commandos to be used for generating
more money. On 8 August they would then declare their profits. The women’s
division of Tzitsikama was given two shillings in 1942. The women made
articles from coffee bags and sold these. They also had a hen hatch some eggs
and sold the chickens. On 8 August 1942 they had increased the two shillings
to £7-9-0.55 The idea was that, in the midst of the shortages resulting from
the war, the women had to be frugal and make “something out of nothing”.
Thus women were encouraged to make “thrift articles” or “junk articles”. The
objective was to raise funds but it was also regarded as educational, since the
idea was “to guide people and inspire them to think for themselves and devise
and create things … [it] encourages useful handiwork and whets the sense of
resourcefulness …”56
The diversity of articles made by women knew no end. Articles included
children’s toys such as abacuses made from empty spools, doll’s playthings
from match boxes, porcupine quills, fish tins and shoe boxes, blankets,
buttons from sawn up spools or sliced peach stones or decorated walnut shells,
serviette rings made from marrow bones, painted by artistic women, articles

52 OBA, Transvaal governing body collection, B/L 8(i)/1, file 1: Fondsdag: 8 Augustus (Fund–raising Day: 8
August).
53 OBA, A Potgieter collection, B/L 1/1, file 1: Herinneringe aan die Boerejeug (Memories of the Boerejeug),
1942-1946.
54 OBA, Transvaal governing body collection, B/L 8(i)/1, file 1: Fondsdaf: 8 Augustus (Fund–raising Day: 8
August).
55 OBA, Die OB, 18 December 1942.
56 OBA, G Cronje collection B/L 2/11, file 3: Die maak van rommelartiekels [sic] (Making junk articles).
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from flour bags and a variety of clothes, etc.57 Women commandos worked
all the year round on these articles and sold them before or on Fund-raising
Day.58 The OB women of the Free State collected money by means of a socalled “floating painting” for years. The Cape Province WAC received eleven
paintings from one Mrs Ferguson-Louw in 1942. Each WAC member in the
Cape Province received one painting to sell as a fund-raiser and one painting
was given to the chief female general of each area to use as fund-raisers. The
Free State WAC immediately voted against a lottery and came up with a
better “more acceptable” method. It was decided that the painting would
be auctioned in the different commandos in the Free State. The commando
which made the highest bid received the painting for one year. Afterwards the
commando which generated the most money received the painting for one
year. In this way the painting became the “trophy” of the Free State women
commandos and was awarded on Fund-raising Day.59
8 August was celebrated through small and great festivals all over South
Africa. Mrs B Roux explained how OB Day was celebrated in Paarl in
the form of a huge bazaar in the town hall which lasted from the morning
to the evening. There was an incredibly huge quantity of food which was
prepared with the aid of donations of farm products made by numerous
farmers. The “Boerejeug”60 had their own table and there also was “a huge
table with needlework”. The evening ended with a dinner.61 Women were
also responsible for selling articles which were on offer but had not been sold
during the celebrations – nothing was wasted.62 Many Fund-raising days also
included entertainment that was “typically Afrikaans”. During the afternoons
“Boeresport” was often held, including competitions like target shooting,
“jukskei”, three-legged races, and similar activities. Staging folk dances was
also on the programme and another highlight was when veterans from the
Anglo-Boer War shared their experiences with the youth.63 The calls made for
Fund-raising Day were definitely propagandist at times, clearly using singular
interpretations of the idea of the “volksmoeder”.64
57 OBA, G Cronje collection B/L 2/11, file 3: Die maak van rommelartiekels [sic] (Making junk articles).
58 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 202, 1985: HM Robinson & WR Laubscher/B Roux, p. 1.
59 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 9 May1942. Free State governing
body collection, B/L 6/2, file 6: Voorstelle vir Vrouekommandos (Suggestions for Women’s commandos).
60 This term refers to the youth wing of the OB.
61 OBA, Tape recording, interview (tr.), tape No. 76–77, 1985: HM Robinson & WR Laubscher/B Roux, p. 3.
62 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 17 October 1942.
63 OBA, Transvaal governing body collection, B/L 8(i)/1, file 1: Fondsdag: 8 Augustus (Fund-raising Day: 8
August).
64 OBA, Die OB, 22 July 1942.
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If the mothers of the volk in the past were willing to sacrifice their sons, yes
even their infants, on the altar of our freedom, are you not prepared to sacrifice
just a small part of your income on the altar for the same freedom which has
not yet been realised? You will be given this opportunity on 8 August.

It is important to keep in mind that Fund-raising Day was not held to raise
money for the Emergency Fund. Female general C Meyer spelled it out clearly
in 1942: “The funds raised on this day will be going solely and exclusively to
the Ossewa-Brandwag as a movement …”.65 The Free State OB women in
1942 raised more than £3 000 on Fund-raising Day “for the provincial coffer”
66
and tried to double it each year.67 Although this ideal was not completely
reached the Free State OB women increased the amount each year. In 1944
female general Meyer made the following appeal to her commandos: “I am
proud of what the women in this area have already accomplished. In 1942
we raised £3 200, in 1943 we increased this amount to £4 500. Shouldn’t
we summon all our strength and attempt to reach £5 000 this year?”68 If one
takes into account that a similar income was received annually from each of
the OB districts69 it can be assumed that women were the financial lifeblood
of the Ossewa-Brandwag.
Apart from grand occasions such as Fund-raising Day or smaller functions
geared towards full time fund-raising the OB often served as a form of
social contact between fellow Afrikaner women. It offered housewives the
opportunity of making themselves felt outside the house. Women who lived
on remote farms received the opportunity to interact with others via the OB
An example of this was the creation by the Free State women of a “Ladies’
Restroom” in Bloemfontein. By May 1942 it was envisaged to furnish a special
place for “ladies who for instance come to the city just for a day, so that they
can leave their parcels there or come and sit down to rest when necessary.”70
Because of the financial pressure caused by the war the idea was not taken
further at that stage. However, women were very enthusiastic about the idea
and by October 1942 the Free State WAC had rented Room No 60 on the
fourth floor of the S.A.S. Bank Building in Bloemfontein. An anonymous
person who was well-disposed donated furniture and, although the governing
65
66
67
68
69
70

OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 9 May 1942.
OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 17 October 1942.
OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 12 March 1943.
OBA, JAS de Wet collection, B/L 1/7, file 3: Correspondence: JAS de Wet/C Meyer, 5 June 1944.
See OBA, Area F collection, B/L 8(i)(b)/4/26, file 2: Sesmaandelikse verslag (Six monthly report), 1944.
OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 9 May 1942.
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body of the Free State OB offered to pay the rent, the OB women declined
and one month’s rent had already been collected in advance by the WAC.
The Free State WAC nominated a “Restroom Committee” which would be
responsible for organising a monthly lecture to be held in the Restroom. It
would be advertised in advance in the “The OB” newspaper. Furthermore
the room would also be used to divulge “all information in connection with
shops, boarding houses and doctors who can be supported” (in other words,
those who were kindly disposed towards the OB). Women found it necessary
to mention during a meeting that “men would also be allowed, but smoking
would be strictly prohibited”.71
Four months after the appointment of the committee the Restroom was
already a great success. The room was frequently visited and women from the
Bloemfontein commando were on duty every day. Three lectures were given
during that time and women also started procuring a collection of books.
Apart from the lectures women also used the Restroom as an opportunity to
generate funds. Tea and coffee were sold at 3d a cup and between October
1942 and March 1943 the committee collected £24 6/7½d of which £5
6/11d was used for maintaning the restroom. The balance was sent to the Free
State head office.72 The Free State Ladies’ Restroom as well as OB friendship
centres across the country gave OB members the chance of mixing socially
with like-minded people and thereby strengthened the spirit of unity in the
organisation.
In this way OB fund-raising activities often meant a lot to individual OB
members. Mrs J Marais remembers “it was always very pleasant; there always
was a very pleasant atmosphere. We all felt the same and there were never any
quarrelling or such like. Everybody would agree with one other. It was really
very pleasant. We all had the same feeling, being together.”73 It would seem as
if the camaraderie of key groups of people who worked together in different
commandos even outlived the OB as a movement. Mrs CJH Steenkamp
remembered almost 50 years later:74
You were always surprised when you saw the small group of people who
attended the function. Then you were always surprised when you counted the
money at the end of the evening. One almost felt like crying when you thought
71
72
73
74

OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 17 October 1942.
OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 12 March 1943.
OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 208, 1985: Memories of Mrs J Marais, p. 3.
OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 165–166, 1985: LM Fourie/KJH Steenkamp, p. 8.
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the people were actually poor and you saw how much the small number of
people had brought in, but the cooperation was always lovely and everyone
did what they could. Even years after the Ossewa-Brandwag I noticed when
we held functions – of whatever kind, for the church or the Party – you would
always find the small number of former Ossewa-Brandwag members there …
people who did the hard work and on whom one could really depend, they
were the small number of Ossewa-Brandwag people.

OB women’s fund-raising activities were unique in the sense that it was
considered to be an exclusively women’s affair. In this regard the men supported
the women. It was the area in which women could have the greatest impact.
However, fund-raising was only one feature of women’s agency in the early
years of the Ossewa-Brandwag.

OB women’s general cultural activities
Throughout its existence the OB would project a distinct cultural touch.
Especially in the period 1939 to 1941 the OB was generally regarded as a
cultural organisation.75 The functions and activities of the OB were inter alia
described as follows:76
Celebrating national Afrikaans festivals and birthdays of our heroes, setting
up memorials, wreath-laying at monuments, tracing and maintaining
historical places and graves of Afrikaners who died for South Africa, organising
gatherings like target-shooting, throwing the jukskei, et cetera, doing folk
dances and folk songs, holding marches, holding regular meetings of an
educational and social nature, staging stage productions, organising lectures
on history, our literature, national matters and the world of women, debates,
camps for men and women, etcetera.

But the OB attempted to be more than just a merely cultural organisation: it
had to be a continuation of the complete concept of Afrikaner unity achieved
by the 1938 Voortrekker Centenary festivals. Thus the OB was seen as a means
of achieving cooperation between Afrikaners outside and above politics in
order to realise their ideal of political, economic and cultural freedom. When
he became the CG in 1941 Dr Van Rensburg began to utilise the cultural
activities of the OB to serve more extensive goals. For him the OB was a tool
75 See PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuuraktiwiteite van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, PF van der Schyff, Die OB: Vuurtjie in droë
gras, pp. 332-384.
76 Die Volksblad, 6 February 1939, 15 April 1939 and Die Volkstem , 13 February 1939. See also PJJ Prinsloo,
“Kultuurbeeld van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, p. 33.
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to arouse and escalate a spirit of activism among Afrikaners.77 He considered
the movement exceptionally suitable for this task. He regarded it “as the
mobilised Afrikaner, mobilised for the struggle for survival in the different
spheres of the life of the people.” Through the OB he wanted to mobilise
the Afrikaner economically, culturally and for mutual protection.78 Under Dr
Van Rensburg’s leadership the cultural activities of the OB were focused solely
on the republican ideal.79 Furthermore the function of extending the volk’s
culture was mainly to emphasise the inclusion and equality of all Afrikaners in
the Ossewa-Brandwag, as well as retaining their “own” in the name of a future
republic.80 Against this background the cultural activities of OB women will
be described.
In the cultural activities of the OB the “world of women” would in essence
be expressed by the role they played during women camps and national
festivals. That the OB was a “gendered” movement clearly emerges from the
fact that a clear distinction was often made between the activities of men and
those of women. For instance, it was decreed that, as in the case of separate
commandos based on gender, there would also be separate camps for men
and women. Women camps was an important activity in every OB area and
individual commandos regularly organised their own camps. Camps for males
and females would form an important element of the OB’s activities where
physical training, drilling, social intercourse and cultural activities would
be the order of the day.81 At the camps all members had to be in uniform.
Women were clothed in white dresses and hats. Although camps differed in
nature, there were certain similarities between male and female camps. The
singing of folk songs was promoted at the camps as well as drilling together
in exercise for future marches.82 Other activities envisaged consisted “inter
alia” of study circles, hiking and touring divisions and sports gatherings.83
The aim with the latter was to bring the Afrikaner back to their “national”
games and to provide an opportunity to OB members to get to know one
another better and to socialise.84 Moreover camps were regarded as an aid
77 Die Burger, 25 February 1941.
78 AJH van der Walt, ‘n Volk op trek..., pp. 39-40.
79 OBA, Commandant General collection: Speeches: Laertrek te Bloemfontein (Laager-trekking at Bloemfontein),
13 April 1941.
80 C Marx, Oxwagon sentinel..., p. 339.
81 Die Transvaler, 26 January 1939.
82 Die Volksblad, 15 April 1939.
83 OBA, Grootraad collection, B/L 1/2, file 11: Minutes of meeting, 10 August 1939; 26 September 1939.
84 PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuurbeeld van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, PF van der Schyff (red.), Die Ossewa-Brandwag:
Vuurtjie in droë gras, p. 38.
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in the struggle for freedom because they could be used to foster a spirit of
discipline among Afrikaners – one of the aims of the OB. During camps strict
discipline was maintained and usually there were speeches which were fraught
with republican ideas.85 Within the ranks of the OB a camp was referred to
as “laager-trekking” (originally setting up camp by drawing wagons into a
closed circle for protection, from the time of the Great Trek). In this context it
is important to ask the following question: What was unique to the women’s
“laager-trekking”?
The main aim with laager trekking and camps for women was to train women
in what the OB regarded as “matters for women of the volk”.86 For instance,
the Vice-Commandant General (VCG) of the Ossewa-Brandwag, JA Smith,
who was the head of the women’s division before 1943, took a strong stance
by saying in a speech that “OB “laagers” should not be seen as picnic outings
but as disciplined “laager-trekkings” where members undergo certain courses
to equip them spiritually and physically for the tough struggle for the “volk”
that we are waging.87
The first report on an OB women’s camp is that of a camp held in the
Transvaal from 14 to 20 September 1942. The camp took place on a
farm where more than a hundred women underwent “intensive courses”.
During this camp, for instance, lectures were given on “first aid, gardening,
the influence of a mother on her child, art needlework, “volk” ideals and
democracy, child care, etc.” During this camp the women were addressed by
the CG on the position of women in a future Afrikaner republic.88 Lectures
held at a Transvaal “laager-trekking” from 7 to 14 May 1943 included similar
themes, mainly conducted by men who were regarded as “experts” in the field,
namely “Nervous disorders” (Dr V Bürman), home nursing of infectious
diseases (chief female commandant P Wassenaar), healthy living before giving
birth (Dr GB Bücher), posture and its relation to health (Dr J Röscher) and
discipline (chief female commandant A Röscher).”89
As already mentioned, discipline was an important component of women’s
camps. Thus it was reported that at the entrance of the above-mentioned camp
a female guard controlled movement at the gate and a second lady escorted a
85
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PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuurbeeld van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, p. 69.
OBA, Area C collection, B/L 6/5, file 27: Area command no. C.8/43.
OBA, Die OB, 8 April 1942; 9 December 1946.
OBA, Die OB, 7 October 1942.
OBA, Die OB, 14 April 1943.
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visitor to the camping site but “it is no use to try and exchange a few friendly
words with your escort, for she has orders not to speak to strangers while
on duty and she strictly adheres to these instructions.”90 During the camps
there was also singing and every woman had to take along either a copy of
the FAK (volume of folk songs) or the official OB song book.91 Camps also
gave women the opportunity to test their expertise in first aid. For instance,
during a women’s camp of Area C in the Free State a special first aid tent was
erected where demonstrations and lectures on this theme were given.92 Ever
true to their “official function” the OB women often also used the camps as
an opportunity for raising funds or doing welfare work. For example, food
left-overs after a camp was sent to an orphanage and one Free State camp was
organised in such a way that an amount of £85 of the camp expenses that
were not utilised, which was paid into the Emergency Fund.93
During a Free State women’s camp in 1947 the women had to bring
along “necessities for making a doll” so that each woman at the camp could
produce a hand-made doll to sell, as it was noticed that “dolls sold very well
at functions”.94 In addition the republican “activism” of Dr Van Rensburg also
shone through during women’s camps as can be seen from the propagandistic
value attached to flags. At a typical camp there was a flag hoisting ceremony
every morning as well as at least one formal striking of the colours during the
course of the camp (see Figure 1). Further, the women actually attempted to
apply in practice what they had learned at the camps. Thus Mrs J Williams
wrote in Die OB: “Everybody tries so hard to live up to all the good things
they experienced in the camp. In more than one home a young revolution
takes place concerning meals, general health and discipline. It is amusing to
see how some of the men and brothers meekly comply with these things.”95
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OBA, Die OB, 2 February 1943.
OBA, Area C collection, B/L 6/5, file 28: Circular 1/47.
OBA, Die OB, 14 Maart 1945.
OBA, Die OB, 28 February 1945. Also see OBA: Transvaal governing body collection, B/L 8(i)/1, file 1:
Organisasiemetode van die OB (Organisational method of the OB).
94 OBA, G Tomlinson collection, B/L 1/5, File 3: Vrouekamp (Women’s camp).
95 OBA, Die OB, 11 September 1943.
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Image 1: Women’s camp at Bellville

Left: Formal striking of the colours; Right: Socialising around the camp fire

Source: OBA, OB Photo collection, photo No. 1219: Wagkamp (Guard camp), 18 November 1945,
Bellville.

Organising a female “laager-trekking” took a lot of preparation. For instance,
the Free State women could not hold a “laager trekking” in their area in 1942.
Female general Meyer stated at a meeting: “It is too late to organise a camp
this year since at least two months is needed for its organisation”.96 Officers
and “Brandwagte” (ordinary OB members) were usually expected to attend
camps. Food was often supplied at the camp and women only had to bring
along the kind of supplies that was scarce during the war such as tea, sugar,
toilet soap, candles and matches.97 Apart from these items the women had
to provide their own bedding and stretchers as well as tableware and similar
items. Women also paid a camp fee which went into the organisers’ cashbox
to cover costs such as paying a cook. The woman who would take charge of
the cooking received remuneration of £5 for her trouble.98 Due to all the
above-mentioned arrangements circulars were sent out months in advance to
prepare the women.99 The typical programme for a women’s “laager-trekking”
was the following:

96
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OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meetin, 17 October 1942.
OBA, Area C collection, B/L 6/5, file 28: Circular 1/47.
OBA, G Tomlinson collection, B/L 1/5, file 3: Circular, 17 January 1947.
OBA, G Tomlinson collection, B/L 1/5, File 3: Vrouekamp (Women’s camp).
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Preliminary Programme
Image 2: Free State Women’s Camp 13 to 16 February 1945
Tuesday, 13 February
3 p.m.

Opening ceremony

4 p.m.

Coffee

4.45 p.m.

Singing

5 p.m.

Lecture by Vice-Chief female commandant V Rooyen

7.45 p.m.

Singing

8 p.m.

Film show
Evening prayers

Wednesday, 14 February
6 a.m.

Whistle to rise

7 a.m.

Flag hoisting and morning prayers

8 a.m.

Breakfast

9 a.m.

Lecture by Prof G Cronje

10.30 a.m.

Tea

11 a.m.

Demonstration: Making woollen buttons

12.30 p.m.

Lunch

3 p.m.

Lecture by Prof G Cronje

4.30 p.m.

Coffee

5 p.m.

Demonstration: Sun hat and leather girdle

7.45 p.m.

Singing

8 p.m.

Lecture on national health by a doctor
Evening prayers

Thursday, 15 February
6 a.m.

Whistle to rise

7 a.m.

Flag hoisting and morning prayers

8 a.m.

Breakfast

9 a.m.

Lecture and demonstration: cutting & fitting patterns

10.30 a.m.

Tea

11 a.m.

Lecture continued

12.30 p.m.

Lunch

3 p.m.

Meeting CG, VCG and AG (Area General)

3.30 p.m.

Coffee

4 p.m.

Speech: Area General

4.30 p.m.

Speech: Vice-Commandant General

7.45 p.m.

Singing

8 p.m.

Speech: Commandant General
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Evening prayers
Friday, 16 February
6 a.m.

Whistle to rise

7 a.m.

Flag hoisting and morning prayers

8 a.m.

Breakfast

9 a.m.

Lecture: Dr P Meyer

10.30 a.m.

Tea

11 a.m.

Demonstration

12.30 p.m.

Lunch

3 p.m.

Closing ceremony

Source: OBA, Area C collection, B/L 6/5, file 28, Omsendbrief , 29/11/1944: Program van vrouekamp
(Program of women’s camp).

The OB Women’s Division was also responsible for organising camps for
young women, called “Boeredogters” (Boer girls), of the Ossewa-Brandwag
“Boerejeug”. Sometimes joint camps for boys and girls were held but more
often they were held separately. The “Boeredogters” were under the supervision
of the women’s division. It was decreed that: “The girl’s division of the Youth
movement has to fall under the Women’s Division. The main objective of the
youth movement is the education of girls and boys as future men and women
according to the demands that the community will make on them when
they are grown-ups. It stands to reason that the women and mothers of the
“volk” should be entrusted with this education and forming of the girls.”100
In line with the way members and leaders of the OB understood gender
differences, the activities of the official youth wing were also divided on the
basis of gender. The activities were divided between the boys and girls of the
“Boerejeug”. Some of the activities were similar but if one pays attention to
the OB’s division of labour on the basis of gender, it is not surprising that the
activities were geared towards equipping the male and female genders each for
their particular duties.101
In an official OB pamphlet it was maintained that it was “the duty of every
true Afrikaner boy or girl to exert themselves and jointly fight the foreign class
differences in the life of the ‘volk’ and work for true unity and total freedom
of the ‘volk’”.102 Knowledge was very important to make sure that the youth
100 OBA, JS de Vos collection, B/L 1/8, file 8: Die taak van die vrou in die beweging van die volk (The duty of
women in the movement of the “volk”).
101 C Blignaut & JA du Pisani, “Om die fakkel verder te dra”: Die rol van die jeugvleuel van die Ossewa-Brandwag,
1939-1952”, Historia, 54(2), 2009, pp. 133-157, p. 146.
102 OBA, Boerejeug collection, B/L 9/1, file 8: Boerejeug pamphlets, “Die Boerejeug”.
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would not forsake this duty. Thus official OB ideology was impressed on
both boys and girls during camps although matters concerning politics of
the “volk” took up a greater part of lectures held for the boys. Where boys
were occupied with field work such as direction-finding, drawing and reading
maps, tracking, “tricks of attacking” and crawling up on the enemy, OB
women paid particular attention to training “Boeredogters” in first aid.103
First aid was an important part of the girls’ training right from the launching
of the youth wing. The emphasis on first aid should also be seen within the
context of the time when the OB was born. While the Second World War
was raging in Europe and the OB was propagating the possibility of a war
on their own soil, it was essential for the girls to have a basic knowledge of
first aid.104 Even after the Second World War first aid courses still remained
an important part of the “Boerejeug” activities. A first diploma awarded by
the South African First Aid League was considered to be the ultimate ideal of
OB first aid courses. Where there was no branch of the First Aid League in
the vicinity of a specific OB area arrangements would be made during camps
for the “Boeredogters” to take the tests. First Aid knowledge equivalent to the
requirements of the diploma course was regarded as sufficient.105
Members of the “Boerejeug” also had to choose a minimum of two subjects
and specialise in a certain field. Children also had to have an elementary
knowledge of all fields.106 The subjects from which girls could choose were
needlework and knitting, metal work, photography, folk dances, interior
culture, spinning and weaving, bookbinding, cooking and decorating, home
nursing and a knowledge of at least one musical instrument.107 These activities
were not intended as mere pastimes. Every Boer girl had to learn something
from which she would benefit in the future.

103 OBA, Boerejeug collection, B/L 9/1, file 6: Uniforms, klere en wapens: Ereleure toegeken deur die Boerejeug
(Uniforms, dress, badges: Badges of merit awarded by the Boerejeug), 1948.
104 C Blignaut & JA du Pisani, “Om die fakkel verder te dra...”, Historia, 54(2), 2009, p. 147.
105 OBA, Boerejeug collection, B/L 9/1, file 2: Correspondence DJ van Rooy/PJ Taljaard, 4 May, 1948.
106 OBA, Area F collection, B/L 8(1)(b)6, file 34: Boerjeug orders, 1943.
107 OBA, Boerejeug collection, B/L 9/1, file 6: Uniforms, klere en wapens: Ereleure toegeken deur die Boerejeug
(Uniforms, dress, badges: Badges of merit awarded by the Boerejeug), 1948.
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Image 3: The “Boeredogters” of the Ossewa-Brandwag

Left: A “Boeredogter” in her official uniform;108 Right (above): Singing “Boeredogters” clothed in uniform;109 Right
(below): Joint flag parade of “Boeredogters” and boys.

Source: OBA, OB Foto collection, photo No. 1112: Kruger Day celebrations, 10 October 1941/1942.

The uniform dress of the “Boeredogters” had to mirror the discipline of
the OB in general (see Figure 3). Mrs A Potgieter told about her memories
of the “Boerejeug” during camps: “...the strict discipline was remarkable …
the atmosphere was always very serious but simultaneously a relaxed spirit,
with humour, camaraderie and relentless discipline which was accepted
unconditionally by everyone”.110 Discipline and military organisation were
also represented in the parade work in which “Boeredogters” were also
trained. During OB marches and formal flag parades the “Boerejeug” could
always be seen. Ceremonial parades had to be executed smoothly and the
“Boeredogters” practised for this during the “laager-trekking”. There were
two types of flag parades in the “Boerejeug”: those where boys and girls held
separate flag parades and others where the boys and girls acted together (see
Figure 3). Officers of individual women’s commandos right through the
108 OBA, OB Foto collection, photo No. 1156: Boerejeug uniform.
109 OBA, OB Jaarboek (Year Book) 1948, p. 49.
110 OBA, A Potgieter collection, B/L 1/1, file 1942–1946: Herinneringe aan die Boerejeug, (Memories of the
Boerejeug, 1988).
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country were responsible for organising the girls as part of the “Boerejeug”
commando.111 Thus this work also constituted a great part of OB women’s
cultural activities in the organisation. Another important cultural activity in
which women were involved was OB festive days.
The two most important festive days celebrated by the OB were the ones
already mentioned, namely Fund-raising Day and Freedom Day. Freedom
Day was also called “Majuba Day” and commemorated the Boer victory over
British forces on 27 February 1881 in Natal. The day was also closely linked
with the ideal of the OB, namely the struggle to become completely free from
any British influence.112 From 1942 to 1952 Freedom Day was an annual
celebration, organised countrywide by the OB. The biggest festival was held
at Majuba mountain itself. The OB had purchased the farm “Majuba-North”
where the Amajuba mountain is situated on behalf of the “volk”. Ownership
of the mountain was taken on behalf of the “volk” at a huge OB festival
attended by approximately 20 000 people on 2 January 1941. OB women
immediately started organising, sending out subscription lists and arranging
functions to pay off the debt for the farm purchase.113 The celebration of
Freedom Day by both men and women served to fuel the burning idealism
of freedom felt in the movement under the leadership of Dr Van Rensburg.114
He called upon OB members to celebrate Freedom Day countrywide: “Let us
fall in line right through our fatherland on that day, man, woman and child,
knowing that the day of liberation is fast approaching.”115
The first Freedom Day celebration of 27 February 1942 at Majuba was
attended by more than 7000 people. The highlight of the three-day festival
was the lighting of the “freedom fire” on Amajuba.116 In “Die OB” it was
described as follows: “an impressive ceremony, so spectacular that those present
burst into shouts of joy and into tears. The flames leapt into the air forty feet
high and simultaneously the fire was lit on top of Amajuba which formed a
massive black silhouette against the background.”117 Apart from lighting the
“freedom fire” on Majuba the commandant of each OB commando had to
111 OBA, Boerejeug collection, B/L 9/1, file 4: Die Boerejeug: Sy doel, organisasie en administrasie (The Boerejeug:
Its aim, organisation and administration), 1946.
112 PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuuraktiwiteite van die Ossewa-Brandwag...”, PF van der Schyff (red.), Die Ossewa-Brandwag:
Vuurtjie in droë gras, p. 371.
113 Die Transvaler, 2 January 1941.
114 OBA, Die OB, 4 March 1942.
115 OBA, Die OB, 30 December 1941.
116 See PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuuraktiwiteite van die Ossewa-Brandwag...”, PF van der Schyff (red.), Die OssewaBrandwag: Vuurtjie in droë gras, p. 372.
117 OBA, Die OB, 11 March 1942.
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see to it that at nine o’clock on the evening of 27 February a bonfire would
be lit on a high place in his area.118 PJJ Prinsloo related that in this way
“every year a republican chain of fires originated in the country”.119 Female
general E Theron, Chief Woman of the Cape Province, described this custom
as follows:120
One interesting custom of the OB’s was to ask all “republican and freedom
conscious Afrikaners” to celebrate the victory on Majuba on 27 February. All
over the country freedom fires had to be lit at a fixed time that night on a
hill or high place. We had a fixed programme to be carried out strictly by
everyone, wherever they were in the country. At one stage, according to the
orders, we had to gaze silently into the fire for a few minutes. Some of us
found the “gazing into the fire” somewhat amusing, but still it was a good
event. The mere thought that thousands all over the country thought, felt, and
did the same, was in itself a great support.
Image 4: OB “Boeredogters” gaze into the fire during Freedom Day on Majuba

Source: OBA, OB Jaarboek (Year Book) 1948, p. 32.
118 OBA, Grootraad collection Orders: KG bevel rakende 27 Februarie 1947 (CG command re 27 February 1947).
119 PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuuraktiwiteite van die Ossewa–Brandwag...”, p. 371.
120 E Theron, Sonder hoed of handskoen, p. 43.
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After the war, from 1946 onwards, Freedom Day was also used for fund-raising.
Women took up their places and collected money by means of subscription
lists and “cafés” on the grounds where they sold refreshments.121 Women saw
a direct link between their duty of raising funds and the republican ideal
which was symbolised by the celebration of Freedom Day. In 1947 female
general Meyer for instance called up her commandos “to make a concerted
effort to raise as much money as possible on Freedom Day … Let the fires rise
high on every “koppie” in your area. Let us make out whether February will
be the month of the King (of Britain) or the month of the Republic. Let each
one bring his sacrifice and regard it as a sacrifice for FREEDOM.”122
Apart from Fund-raising Day and Freedom Day several other festive days
and important historical events were celebrated by the OB. From 1941
onwards celebrations of Heroes’ Day were organised countrywide by the OB.
PJJ Prinsloo mentions that there were three motives behind these celebrations,
namely to bring homage to heroes of the “volk” in the best possible way, to
gather OB members in their tens of thousands with a view to having 10
October declared as a day for the “volk” and to repair the graves of fallen
heroes.123 Some of the greatest heroes of the OB not only included men, but
also women and children – especially women and children who had died
during the South African War. For instance, on 13 October 1941 female
general Du Toit of the Cape Province observed a wreath-laying on behalf of
the OB in Bloemfontein.124 Also 31 May was kept as a day of mourning by
the OB since “on 31 May 1902 the Boer ‘volk’ was robbed of its freedom
at Vereeniging”. OB members were forbidden to take part in any festivities
and spent the day in “mourning and deep reflection”.125 Women tried to act
as embodiments of moral standards by reminding the men of the religious
nature of such a day and that it also had to be kept as a day of prayer.126
The birthdays of the CG, Dr JFJ van Rensburg, and the VCG, Mr JA Smith,
were also celebrated as OB festive days on which parades were held, and there
was joint singing and “jukskei” was played. 127 For this, too, the women had

121 OBA, JAS de Wet collection, B/L 1/7, file 3: I/S Vryheidsdag (I/S Freedom Day), 13 February 1945.
122 OBA, Area C collection, B/L 6/5, file 28: Oproep Vryheidsdag Feesvieringe (Call: Freedom Day celebrations),
10 February 1947.
123 PJJ Prinsloo, “Kultuuraktiwiteite van die Ossewa-Brandwag...”, p. 371.
124 OBA, PJ Nienaber collection: Minutes of the first Laager of OB officers, Bloemfontein, 13-14 October 1941.
125 OBA, Free State governing body collection, B/L/ 6/2/7, file 7: Free State OB Order, 5/42.
126 OBA, Free State governing body, B/L 6/2/7, file 5: Minutes of WAC meeting, 9 May 1942.
127 OBA, Cape Province Province collection, B/L, file 5: Notice 1/8, 21 October 1941.
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to collect funds.128 In her memoirs Mrs B Roux recounted that:129
... the most outstanding event I can remember was with the birthdays of
the CG and the VCG: The march began on Church Square at the strooidak
church (a historical Dutch Reformed church in Paarl with a thatched roof ).
The spearhead with the flags was right in front, then followed the great OB
brass band, and then all the divisions and in the middle of the march was the
CG and the Vice-CG, then the women’s commando and after them came the
cars.

Women also took part in several cultural activities outside the official
organisational structure of the OB Women’s Division, but still acted as a
part of the OB. The best example of this is the “Katdoring Toneelgeselskap”
(Theatrical company), founded by a prominent OB woman, Anna NeethlingPohl as well as the Cape Town “Remskoen Toneelvereniging” (Dramatic
Society).130 They were in no way “silent” or absent as roleplayers in the history
of the Ossewa-Brandwag.

Conclusion
From the above description of women’s activities in the OB it is clear that
they formed a dynamic and active component of the organisation. Even
though the division of labour was done along gender lines, it does not imply
in the least that women did not play an important role in the organisation.
No organisation can exist without money and this is where the women
played an indispensable role in the OB. Despite their fund-raising roles the
movement also empowered women and gave them the opportunity to voice
their nationalistic and republican sentiments through their participation
in, and organising of, events. It is important to consider that the above
mentioned description of women’s activities in the OB does not merely do
justice to their role as historical agents that contributed to change in the OB.
However, it also sheds light on a topic never before described in South African
historiography and contributes to breaking the silence on the women who
were part of this radical nationalist movement. The noble aim of writing up
the stories of women’s lives, as part of the more generic objectives of women’s
and gender history, is still necessary if one takes the archival base of this study
128 OBA, BC Seymore collection. B/L 1/2, file 10: Correspondence: BC Seymore/P Widd, 26 May 1951.
129 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 76–77, 1985: HM Robinson & WR Laubscher/B Roux, p. 2.
130 See C Blignaut, “Volksmoeders in die kollig...”, pp. 191-192 for a description of the Remskoen Toneelvereniging
and pp. 216-223 for a detailed description of the Katdoring Toneelgeselskap.
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into account. Female activities in the OB also throw light on the way their
contemporaries understood gender differences. As a summary of the nature
of women’s general activities and how women saw their own role in the
movement, the following description by a female OB leader is revealing:131
The duty of women in the Ossewa-Brandwag is a taxing one. In many respects
much is expected of her. No-one ever has a life completely free from problems.
Opposition and disappointments will always be part of it. Nevertheless the
woman in the Ossewa-Brandwag faces all troubles and fills her humble
position. She realises that the volk needs her services and she gives them in
an unselfish way. She has undertaken to come forward in these dark days and
exert herself. She gives moral and practical support to her compatriots who sit
helplessly between four walls. To their families who are equally helpless she
offers her best advice and lends a helping hand everywhere. Yet she is not smug
neither sits back at ease for there still is a long way to go.

Eventually the OB Women’s Division would follow the same path as the
OB itself. After the Second World War it became evident that the OB could
not live up to its ideals. It had to redefine itself and the movement became
focused on the propagating of republicanism and this also affected the women
folk. Women became a symbolic resource as an inspiration in their role as
caregivers of the nation through caring for the families of the interned up
until 1948. With the victory of the National Party the OB started to decline
rapidly and the Women’s Division with it. The legacy of the OB Women’s
Division, however, lived on in the incorporation of women into the structures
that supported Apartheid, such as the National Party and the Dutch Reformed
Church. After the disbanding of the OB in 1954, women continued their role
as fund-raisers and organisers in the above mentioned organisations. From
there the words of Mrs Steenkamp: “Even years after the Ossewa-Brandwag
I noticed when we held functions – of whatever kind, for the church or the
Party – you would always find the small number of former Ossewa-Brandwag
members there… people who did the hard work and on whom one could
really depend, they were the small number of Ossewa-Brandwag people.”132

131 OBA, BC Seymore, “Women in the Ossewabrandwag” in OB Jaarboek (Year Book), 1947, p. 28.
132 OBA, Tape recordings, interview (tr.), tape No. 165–166, 1985: LM Fourie/KJH Steenkamp, p. 8.
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Abstract
“Be Yourself ”: Afrikaner cultural organizations in Rhodesia (19341980)
The problem of minority groups in host countries to preserve their
culture is a world-wide phenomenon. In the history of Southern Africa the
Afrikaners fundamentally experienced the same obstacles and restrictions
concerning their linguistic and cultural rights, especially beyond the borders
of South Africa. As a bulwark against potential assimilation, suppression
and Anglicisation in predominantly English speaking Rhodesia (present-day
Zimbabwe) the Afrikaner minority groups considered it essential to establish
cultural organisations. The Afrikaanse Kultuurunie van Rhodesië (AKUR)
[Afrikaans Cultural Union of Rhodesia] and the Genootskap van Rhodesiese
Afrikaners (GRA) [Association of Rhodesian Afrikaners] thus came to serve
as fundamental pillars in the preservation of the Afrikaner culture. These
organisations would however not be exclusively concerned with culture, but
would also strive for equal minority rights on the political front. This article
aims to discuss the history and role of these cultural organisations.
Keywords: Rhodesia; Afrikaners; Minorities; Cultural organisations,
Afrikaans Cultural Union of Rhodesia; Association of Rhodesian Afrikaners;
Voortrekker Movement; Zimbabwe.

Inleiding
Studies oor minderheidsgroepe in gasheerstate of hul lande van herkoms
het getoon dat daar deurgaans ’n behoefte vir die bewaring van hul kultuur
bestaan. Minderhede word dikwels genoop om kultuurorganisasies te stig met
die doelbewuste poging om hul eie kultuur te handhaaf. In samelewings waar
minderheidsgroepe verplig voel of selfs bedreiging deur moontlike assimilasie
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met die dominante hoofstroombevolkingsgroep in die gesig staar, lyk dit of
die behoefte aan ’n standvastiger kultuurorganisering des te groter is.
In die oorwegend Engelssprekende Rhodesiese samelewing tussen 1890 en
1980, is dit betekenisvol om na die vasberadenheid en geesdrif van sommige
Afrikaners en hul strewe vir taal-en kultuurbehoud te verwys. Historici het
vrae geopper oor die redes of motivering vir die daadwerklike, selfs tot ’n
mate fanatiese pogings, waarom minderhede in gasheerstate aan hul betrokke
kulture vasklou. Dit is vanselfsprekend dat minderheidskultuurgroepe hulself
teen assimilasie, verdringing of ander vorme van ondermyning weer. Die
onderliggende vrees vir stelselmatige assimilasie is in dié verband ’n belangrike
beweegrede vir kultuurbehoud. In die geval van Rhodesië is dit opmerklik dat
die Afrikaner-minderheid standvastig, dog geïsoleerd, daarin geslaag het om
hul kultuur te bewaar.1
In 1968 het’n berig in die Afrikaanse dagblad, Die Rhodesiër, beklemtoon
dat die “volkseie” met geesdrif waardeer en suiwer aan die opkomende geslag
oorgedra behoort te word. Talle Rhodesiese Afrikaners was van mening
dat hulle deur middel van ’n “geeskragtige lewensbeskouing en kultuur ’n
lofwaardige bydrae tot die Rhodesiese samelewing kon lewer”. Die standpunt
is verder gehuldig dat, tesame met hul identiteit en gehegtheid aan kultuuren kerklike gemeenskappe, “ons eerste verantwoordelikheid teenoor Rhodesië
daarin geleë is dat ons onsself bly”.2 Vandaar sou die latere leuse van die
Genootskap van Rhodesiese Afrikaners (GRA), naamlik “wees jouself ”, uit
bogenoemde gedagte voortspruit. Dit is die doelwit van die artikel om die
handhawing van Afrikaner-kultuur in organisatoriese verband in Rhodesië,
histories te ontleed.

Kultuurorganisering deur minderhede
Voordat daar na die Afrikaanse kultuurstrewe en organisasies in Rhodesië
gekyk kan word, is dit noodsaaklik om die teoretiese agtergrond van
1

2

Geografies het die gebied wat as Rhodesië bekend staan, deel uitgemaak van die voormalige Brits-beheerde
koloniale gebied wat as die Federasie van Rhodesië en Njassaland (1953 tot 1963) bekend gestaan het. Na die
skeuring van die Federasie in 1965 het Noord-Rhodesië (vandag Zambië), Njassaland (vandag Malawi) en SuidRhodesië (vandag Zimbabwe) as onafhanklike state vorm begin aanneem. Suid-Rhodesië het tussen 1965 en
1980 egter bloot as Rhodesië bekend gestaan. Sedert die bewindsoorname deur die Zimbabwe African National
Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) in 1980 is die naam na Zimbabwe verander.
Die Rhodesiër, 23 Februarie 1968, p. 6.
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minderheidsgroepe as wêreldwye verskynsel gedurende die 20ste eeu in ag te
neem. In die sosiale wetenskappe rakende minderhede is daar meer as ooit op
die politiek-staatkundige posisie en hul bestaansreg in ’n bepaalde samelewing
gekonsentreer, terwyl weinig aandag aan kulturele aangeleenthede geskenk is.
Na aanleiding van ’n studie deur Edward Chaszar oor nasionale minderhede
maak hy die volgende stelling: “die probleem van minderhede is ’n wêreldwye
probleem omdat elke staat (of gasheerstaat) se binnelandse beleide en houdings
jeens sekere minderhede verskillend daaruit sien”.3
Daar is verder geargumenteer dat ten spyte van multikulturalisme in
veelrassige state, regerings deur middel van nasiebou pogings aanwend om
minderhede in ’n homogene nasie-en kultuurgroep te assimileer. Van die
staanspoor af is dit hoofsaaklik die sterk teenstand teen nasiebou wat tot die
konsolidering, versterking en soeke na eenheid van ’n minderheid aanleiding
gee. Solomon A Dersso het in ’n soortgelyke studie bevind dat selfbeskikking
en voortdurende eise om kultuurregte as fundamentele mensereg, van
veral inheemse minderheidsgroepe in Afrika,erken te kry ’n integrale
rol in die instandhouding van minderhede speel.4 So byvoorbeeld het die
San-gemeenskap van Botswana weens hul pleidooi daarin geslaag om hul
kultureleen tradisionele grondgebied te behou, ten spyte van regeringsvoorstelle
om integrasie en gevolglike voordeel uit ekonomiese welvaart.5 Vir die San
was die prysgawe van hul kulturele en geestelike verbintenis met hul grond
ononderhandelbaar.
Volgens CJ Jooste se bespreking van Afrikaner-selfbeskikking is verder
veronderstel dat minderhede assimilasiebeleide vrees, dog steeds geleidelik as
gevolg van faktore soos verstedeliking, in die hoofstroombevolking opgeneem
kan word.6 Die vrees vir assimilasie het nie slegs ten opsigte van Afrikaners
nie, maar ook in die internasionale gemeenskap voorgekom. As gevolg van
dié vrees het talle taal- of kultuurverwante organisasies in verskeie lande
tot stand gekom. Hierdie organisasies het ’n belangrike rol gespeel om ’n
gevoel van veiligheid, selfvertroue en samehorigheid onder lede van ’n
minderheidsgroep teweeg te bring. Enkele voorbeelde van sulke organisasies is
die Bund deutscher Nordschleswiger (BdN) as oorkoepelende organisasie vir
Duitssprekendes in Denemarke, Het Davidsfonds (DF) in België as aktiewe
3
4
5
6

E Chaszar, The international problem of national minorities (Matthias Corvinus, Toronto, 1999), p. 26 [Vertaal].
SA Dersso (et.al.), Perspectives on the rights of minorities and indigenous peoples in Africa (Pretoria University Law
Press, Pretoria, 2010), p. 304.
SA Dersso (et.al.), Perspectives on the rights of minorities and indigenous peoples in Africa, p. 305.
CJ Jooste, Afrikaner self-determination. A current appraisal (Freedom Series, 1994), p. 14.
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Vlaamse kultuurorganisasie, en Het Algemeen Nederlandse Verbond (ANV)
wat daarop gemik is om die Nederlandse taal en kultuur in die Lae Lande te
bevorder.7 In lande waar georganiseerde bewegings ontbreek, word kerke of
skole behorende tot ’n minderheid as saambindende meganismes gebruik.
Die Poolse minderheid in Engeland beskou byvoorbeeld die kerk as instelling
om kultuur in stand te hou, terwyl die Santa Cruz Portugese sending ’n
ondersteunende kulturele rol vir die Portugese minderheid in Quebec vervul.8
Die waarde van kultuurorganisasies is volgens FJ Kok veelseggend en word
gewoonlik deur leiersfigure van ’n minderheidsgroep georganiseer. Kok het
die grootse waarde van die organisasies soos volg uiteengesit: (1) die besondere
bewarings-, handhawings- en uitbouingsfunksie wat uitgeoefen word, (2) die
feit dat die individu nie alleen optree nie, maar kollektief binne ’n groep,
(3) voorsiening van ’n opleidingsgeleentheid vir lede van die organisasie om
leierskap, kennis en kundigheid te bevorder, (4) vervulling van ’n saambindende
rol, (5) voorsiening van ’n geleentheid vir ontspannings-en sosiale aktiwiteite
ter wille van sosialisering, en (6) standaardisering van kulturele komponente,
byvoorbeeld taalgebruik.9 Die belangrikheid van jeugbetrokkenheid is
eweneens ’n kerndoelwit van ’n kultuurorganisasie, aangesien die jeug as’t
ware die kultuurwaardes en tradisies moet voortdra. Daarbenewens moet
die organisasie ook plooibaar, aanpasbaar en produktiwiteitsgerig tot die
veranderende staat of politieke landskap wees.
In die geskiedenis van Suider-Afrika het die Afrikaner dit noodsaaklik
geag om georganiseerde kultuurliggame of instellings te stig. Hoewel die
Afrikaners die meerderheid van die totale blanke minderheid in Suid-Afrika
verteenwoordig het, was polities-historiese oorsake verantwoordelik vir die
skepping van volwaardige kultuurorganisasies. Na die Anglo-Boereoorlog
van 1899 tot 1902 is die Afrikaner se taal en kultuur algaande bedreig deur
Alfred Milner se verengelsingsbeleid, die toepassing van artikel 137 van die
Uniegrondwet van 1910 wat die afskeping van Afrikaans meegebring het,
asook ander faktore soos verstedeliking en die doelbewuste verengelsing van
Afrikaanssprekendes op die spoorweë.10 Gevolglik was dit ’n kulminasie
7

FJ Kok, Die taak van kultuurorganisasies in minderheidskultuurgroepe met besondere verwysing na die ATKV
(Ongepubliseerde D.Phil-verhandeling, Universiteit van Stellenbosch, 1992), p. 68.
8 FJ Kok, Die taak van kultuurorganisasies in minderheidskultuurgroepe met besondere verwysing na die ATKV,
p. 51.
9 FJ Kok, Die taak van kultuurorganisasies in minderheidskultuurgroepe met besondere verwysing na die ATKV,
p. 57.
10 APJ van Rensburg, Monumentaal die bouwerke.... ’n Halfeeu op die voorpos – die verhaal van die ontstaan, groei
en prestasies van die ATKV (SAS en H), p. 140.
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van bogenoemde redes en minagting vir Afrikaans wat inderwaarheid as
aansporing onder Afrikaners gedien het om hul kultuur op gesaghebbende
wyse te organiseer. Teen die dertiger- en veertigerjare is daar telkens na die
stiefmoederlike behandeling van Afrikaans verwys en met venyn probeer om
Afrikanernasionalisme en -kultuur as teenvoeter daarvan te koördineer. In
1930 is die Afrikaanse Taal-en Kultuurvereniging (ATKV) hoofsaaklik deur
Afrikaanse spoorwegwerknemers in Kaapstad gestig. Hul besware en belange
sou langsamerhand na alle Afrikaners en hul strewe na kultuurhandhawing
uitkring. In die statute van die vereniging is die doelstelling van die organisasie
gestipuleer om eerstens die Afrikaanse taal “als skryf- sowel als spreektaal,
te bevorder”, en tweedens “om bij die Afrikaner volk meer agting en liefde
daarvoor op te wek”.11
Vanweë die snelle groei en uitbreiding van bogenoemde organisasie, asook
die vorming van ander Afrikaner-sport- en -jeugorganisasies, is daar in 1937
besluit om ’n oorhoofse organisasie te stig. Die Federasie van Afrikaanse
Kultuurvereniginge het dus tot stand gekom en het ná die FAK-kongres te
Bloemfontein in Mei 1937 die volgende organisatoriese doelwitte neergelê:
“Die hooftaak van ons kultuurvereniginge is nie om kultuur te fabriseer nie,
maar om die voorwaardes en toestande te skep vir die gesonde innerlike groei
van die Afrikaanse kultuur. Die Afrikaanse volkstrewe moet hom noodwendig
ook openbaar as ’n stryd teen omgewingsinvloede wat meewerk om die kern
daarvan te vervals. Hierdie strydmoment mag daarom nie verontagsaam
word nie”.12 Na die inwyding van die Voortrekkermonument in Pretoria in
1949 het veral die ATKV ’n bloeityd beleef in die kultuurverryking en die
organisering van jaarlikse volksfeeste, kongresse en opheffingsaksies.13 Deur
die doelgerigte organisering en bestuur kon die Afrikaanse kultuur gehandhaaf
en die voortbestaan daarvan verseker word.

Die stryd en strewe van Afrikaners in Rhodesië
Met die oopstelling van Rhodesië vir blanke immigrasie gedurende die
1890s is Afrikaners deur die Britse ryksimperialis Cecil John Rhodes versoek
om weens landboudoeleindes daarheen te verhuis. Verdere oorsaaklike redes
soos die vurige “trekgees”, die aanloklikheid van nuwe werksgeleenthed en
11 Statute van die Afrikaanse Taal Vereniging (Van der Sandt de Villiers Drukpers, Kaapstad), pp. 4-6.
12 “FAK-kongres”, Referate en Verslag (6 en 7 Julie 1937, Bloemfontein), pp. 121-122.
13 Die Taalgenoot, Januarie 1960, p. 4 (Die taak van die Afrikaanse Kultuurorganisasie in die opbou van die Volk).
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persoonlike welvaart het aanleiding daartoe gegee dat talle Afrikaners in
individuele of georganiseerde trekke na Rhodesië verhuis het. In wese sou
die trekke die fondamente van ’n Afrikaner-minderheidsgroep lê. Hoewel
die meeste van die Afrikaner-immigrante ’n armoedige lewe as bestaansboere
gevoer het, het hulle stelselmatig hul stempel of feitlik alle fasette van die
Rhodesiese samelewing afgedruk. Afrikaners het die tweede grootste blanke
bevolkingsgroep, met ongeveer 35 000 teen 1975, verteenwoordig.14
Afgesien van hul relatiewe bevolkingsterkte as minderheid is daar vanuit
regeringsweë minder as ooit aandag geskenk aan die taal- en kultuurbehoeftes
van die Afrikaner-bevolkingsgroep. Die onderlinge redes daarvoor was
diepgesetel. Aangesien die meerderheid van die Afrikaner-trekke hul
oorsprong in die voormalige Boererepublieke gehad het, is dit belangrik
om die lewensbeskouings en kulturele agtergrond van hierdie Afrikaners
in ag te neem. As landelike bevolkingsgroep het hierdie Afrikaner-trekkers
vanweë hul Christelik-Calvinistiese geloofsoortuigings en as voorstanders
van ’n republikeinse ideaal ’n konserwatiewe leefstyl openbaar. Gevolglik het
Afrikaners hul konserwatiewe “mentaliteitsbagasie” na ’n pro-liberalistiese
Engelssprekende kolonie gebring.15
Afrikaners het hulle gewoonlik in die nabye omgewing van dorpe en stedelike
gebiede, waaronder Melsetter, Bulawayo, Umtali, Enkeldoorn en Salisbury
gevestig. Dit was noodsaaklik dat landelike Afrikaner-boere of -werklui binne
die reikwydte van dorpsgebiede woonagtig moes wees, sodat dit as afsetgebiede
vir hul produkte, handel en algemene plek van samekoms kon dien. In
Melsetter, wat as die kulturele magsbasis en fokuspunt van die Afrikaner
beskou is, is ’n Voortrekkergedenkteken ter nagedagtenis aan die Gazalandse
trekke opgerig. Hoewel daar talle kultuurvergaderings en samekomste in die
Afrikaner-meerderheidsenklawe was, het Melsetter egter weens die uitwerking
van ooskuskoors en verstedeliking langsamerhand ontvolk.
Hoewel Afrikaners hulself op feitlik alle terreine van die Rhodesiese
arbeidsmark bevind het, het die meerderheid hulle op die ontluikende
landboumark, en die tabakbedryf in die besonder, toegespits. Talle Afrikaners
uit Suid-Afrika sou na 1945 weens die opbloei in laasgenoemde bedryf
na Rhodesië emigreer. Afrikaner-tabakboere sou mettertyd finansieel
14 G Hendrich, Die geskiedenis van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië (1890-1980) (Ongepubliseerde Ph.D-verhandeling,
Stellenbosch Universiteit, 2010), p. 275; Die Rhodesiër, September – Desember 1976 (So word gelofte in
Rhodesië herdenk).
15 G Hendrich, Die geskiedenis van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië (1890-1980), p. 287.
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vooruitstrewend word en groot aansien verwerf in die verbouing van Rhodesië
se primêre uitvoerproduk.16
Figuur 1: Voortrekkermonument te Melsetter

Bron: C Groenewald, Ons Afrikaners in Rhodesië (CJO Groenewald, Bloemfontein, 1978), p. 27.

Tydens die stigtingsjare van Rhodesië na 1890 en selfs gedurende die AngloBoereoorlog het ’n oorwegend goedgesinde verhouding tussen Afrikaners
en Engelssprekende Rhodesiërs geheers, maar dit het na die afsterwe van
Rhodes in 1902 handomkeer verander. Die Britse owerheid in Rhodesië
16 G Hendrich, “Die geskiedenis van Afrikaner betrokkenheid in die Rhodesiese tabakbedryf (1890-1980)”,
Joernaal van die Historiese Genootskap van Suid-Afrika, 56, 2, November 2011, p. 48.
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het met die instelling van strenger immigrasiebeleide die immigrasie van
Afrikaners toenemend probeer beperk. Hoofsaaklik uit vrees vir ’n dominante
teenwoordigheid van Afrikaners, hul konserwatiewe leefstyl, geloofs-en
ideologiese verskille, asook die opkoms van ’n potensiële Afrikanernasionalisme
in Rhodesië is ’n beleid van passiewe ontmoediging ingestel.17 Tesame met die
onsimpatieke houding is Afrikaners ook polities gemarginaliseer en uitgeskakel
sodat hulle geen invloedop die Rhodesiese politiek kon hê nie.18 Die stand
van sake sou eers na 1965 verander met die toelating van Afrikanerpolitici tot
die hoofstroom-politiek.
Die doelbewuste strewe van Afrikaners om hul taal en kultuur binne ’n
oorwegend Engelssprekende samelewing te handhaaf, het lynreg met die
Rhodesiese owerhede begin bots en tot ’n langdurige stryd aanleiding gegee.
Hoewel Afrikaans as taal van onderrig oorwegend op die platteland gegeld
het, het die Britse onderwysbeleid na die Anglo-Boereoorlog (1899-1902)
toenemend daarop aangedring dat slegs Engels as medium van onderrig
ingestel moes word. Met ’n gevoel van bitterheid en miskenning het sommige
Afrikaners (veral onderwysers en predikante) dit as ’n blatante belediging vir
Afrikaners in Rhodesië beskou.
In Februarie 1916 het protesaksies teen Afrikaner-diskriminasie en die
verwaarloosde stand van Afrikaner-onderwys in sogenaamde ChristelikNasionale Onderwys- (CNO) skole in Rhodesië voorgekom. Twee NGpredikante, FH Badenhorst en BJ Kloppers, het die ontevredenheid van
Afrikaners in Rhodesië vertolk en in ’n pleidooi aan Afrikaners in die Unie
van Suid-Afrika die ondergeskikte behandeling van Rhodesiese Afrikaners
en hul taal verduidelik. Volgens dié predikante was dit geen onbekende feit
nie dat die Afrikaners in Rhodesië onder die wette van die land op dieselfde
grondslag as ander buitelanders, soos Asiate, Grieke en Jode geplaas is, en dat
die Afrikaners binne die onderwysraamwerk selfs minder regte as diévan die
swart inheemse groepe van die land geniet het. Die pleidooi is verder versterk
deur die standpunt dat daar reeds vir dertien jaar vrugteloos by die Rhodesiese
regering vir verbeterde taalregte gepleit is. Met groot ontevredenheid het hulle
die volgende verneem: “… the laws of the country make no provision for

17 Nasionale Argief van Suid-Afrika (hierna NASA), Colonial Secretary 805, (1/12962): Warning against emigration
to Southern Rhodesia.
18 Anon., “Nou die geleentheid”, Rhodesiese Kommentaar, 24 Julie 1967, p. 1.
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Dutch teaching, and even recently the Administrator has publicly declared
that there is no prospect of change in the said laws”.19
Ten spyte van die Afrikaanse taalstryd en petisies om die erkenning en
goedkeuring van Afrikaans as tweede taal, het die Britse owerhede nie aan
hierdie eise toegegee nie. Dit blyk dat die politieke oorwegings van die
Britse owerhede ’n deurslaggewende faktor was in hul uiteindelike besluit
om Afrikaans as volwaardige tweede taal in die onderwys te verwerp. Hierdie
besluit is geneem op grond van die betrokke amptelike verslag waarin Foggin
die volgende stel: “I am convinced that if the concession of mother-tongue
instruction were allowed in the schools of Rhodesia, it would result at once
in Dutch districts in the teaching to the children of characteristic anti-British
and anti-Imperial principles of the Nationalist party”.20
Afgesien daarvan dat Afrikaners oorwegend lojaal teenoor die Rhodesiese
regering was en veral die eise om verpligte militêre dienste doen, nagekom
het, het die spanning tussen die twee taalgroepe veral gedurende die Tweede
Wêreldoorlog ’n hoogtepunt bereik. Die sogenaamde Enkeldoorn-insident van
1944, waartydens ’n Afrikaanse seun ’n Engelse seun by die Enkeldoorn-skool
vermoor het, het skokgolwe veroorsaak wat die bitterheid en skeiding tussen
die oënskynlike pro-Duitse Afrikaners en pro-Britsgesinde Engelssprekende
Rhodesiese inwoners blootgelê het. ’n Kommissie van ondersoek het bevind
dat die voortslepende taalkwessie en kultuurstryd besliste motiewe vir die
insident was.21
Nasionalisties-gesinde Afrikaners het ondertrouery en verengelsing beskou
as verdere hindernisse, wat op hulle beurt die Afrikaner in Rhodesië
kon ondergrawe. Die ondertrouery van Afrikaners met Engelssprekende
Rhodesiërs was nou verweef met die verengelsing van Afrikaner-kinders en
-huisgesinne.Dit is egter vanselfsprekend dat die Afrikaners wat met Engelse
getrou het grootliks verengels het as gevolg van die oënskynlike oorheersing
en meerderwaardigheid van Engels. In sommige gevalle het aangetroude
19 Argief-en Rekorddiens van die Wes-Kaap (hierna WCARS), PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 140:
Onderwys en Kerk (Rev. FH Badenhorst (Chairman) and Rev. BJ Kloppers (Secr.) Sby. – For the Rhodesia
Education Commission. Re: Christian National Education in Rhodesia. Addressed to our people and fellowbelievers in the Union of South Africa), pp. 23-24.
20 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 140: Onderwys en Kerk, LM Foggin Dir. Educ. – The Sec.
Dept. of Admin, 11 Mei 1917, (A3/9/7), p. 27.
21 G Hendrich, “Allegiance to the Crown: Afrikaner Loyalty, Conscientious Objection and the Enkeldoorn
Incident in Southern Rhodesia during the Second World War”, War and Society, 31 (3), June 2012, p. 227.
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Afrikaners geheel en al van hul Afrikaner-families en -kultuurwaardes
vervreemd geraak.22
Ten spyte van die eksterne probleme van verengelsing en ondertrouery sou
die interne probleem van ondeelnemendheid onder sommige Afrikaners
toenemend ’n doring in die vlees van beide die Afrikaner-kerke en
-kultuurorganisasies word. As gevolg van die oorheersende uitwerking van
Engels het dit algaande moeiliker geword om Afrikanerskap te bevorder.
Dit het ook aanleiding gegee tot die inskerping van pogings om Afrikaners
tot kulturele deelname te motiveer. Ds. JH Boneschans het tydens ’n
heldedagtoespraak in 1975 verwys na die belangrikheid van die stimulering
van kulturele waardes in gesinsverband. Hy het na president Paul Kruger as
voorbeeld van vasberadenheid verwys en aangevoer dat “…hy vir ons die
erfenis verseker het waarin ons vandag kan deel. Vir Kruger het dit gegaan
om die behoud van sy volk, die Afrikanervolk, teenoor die invloede en gevare
van oorsee. Hy was ingestel om te behou en te bly wat hy is”.23 Boneschans
het terselfdertyd sy skaamte oor die ondeelnemendheid onder Afrikaners soos
volg uitgespreek, naamlik dat hy “ ... in Salisbury die bussie van The Portugese
Community en die bussie van die Hellenic Community School sien rondry…
en [dat hulle] in hul eie volkseie onderrig word”. Dit is duidelik dat die vrees
vir moontlike assimilasie, ondermyning of uitsterf van Afrikaans en die
Afrikaner-kultuurstrewe tot die doelbewuste kultuurorganisering sou bydra.
Die Afrikaanse taalstryd sou uiteindelik ook lei tot ’n kultuurstryd wat
vernaamlik deur Afrikaner-kerke, te wete die Nederduitse Gereformeerde
Kerk, die Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk en Gereformeerde Kerk, en hul
kerklui ondersteun en aangevuur is.

Die Afrikaanse Kultuurunie van Rhodesië (AKUR)
In noue verwantskap met die Afrikaner-kerke het enkele prominente
kultuurorganisasies en -verenigings ter ondersteuning en instandhouding van
die Afrikaner-kultuur in Rhodesië tot stand gekom. Die eerste volwaardige
kultuurorganisasie is reeds in 1934 na ’n besoek en voorstel deur dr. J van
der Merwe tydens ’n vergadering op Daisyfield gestig. Hierdie organisasie
22 Sien G Hendrich, Die geskiedenis van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië (1890-1980) (Ongepubliseerde Ph.Dverhandeling, Universiteit van Stellenbosch, 2010).
23 Anon., “Afrikaner identiteit in Rhodesië”, Die Rhodesiër, Februarie 1975, p. 5.
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sou allerweë as die Afrikaanse Kultuurunie van Rhodesië bekend staan. Die
onderliggende doelstellings en bestuurswerksaamhede van die organisasie was
soortgelyk aan dié van die Afrikaanse Taal- en Kultuurvereniging in SuidAfrika. Volgens ds. Sarel Kotzé het die organisasie deurentyd sterk bande
met ander Afrikaner-verenigings, waaronder die Afrikaner Broederbond,
gehandhaaf.24
Op die vergadering van 16 Maart 1934 is die bestuurslede van AKUR deur ’n
stemming verkies: DH Davel is as voorsitter, CE Vermaak as onder-voorsitter
en dr. J van der Merwe as sekretaris.25 Sedert sy stigting het AKUR geleidelik
ontwikkel en sy ondersteunersbasis vergroot. Tydens die vyfde AKUR-kongres
te Salisbury in Oktober 1946 het die voorsitter, ds. PJ Cilliers, ’n historiese
oorsig oor die stigting en ontwikkeling van AKUR gegee. Cilliers het veral
hulde gebring aan die Federasie van Afrikaanse Kultuurverenigings en gesê
dat dit verhoed het dat “ons volk onwetend gedenasionaliseer, geliberaliseer,
of geïmperialiseer word”.26 Nadat die eerste kunswedstryd op Umtali gehou
is, is die eerste skakelkomitee bestaande uit ds. CA van Schalkwyk en ene
mejj. Stander en Van Blerk aangestel. Tydens die eerste vergadering van die
skakelkomitee op Daisyfield het ds. Van Schalkwyk in sy voorsittersrede die
gehoor gemotiveer om hul Afrikanerskap uit te leef en veral dr. J van der
Merwe as die draer van die Afrikaner-kultuurlewe na Rhodesië vereer.
Tydens hierdie vergadering het ds. Cilliers die algemene doelstellings van
die Afrikaanse Kultuurunie van Rhodesië op eenvoudige wyse uiteengesit.
Eerstens moes AKUR bloot dien as skakelkomitee wat alle ander Afrikanerkultuurorganisasies en -liggame sou saamsnoer en affilieer ter bevordering
van alle Afrikaner-belange en die algemene geestesgoedere van die Afrikaner
in Rhodesië, met die uiteindelike doel om ’n sterk eenheidsfront te vorm.
Tweedens moes daarna gestreef word om die ‘hartlike samewerking’ van die
hele Afrikaner-volk in Rhodesië te verkry. Derdens moes sowel AKUR as
ander afsonderlike verenigings en liggame die daadwerklike behartiging van
alle Afrikaner-belange (sowel geestelik as stoflik) op kultuurgebied aanmoedig.
Die laaste vername doelstelling was om die Afrikaner-volk en sy identiteit

24 G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Vraelys, ds. S Kotzé (Voormalige NGK-predikant en vryskut-joernalis,
Potchefstroom/G Hendrich (Navorser), 29 Mei 2009.
25 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van Vergadering gehou op die
16de Maart 1934 met die doel om ’n A.T. en K. Vereniging te stig, n.p.
26 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van die vyfde AKUR Kongres
gehou in die Kerksaal te Salisbury 12 Oktober 1946, Bylaag 1, Historiese oorsig, p. 1.
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behoue te laat bly deur in die taal-en onderwysstryd vir hulle in die bres te
tree.27
Verdere korttermyndoelwitte, naamlik om ’n Afrikaanse drukpers vir die
verspreiding van Afrikaner-lektuur te stig en huisvesting vir werkende
Afrikaner-dogters in Salisbury te verkry, is ook ter tafel gelê.28 Nadat ’n
drukpers in gebruik geneem is, was dit moontlik om Afrikaanse dagblaaie en
koerante, soos die Zambesi Ringsblad, Kern en Die Volksgenoot, in Rhodesië
te publiseer. Tydens die AKUR-kongres op 12 Oktober 1946 is die leuse van
AKUR, naamlik “Wees jouself ”, aanvaar en ’n daadwerklike program van
aksie voorgestel. Die vernaamste beskrywingspunte van die program van aksie
het die volgende voorstelle aan die hand gedoen, wat in der waarheid die
totale beleid van AKUR sou behels en rugsteun: (1) geaffilieerde Afrikanerorganisasies moes alle pogings aanwend om nie-geaffilieerde Afrikanerorganisasies te oorreed tot affiliasie met AKUR om sodoende Afrikanerkragte saam te snoer; (2) reddingsdaadwerk het ’nbaie prominente plek in
die programme van geaffilieerde liggame ingeneem; (3) die oprigting en
ondersteuning van Afrikaner-besighede het nog steeds die beleid van AKUR
gebly; (4) alle Afrikaner-organisasies moes hulle beywer om liefde vir die
Afrikaanse kerk, taal en geskiedenis by mede-Afrikaners op te wek; (5) alle
Afrikaner-organisasies, in veral dorpe, moes saamspan om die Afrikaner-jeug
te ondersteun; (6) alle nodige steun moes nog steeds aan die instandhouding
en verspreiding van die Zambesi Ringsblad verleen word; (7) alles moes
binne die vermoë van elke Afrikaner-organisasie gedoen word om spaarsin
aan te kweek; (8) Afrikaners moes aangemoedig word om soveel moontlik
grondbesitters te word; (9) Afrikaner-volksfeeste en -helde moes voortdurend
in ere gehou en gehuldig word (in hierdie opsig was Voortrekker-drag ’n uiters
belangrike vereiste); en (10) volkspele en -liedere moes voortdurend die volk
se aandag geniet.29
Vir die doeltreffende implementering van bostaande program van aksie is
drie sirkelbesture, te wete Noord-Rhodesië, Matebeleland en Mashonaland,
geskep. Hierdie besture moes toesien dat praktiese samewerking, kulturele
konsolidering en kontak tussen die verenigings voortdurend in stand gehou
27 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van die vyfde AKUR Kongres
gehou in die Kerksaal te Salisbury 12 Oktober 1946, Bylaag 1, Historiese oorsig, pp. 1-2.
28 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van die vyfde AKUR Kongres
gehou in die Kerksaal te Salisbury 12 Oktober 1946, Bylaag 1, Historiese oorsig, p. 2.
29 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van die vyfde AKUR Kongres
gehou in die Kerksaal te Salisbury 12 Oktober 1946, Bylaag 11, Voorgestelde Program van Aksie, pp. 9-10.
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word. In die Zambesi Ringsblad van 9 Maart 1948 is versoek dat AKUR en
die Afrikaner-kerke ook nouer moes saamwerk om “een verteenwoordigende
liggaam van die Afrikanerdom in Rhodesië te vorm”.30
Met AKUR aan die voortou kon Afrikaner-belange meer nougeset beskerm
en hul klagtes oor kultuurverdringing teenoor die regering uitgespreek
word. Die Rhodesiese regering het byvoorbeeld “Geloftedag” [tot in 1952 as
Dingaansdagbekend] op 16 Desember 1938 vir ‘n kort tyd (vanaf 1938 tot
1940) tot openbare vakansiedag geproklameer, wat grootliks te danke was aan ’n
versoek wat deur AKUR gerig is. Feesvierings het op georganiseerde grondslag
plaasgevind en ’n feeskomitee bestaande uit DH Davel (voorsitter), dr. HC de
Wet (onder-voorsitter), CJ Kleyn (sekretaris) en andere, is aangestel.31 Verskeie
Dingaansfeeskommissies is reeds oor ’n lang tydperk dwarsoor Rhodesië
gestig, en met hulle toedoen is daar dikwels petisies vir die herdenking van dié
vakansiedag opgestel. Tydens ’n Dingaansfeeskommissievergadering van 11
November 1936 is byvoorbeeld daarop aangedring dat Afrikaners die petisie
moes onderteken, sodat dit aan die volgende parlementsitting in Salisbury
voorgelê kon word.32 Ten spyte daarvan dat Afrikaner-volksfeeste, en spesifiek
die Geloftefees, gedurende die Tweede Wêreldoorlog (1939-1945) as polities
nie-korrek beskou is en waarop die Britse owerhede merendeels neergesien
het, het die vieringe onverpoos voortgegaan.
’n Verdere klagte wat veral deur AKUR in Rhodesië aanhangig gemaak is,
het gehandel oor die ontheiliging van die Sabbatdag. As AKUR-voorsitter
het dr. Deon Kempff van die Gereformeerde Kerk in Oktober 1954 ’n
memorandum oor Sabbatsontheiliging opgestel. ’n Ernstige versoek is aan
die regering gerig: “Ooreenkomstig die stryd van die Christene deur die
eeue heen is dit ons heilige plig om te getuig teen die sedelik-ongeoorloofde
en onchristelike praktyke van die landsowerheid van Suid-Rhodesië”. Dr.
Kempff het vervolgens skerp kritiek gelewer oor die hou van verpligte militêre
parades en oefeninge op Sondae, en dat “die owerhede daarom ontrou is
aan God en die burgers indirek gedwing word om hul gewete te verkrag”.33
Hierdie kritiek van AKUR is egter grootliks deur die Rhodesiese regering en
die Engelssprekende bevolking geïgnoreer.
30 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 98: Rhodesië na 1890, Trekke na Rhodesië (Zambesi
Ringsblad, 9 Maart 1948, ‘AKUR moet erken word’), p. 3.
31 C Groenewald, Ons Afrikaners in Rhodesië, p. 163.
32 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notuleboek van die Dingaansfees
kommissie, Oktober 1929 – Februarie 1947, Dingaanskommissie vergadering, 11 November 1936.
33 C Groenewald, Ons Afrikaners in Rhodesië, p. 163.
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Die Genootskap van Rhodesiese Afrikaners (GRA)
Die tydperk na die verbrokkeling van die Federasie van Rhodesië en
Njassaland en die eensydige onafhanklikheidsverklaring (Unilateral
Declaration of Independence of UDI) van Rhodesië op 11 November
1965, waarna die bestaansreg van die land deur die Britse Ryk as ongeldig
verklaar en gesanksioneer is, is deur groot politieke onsekerheidgekenmerk.
Die blanke openbare standpunt was dat indien Rhodesië moontlik na die
beëindiging van die federasie in duie sou stort en in die hande van ’n swart
meerderheidsregering beland, hulle eerder onafhanklikheid langs eie weë
sou verkies. Buitelandse politieke druk is teen die regering onder leierskap
van eerste minister Ian Smithverskerp. Die Rhodesiese bosoorlog, of die
sogenaamde “Tweede Chimurenga” of bevrydingstryd, het die posisie van die
blanke bevolking verder onder druk geplaas namate swart nasionaliste hulself
tot ’n gewapende stryd gewend het.34 Dit wil voorkom of die onsekerhede
op politieke en ekonomiese gebied ook na die sosiale en kulturele lewe van
blanke Rhodesiërsuitgekring het, en tot ’n kragdadiger kultuurstrewe onder
Afrikaners in die besonder gelei het.
Tydens die Tweede Volkskongres van September 1965 het die NG Kerk
se Sinodale Sekretaris, verteenwoordigers van die susterkerke en AKUR
eenparig besluit om ’n nuwe organisasie te stig. Hierdie organisasie sou as die
Genootskap van Rhodesiese Afrikaners bekendheid verwerf. ’n Uitvoerende
Raad met ’n voltydse direkteur en sekretaris, Ferdie Boshoff, is op 1 Mei 1966
aangestel om die GRA se doelstellings en aktiwiteite te koördineer. Die eerste
raadslede was CJO Groenewald (voorsitter), ds. WJ Bruwer (ondervoorsitter),
J Welman, M Kruger, ds. S Boshoff, MJ Louw, ds. J Keaney, AL Esterhuyse,
ds. JTH de Jager, ds. J de V Grobbelaar en C Roode (tesourier).35 Hoewel die
meerderheid van die raadslede aanvanklik predikante was, het die meeste van
die GRA-lede volgens Schalk Viljoen, ’n voormalige beesboer in Rhodesië,
later vanuit die Afrikaner-boeregemeenskap gekom.36
Op die GRA-kongres van 10 en 11 September 1965 is die grondwet van
die Genootskap van Rhodesiese Afrikaners goedgekeur. Die vernaamste
doelstellings van die grondwet was soos volg: (1) om alle beskikbare kragte
34 G Hendrich, Die geskiedenis van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië (1890-1980), p. 263.
35 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 98: Rhodesië na 1890, Trekke na Rhodesië, Gesindheid en
Beskouing (Nuusbrief van die G.R.A. Jaargang 1, no. 1), Junie 1966, p. 2.
36 G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Onderhoud, S Viljoen (Voormalige Rhodesiese beesboer, Pretoria)/G
Hendrich (Navorser), 8 Mei 2009.
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op kultuurgebied in ‘n sentrale Afrikaanse kultuurorganisasie te organiseer;
(2) om as mondstuk van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië op te tree; (3) om nouer
samewerking te bevorder tussen alle ander afsonderlike Afrikaanse instansies
wat hoofsaaklik vir ander doeleindes opgerig word.37 Ter bevordering van die
doelstellings is bepaal dat ’n jaarlikse volkskongres in Septembermaand belê
moes word; dat streekskongresse gehou sou word; persone as donateurs van
die GRA gewerf sou word; om langs alle moontlike weë nouer samewerking
met die FAK in Suid-Afrika te soek; om geld in te samel deur middel van
kollektelyste, basaars, openbare oproepe en enige ander soortgelyke wyse; en
om met enige owerheid of regering te onderhandel. Grondwetwysigings sou
alleenlik op die basis van ‘n twee-derde meerderheid deur die GRA geneem
word.38
Die voordele van die GRA het gou belangstelling onder die meerderheid
Rhodesiese Afrikaners aangewakker. Volgens oudminister Rowan Cronjé
was die GRA verteenwoordig in elke hoekie, dorp en gehuggie en hulle
het een keer per jaar Salisbury toe gekom.39 Tydens die jaarlikse kongres is
verskeidenheidskonserte aangebied, toesprake en referate gelewer en formele
besprekings gehou. Schalk Viljoen het die GRA as ’n “baie lewendige
organisasie” beskryf.40 Ds. Sarel Kotzé, wat ook by talle geleenthede as
spreker en selfs in toneelopvoerings opgetree het, het verklaar dat “wanneer
’n volksaamtrek, ’n toneelfees of kunstefees deur AKUR of die GRA gehou
is, die deelname verstommend was, sowel wat gehalte as deelname van oor
die hele land betref ”.41 Etlike sprekers en sangers vanuit Suid-Afrika, soos
Gé Korsten en Mimi Coertse het gereeld ook aan verskeidenheidsprogramme
deelgeneem.
’n Kenmerk van die aktiwiteite van die GRA was die groot geesdrif vir die
viering van Afrikaner-volksfeeste en Geloftedag in die besonder. Feeskomitees
is met die ondersteuning van die GRA in twintig sentra in Rhodesië gestig om
Geloftedag-saamtrekke van ongeveer vier dae per geleentheid te organiseer.42
In September 1966 het FP Boshoff van die GRA ’n beroep op Afrikaners
gedoen om ook Heldedagvieringe, wat Krugerdag op 10 Oktober herdenk
37 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 98: Rhodesië na 1890, Trekke na Rhodesië, Genootskap
van Rhodesiese Afrikaners, Grondwet.
38 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 98: Rhodesië na 1890, Trekke na Rhodesië, Genootskap
van Rhodesiese Afrikaners, Grondwet.
39 Privaatonderhoud: R Cronjé, 6 Mei 2009.
40 G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Onderhoud, S Viljoen/G Hendrich, 8 Mei 2009.
41 G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Vraelys, ds S Kotzé/G Hendrich, 29 Mei 2009.
42 Kern, 18 November 1966, p. 2 (Geesdrif vir Geloftefeeste).
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het, by te woon. Boshoff het uitdruklik verklaar dat die doel van Heldedag
was om “uit ons eie geskiedenis moed en inspirasie vir ons groot taak hier te
lande te put”.43 Ds. Sarel Kotzé het verklaar dat hy tydens die Geloftefeeste
daadwerklike pogings aangewend het om die Afrikaners by wyse van toesprake
van hul geskiedenis bewus te maak.44 Daardeur wou instansies soos die GRA
dus die historiese bewussyn van die Afrikaner in Rhodesië bevorder. Met die
Langenhovenfeeste is daar regoor Rhodesië byvoorbeeld talle dramatiserings
van en voorlesings uit die digter CJ Langenhoven se werk aangebied.
Geloftefeeste is met mening dwarsdeur Rhodesië gevier. Op belangrike
Afrikaner-nedersettings soos Hugosfontein naby Enkeldoorn, Centenary
in die noorde, Mayo Ranch in die ooste en Theydon naby Marandellas,
het feessaamtrekke van ongeveer drie dae per geleentheid plaasgevind.45
Teen 1976 was daar 21 aktiewe Geloftefeeskomitees oor Rhodesië
versprei. Kultuuraktiwiteite soos volkspele, samesang, kranslegging
by die Voortrekkermonument te Melsetter, boeresport vir die jeug,
vleisbraaigeleenthede, jukskei en konserte is gehou.46 Hierdie Geloftefeeste
was onteenseglik belangrike ontmoetingspunte waar kultuurgedagtes tussen
Afrikaners uitgeruil kon word.
In 1975 is daar ook Taalfeeste ter herdenking van die honderdjarige bestaan
van die Afrikaanse taal oor die hele Rhodesië gevier. Talle Rhodesiese
Afrikaners het as feesgangers aan die vieringe deelgeneem. In Marandellas
was daar byvoorbeeld 44 hardlopers met fakkels, en verskeie fakkellope tussen
Salisbury en Messina is met groot geesdrif deur J de Villiers georganiseer.47
Afgesien van die bevordering van sosialisering tussen Afrikaners tydens
byeenkomste het die GRA ook mettertyd die rol as kwasi-politieke
organisasie ingeneem. Die politieke betrokkenheid van die GRA het
veral vanweë die konstante aandrang by die Rhodesiese regering om meer
Afrikaansmediumskole te stig en algemene bedagmaking van gelyke regte op
die voorgrond getree. Die Bothashof-skool in Salisbury wat in Januarie 1946
opgerig is en tot ’n laer-en hoërskool uitgebrei is, was die uitsondering op die
reël. Die kerkskool wat administratiewelik onder beheer van die Ring van
Bulawayo geressorteer het, het die fokuspunt en sentrale bymekaarkomplek
43
44
45
46
47

Kern, 16 Augustus 1966, p. 4 (Volkskongres en Heldedag).
G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Vraelys, ds S Kotzé/G Hendrich, 29 Mei 2009.
G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Vraelys, ds S Kotzé/G Hendrich, 29 Mei 2009.
Die Rhodesiër, September-Desember 1976, p. 4 (So word gelofte in Rhodesië gedenk).
Die Rhodesiër, September 1975, p. 3 (So vier ons fees).
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van Afrikaners in Rhodesië geword. Die Bothashof-skool het tot 1983 as ’n
Afrikaansmediumskool gefunksioneer.48 Die behoefte aan meer Afrikaanse
skole het egter steeds bestaan.
Tydens ’n GRA-kongres in 1971 isdaar byvoorbeeld ’n noodoproep
gedoenomdat die regering ongeneë was om steun aan die oprigting van
’n Afrikaansmediumskool te verleen. Luidens ’n berig in Die Rhodesiër is
daar soos volg op die erns van die kwessie gereageer: “Terwyl die politieke
oorwegings van die Regering heeltemal begryplik is en ten volle verstaan
word deur die protagoniste van opvoeding via moedertaal, kan daar nie
sonder meer toegelaat word dat die Afrikaner op die huidige tydstip in
die plaaslike situasie homself en sy kinders moet oorgee aan onteiening en
verengelsing nie. Die taal- en kultuurverstomping en die geestelike insinking
en kerk maatskaplike verwildering wat daarmee gepaard gaan, is ’n erosie
wat Rhodesië nie kan bekostig nie.”49 Hoewel daar tydens die bewind van
Ian Smith ’n groter aanvaarding van Afrikaners was, het die regering die
noodoproep geïgnoreer. Omdat die regering na 1965 toenemend weens hul
eensydige onafhanklikheidsverklaring in die stryd teen ekonomiese sanksies
en die eskalering van die Rhodesiese bevrydingsoorlog gewikkel was, is daar
maar min aandag aan die pleidooie van minderhede verleen.
In sterk teenstelling met die streng implementering van apartheidswette in
Suid-Afrika, het ‘n mate van integrasie tussen blankes en die swart bevolking
in Rhodesië bestaan. Die GRA het egter ongetwyfeld swaar geleun op die
gedagterigting van afsonderlike ontwikkeling soos wat deur Afrikanerkultuurorganisasies in Suid-Afrika ondersteun is. In 1968 het die GRA
byvoorbeeld die Whaley-verslag, waarin Ian Smith en sy regering bepaal het
dat integrasie en “gelyke regte” regverdigbaar is, verwerp. Daar is verklaar dat
“die finale uitwerking daarvan die blanke se staatkundige en godsdienstige
lewenswaardes nie net aantas nie, maar ook vernietig”.50 Die blote gedagte van
integrasie het lynreg teen die beginsels van die GRA ingedruis.
Dit blyk dat die ondeelnemendheid van sommige Afrikaners aan
kultuurverwante aktiwiteite, toenemend ’n interne probleem vir die GRA
geword het. Daar was klagtes dat die GRA-bestuur byvoorbeeld tydens
Geloftefeeste nie genoegsame kultuurorganisering in verafgeleë gebiede
48

G Hendrich, “Vereniger en opheffer: Die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk in Rhodesië”, New Contree, 62,
November 2011, p. 165.
49 Die Rhodesiër, Mei 1971, p. 4 (’n Kwessie van eiewaarde).
50 Die Rhodesiër, 26 April 1968, p. 6 (GRA verwerp verslag).
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gedoen het nie.51 In die stedelike gebiede was die mense onentoesiasties,
waarop die GRA gepleit het vir die inskerping van kulturele waardes in huisen gesinsverband. Weens die pluralistiese aard van die bevolking sou dit egter
onmoontlik word om die ideaal van ’n suiwer Afrikaner-groepsgebondenheid
deur middel van kultuur te bevorder.
As gevolg van die veranderende politieke omstandighede na 1975 het die
snelle emigrasie van Afrikaners na Suid-Afrika of elders in Afrika veroorsaak
dat die organisasie geleidelik stagnant geword het. Tydens ’n GRA-vergadering
in 1976 te Bulawayo, het die gasspreker, prof. PS Dreyer, hoogleraar in
wysbegeerte aan die Universiteit van Pretoria, die GRA-lede aangemoedig
om met selfvolharding die volgende na te streef:“ ... [dat] ons [Afrikaners]
nie ons hoop op buitelandse hulp [moet] vestig nie, maar ons moet probeer
om self die knoop deur te haak”.52 Die afnemende Afrikaner-getalle het
verder meegebring dat pleidooie om minderheidsregte nutteloos geword het.
Desnieteenstaande was daar deurgaans ’n kern van GRA-lede wat vasbeslote
was om met die organisasie voort te gaan.

Die Voortrekker-beweging
Die Voortrekker-beweging van Rhodesië het hom hoofsaaklik daarvoor
beywer om die Afrikaner-jeug te betrek en die strewe van Afrikanerskap,
Christenskap en broederskap te handhaaf. In die Unie van Suid-Afrika het
die simboliese Ossewatrek-herdenking van 1938 daartoe bygedra om ’n
nasionalistiese bewussyn onder Afrikaners aan te wakker. Ook in Rhodesië
sou hierdie organisasie langsamerhand as bolwerk teen die verengelsing van
Afrikaners aldaar dien.
Die Eeufeesherdenking het ’n inspirerende uitwerking op Afrikaners in
Rhodesië gehad. Tydens die 1938-eeufeesjaar het talle kultuurverwante
kompetisies en byeenkomste plaasgevind. Die herdenking van die Groot Trek
is in ’n gees van groot opgewondenheid bekendgestel. Die nasionalistiese
gevoelens wat daaroor in Rhodesië geheers het, word weerspieël in die
Notuleboeke van die Afrikaanse Kultuurunie van Rhodesië (AKUR). In ’n
notule van die algemene vergadering van 4 Maart 1938 word melding gemaak
van die belangrikheid van die Eeufees: “Daar is nuwe lewe gebore uit die
51 Die Rhodesiër, 23 Februarie 1968, p. 6.
52 Anon., “Volk trek saam”, Die Rhodesiër, September- Desember 1976, p. 2.
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Voortrekker Eeufeesjaar. Ons volk is nog bereid om hul tradisies na te lewe
en [te] strewe”.53
In ’n debatsbespreking tydens die vergadering het enkele Afrikaners hul
menings op inspirerende wyse gelug. Ene Vermaak het byvoorbeeld metafories
verklaar: “… die Afrikaners is soos ’n karoobossie stompie. Die lewe bly altyd
daar. Ons moet net aanhou volhard en stry”. Ene Groenewald het bygevoeg
dat “ons hier [vergelyk kan word] as tak van die Afrikaner boom in die Suide
wat nou bloei en groei”. Die voorsitter, ds. A Botha, het ook bemoedigend
verklaar dat die “Afrikanernasie ontwaak”.54 Daar is ook vir ’n verenigde front
teen die administratiewe onderdrukking van Afrikaans, en die introuery en
verengelsing van Afrikaners gepleit. Tydens ’n algemene vergadering van
29 Junie 1938 het Botha ’n beroep op die herlewing van die Afrikaners in
Rhodesië gedoen: “Ons kan nie vandag meer wegtrek nie, maar ons kan
wegwerp alles wat vreemd is en voortplant wat ons volkseie is. Mag die Heer
ons help om daardie taal, godsdiens en tradisie wat vir ons oorgelewer (is)
deur die Voortrekkers voort te plant”.55
Tydens die Van Riebeeckfees van 1952 het die Voortrekkers op
indrukwekkende wyse aan ’n simboliese Voortrekker-fakkelloop deelgeneem.
Onder leiding van provinsiale leiers, soos DH Davel, CJO Groenewald
en L Fourie, het die fakkelloop se eerste skof vanuit Salisbury begin. Die
seremoniële fakkels is deur middel van aflosse na die verskillende Voortrekkerkommando’s, naamlik Bothashof, Beatrice, Enkeldoorn, Umvuma en Fort
Victoria, aangestuur. Vandaar is die fakkels verder per motor na die Beitbruggrenspos met Suid-Afrika vervoer waar die fakkeloorhandiging tussen Davel
en JH Greybe, provinsiale leier van Transvaal, plaasgevind het.56 In kulturele
terme was hierdie gebeurtenis ’n hoogtepunt van die Voortrekkerbeweging in
Rhodesië en die versterking van patriotisme onder Rhodesiese Afrikaners. In
sy boodskap van volharding en patriotisme tydens die oorhandigingseremonie
het Davel onder andere gesê “dat die fakkel ’n simbool is van die vlam wat die
Rhodesiërs na die beste van hul vermoë in die noorde brandende hou, ’n vlam

53 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van Die Afrikaanse Taal en
Kultuur Vereniging van Daisyfield, Notule van Algemene Vergadering, 4 Maart 1938.
54 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van Die Afrikaanse Taal en
Kultuur Vereniging van Daisyfield, Notule van Algemene Vergadering, 4 Maart 1938, p. 20.
55 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 166: Notuleboeke, Notule van Die Afrikaanse Taal en
Kultuur Vereniging van Daisyfield, Notule van Algemene Vergadering, 29 Junie 1938.
56 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 251: Die Volksgenoot (Die Volksgenoot, 6 Maart 1952,
“Voortrekker-Fakkelloop is met geesdrif begroet op pad in S.R”’), pp. 4-5.
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wat hul sal brandend hou en verder dra”.57

Organisasies vir ontspanning
Ander belangrike kultuurorganisasies wat opheffingsrolle in die Afrikanergemeenskappe vervul het, het egter vir beperkte tydperke bestaan. Die
Hulp- en Vriendskapsbond en die Jongedogtersbond, wat in 1939 gestig is
met die doel om Afrikaner-mans en -vroue te verenig en hulle sodoende vir
werksverskaffing na die Tweede Wêreldoorlog te beywer, het albei voor 1946
ontbind.58 Kultuurorganisasies met die doel om die skone kunste te bevorder,
het ook in Rhodesië ontstaan. In 1965 is die Salisbury Afrikaanse Toneel
Organisasie (SATO) op die been gebring om veral Afrikaanse toneelspel en
opvoerings te organiseer. SATO het tot in 1975 die aanbieding en beoefening
van toneelspel moontlik gemaak. Soortgelyk aan SATO het die Afrikanerjeuglaer vanaf sy ontstaan in 1947 tot en met sy ontbinding tydens die
Rhodesiese bosoorlog van 1965 tot 1980 volksang en volkspele bevorder.59
Die Jukskei-organisasie wat in 1938 tot stand gekom het, het tot 12
jukskei-laers uitgebrei en met ’n sentrale jukskeiterrein te Gwelo, bekend as
Jukskeipark, gespog. Tot in 1980 was hierdie organisasie steeds aktief betrokke
by die spel, en verskeie van sy jukskeispelers het Rhodesiese sportkleure
ontvang. Vervolgens het die Rapportryersbeweging in 1975 uitgebrei deur
korpse te Salisbury, Bulawayo, Hartley, Marandellas en Sinoia te vorm.60
‘n Wye verskeidenheid kultuurorganisasies waarin die Afrikaner se kultuur,
sport en die beoefening van die skone kunste uitgeleef kon word, het dus in
Rhodesië gefunksioneer.
In Salisbury was die Afrikaanse Klub veral gemik op sowel professionele
beroepslui as Suid-Afrikaners wat op ’n nie-permanente basis vir maatskappye
of in kontrakposte in Rhodesië gaan werk het. Hierdie Afrikaners het een keer
per maand tydens ‘n klubdinee in die George Hotel in Avondale vergader, en die
klub het daarom dikwels ook as die “Noenmaal klub” bekend gestaan.61Hoewel
57 WCARS, PJ van der Merwe-versameling A2599, no. 251: “Kan gemeenskaplike ideale van weerskante
verstewig”, Die Volksgenoot, 6 Maart 1952, p. 1.
58 SS Walters, Die kommunikasiebehoeftes van die Afrikaans-sprekende in Rhodesië (Nasionale Biblioteek van SuidAfrika, Kaapstad), p. 86.
59 SS Walters, Die kommunikasiebehoeftes van die Afrikaans-sprekende in Rhodesië (Nasionale Biblioteek van SuidAfrika, Kaapstad), pp. 86-87.
60 SS Walters, Die kommunikasiebehoeftes van die Afrikaans-sprekende in Rhodesië (Nasionale Biblioteek van SuidAfrika, Kaapstad), p. 87.
61 G Hendrich (Persoonlike Versameling), Onderhoud, R Cronje (Voormalige Rhodesiese Minister), 6 Mei 2009.

170

Afrikaner kultuurorganisasies in Rhodesië

die Afrikaanse Klub nie uitsluitlik ‘n kultuurorganisasie was nie, het dit tog
sosiale verkeer tussen Afrikaners bewerkstellig. Sprekers oor aktuele sake soos
Wickus de Kock, Minister van Inligting, Immigrasie en Toerisme en dr. DC
Krogh, Adjunk-Goewerneur van die Rhodesiese Reserwebank, het dikwels
informatiewe toesprake aangaande plaaslike en internasionale kwessies en
tendense gelewer. ‘n Goedgeorganiseerde bestuursliggaam, bestaande uit
CJ Rhoode (voorsitter), CF Louw (ondervoorsitter), WP Breytenbach
(sekretaris), GJ Joubert (penningmeester) en PJ Roux is in Julie 1974 aangestel
om gereelde byeenkomste te reël.62
In Bulawayo is ‘n Afrikaner-vriendekring in die laat sewentigerjare op die
been gebring om die skakeling tussen die Afrikaner-gemeenskap in die stad
te versterk. Bertus Scholtz, Rudi Rascher, Frank Herbst en Mart Nel was
die leidinggewende lede van dié vriendekring. Dr. Johan Steenkamp en die
latere voorsitter, ds. Barry van Wyk, het ook as welsprekende lede opgetree.
Ander vooraanstaande vriendekring-lede was Piet Fourie, Eddie Rademeyer,
Johan Venter en Theo Beukes. In Maart 1977 het ‘n berig in Die Rhodesiër
alle “stoere boere” en belangstellende Afrikaner-inwoners uitgenooi om by
die sosiale byeenkomste van hierdie vriendekring aan te sluit.63 Dit is duidelik
dat ook hierdie organisasie daarop gemik was om die vervreemding of
afgesonderdheid van Afrikaners in die Bulawayo-omgewing teen te werk.
Die Rhodesiese Afrikaner-aksiekring (RAAK) was ‘n hoogs vertroulike
organisasie wat hoofsaaklik ten doel gehad het te pleit om vir Afrikanerminderheidsregte, insluitende taal-, godsdiens-, onderwys- en taalregte.
Polities het hierdie organisasie geen verbintenisse met konserwatiewe
Afrikaner-organisasies in Suid-Afrika, soos byvoorbeeld die Ossewabrandwag
of Afrikaner Broederbond, gehad nie.64 Weinig historiese rekords bestaan oor
RAAK, maar dit is bekend dat lidmaatskap slegs op uitnodiging geskied het.
Die werkswyses van RAAK was op die beginsels van ’n “dinkskrum” geskoei.65
Volgens ds. Sarel Kotzé, wat die sekretaris en voorsitter van die Salisbury-tak
van RAAK was, het die organisasie die behoeftes van die Afrikaners opgevang en
bespreek. Een van die belangrikste behoeftes was om Rhodesiese Afrikaners in
kultuurverband te mobiliseer. ’nBelangrike uitvloeisel van hierdie organisasie
was dat die gedagte om ’n Afrikaanse koerant uit te gee onder RAAK-lede
posgevat het. Die redaksionele bestuurslede van die twee Afrikaanse koerante,
62
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onderskeidelik Kern en sy prominente opvolger Die Rhodesiër, sou veral uit
hierdie organisasie kom.66 Hulle het die hoop gekoester dat hierdie koerante
as mondstuk vir Rhodesiese Afrikaners sou dien. Op sosiale vlak het RAAKlede in hul onderskeie gebiede as motivering gedien vir ander Rhodesiese
Afrikaners om aan kultuurverwante feeste deel te neem. Dit is duidelik dat
RAAK die eksklusiefste organisasie vir Rhodesiese Afrikaners was.67

Ondergang
Teen 1980 het die politieke gety drasties teen die blanke minderheidsbewind
gedraai met verskerpte terreuraanvalle, sanksies en ‘n uitmergelende
bosoorlog. Nadat politieke onderhandelinge te Lancaster House in Londen
tussen die strydende faksies plaasgevind het, is ooreengekom op ’n algemene
verkiesing in Rhodesië. Op 4 Maart 1980 het ZANU-PF onder leiding van
Robert Gabriel Mugabe die verkiesing met ’n volstrekte meerderheid gewen.68
Daarmee was die bevrydingstryd van bykans twaalf jaar verby. Die Republiek
van Zimbabwe is op 18 April 1980 uitgeroep.
Aangesien die Afrikaners as ’n geslote gemeenskap met etnosentriese waardes
ontwikkel het, het die groep se kultuurbelange en geloofsoortuigings direk
met die nuwe begrippe van die meerderheidsbewind gebots. Begrippe soos
’n Marxistiese kultuurstelsel, diversiteit en akkulturasie is deur Afrikaners as
onaanvaarbare bedreigings beskou.69 Op interkulturele gebied het skoolintegrasie
van blanke en swart skoliere in die praktyk byvoorbeeld besondere probleme
veroorsaak. Aangesien Zimbabwiese leerplanne hoofsaaklik in Engels (geskoei
op Britse leerplanne) was, is onder andere Afrikaanse skole soos Bothashof
genoop om ter wille van toenemende swart leerlinggetalle te verengels. Die
onderrig van Afrikaanse kultuur-, Christenskap- en buitemuurse aktiwiteite
in staatskole is uit vrees vir moontlike regeringsinmengingbemoeilik. As
’nweerspieëling van die Afrikaner, asook ander blanke Zimbabwiërs, se
oorwoë onwilligheid om te integreer, het ongeveer 52 blanke privaatskole tot
stand gekom, maar waarvan slegs enkeles tot in 2000 in gebruik was.70
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Afrikaner kultuurorganisasies in Rhodesië

In April 1981, slegs ’n jaar na die bewindsoorname, het ’n nuwe Afrikaanse
organisasie, bekend as die Afrikaner-gemeenskap van Zimbabwe in Harare
(voorheen Salisbury), tot stand gekom. Tydens die laaste kongres van
die Genootskap van Rhodesiese Afrikaners het dr. Konstant Burnette, ’n
Afrikaner-sakeman, in ’n toespraak oor die aanpasbaarheid en implikasies
van die Afrikaner-minderheidsgroep in ’n sosialistiese staatsbestel uitgebrei.
Burnette het verklaar dat die Afrikaner steeds ’n belangrike funksie en
“daadwerklike rol” in die bestel mag speel om “…soveel invloed moontlik
uit te oefen in die nywerheid, op landboukundige gebied en die politiek,
waardeur standvastigheid bevorder sal word”.71 Tydens die kongres het onder
andere twee Afrikaner-boere, te wete Schalk van der Merwe van Mazoe en
Danie Theron van Gutu, egter kritiek gelewer dat Afrikaners moes waak teen
negatiwiteit of neutraliteit en ’n “swartgallige benadering” – faktore wat die
Afrikaners se teenwoordigheid in Zimbabwe betekenisloos kon maak.72
Die kultuur-historiese erfenis van die Afrikaner in Zimbabwe het ook in
gedrang gekom. Ingevolge die regering se beleid van dekolonialisering het
die oorblywende gedenktekens en monumente ter nagedagtenis aan blanke
setlaars en hul opofferings in die pad van politieke verandering gestaan. Die
Voortrekkermonument by Melsetter, wat die enigste tasbare simbool van
Afrikanerskap in Zimbabwe was, is uiteindelik met die grond gelyk gemaak.73
Die vyfjaarlikse herdenking van Geloftedag by dié monument is ook weens
politieke omstandighede gestaak. Danksy pogings om dit as nasionale
gedenkwaardigheid te verklaar, het die nabygeleë Voortrekkerkerkie vir die
nageslag behoue gebly.74 Talle “setlaarsmonumente” is gesloop en met die
verlies van die Voortrekkermonument is die kulturele nalatenskap van die
Rhodesiese Afrikaners onherstelbaar geskend.

Samevatting
In historiese verband is dit opmerklik dat ’n minderheidsgroep soos die
Afrikaners in die destydse Rhodesië hulself relatief suksesvol teen die potensiële
assimilasie in die dominante Engelssprekende Rhodesiese samelewing
gehandhaaf het. Dit blyk egter dat die bestaan en instandhouding van
71
72
73
74

Anon., “Afrikaner in Zimbabwe het belangrike funksie”, Hoofstad, 2 April 1981, p. 7.
Anon., “Afrikaner in Zimbabwe het belangrike funksie”, Hoofstad, 2 April 1981, p. 7.
Persoonlike e-pos: M Beukes/G Hendrich, 19 Maart 2009.
Anon., “Van Tienie Fourie uit Salisbury”, Die Volksblad, 20 Desember 1980, p. 4.
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Afrikaner-belange in Rhodesië nie sonder die stukrag van kultuurorganisasiesen
die Afrikaner-kerke, bewerkstellig kon word nie. Die weldeurgronde
ondersteuning van hul kultuur kan grootliks toegeskryf word aan AKUR
en die GRA se besorgdheid om die Afrikaner-kultuur lewend te hou. Uit ’n
sosiologiese oogpunt wil dit voorkom of daar in Rhodesië ’n vakuum onder
Afrikaners ontstaan het, aangesien die wyse en ywer van kultuurbeoefening op
die lange duur van dié van Afrikaners in Suid-Afrika verskil het. Geloftedag is
byvoorbeeld met besondere toewyding deur Rhodesiese Afrikaners herdenk,
terwyl daar in Suid-Afrika merendeels ’n wisselvallige belangstelling oor
hierdie kulturele aangeleentheid geheers het. Volks- en Geloftefeeste is met
oorgawe gevier, en dit het in nouer samewerking met die Afrikaanse kerke
daartoe bygedra om die Afrikaner-kultuur in Rhodesië te handhaaf.Die
onderliggende taak van die GRA was om te verenig. Die GRA-voorsitter was
die volgende mening toegedaan:: “ ...ek kan vir Rhodesië alleenlik iets beteken
as ek ’n ware en waardige Afrikaner is”.75 Die Afrikaner-minderheidsgroep het
dus in die meeste gevalle ’n groepsgebondenheid openbaar en terselfdertyd
daarna gestreef om “hulself ” te wees en om sodoende hul kulturele identiteit
te behou.

75 Anon., “Ons taak het geen einde”, Die Volksgenoot, Februarie 1974, p. 3.
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Cape lives of the eighteenth century
(Pretoria, Protea Book House, 2011, 676 pp., bibl., index. ISBN: 9781-86919-484-0)
Karel Schoeman
Elizabeth van Heyningen
University of Cape Town
evh@iafrica.com

This volume is one of a number that Karel Schoeman has published recently
on the Cape in the VOC era, mainly in Afrikaans. His objectives are twofold:
to provide an understanding of the eighteenth-century Cape world through
a series of biographies and to write for a general readership. Schoeman is not
an academic and, while his research is wide-ranging, he does not attempt to
engage with academic debates. On the other hand, he is one of South Africa’s
most gifted writers and this is a remarkable volume. He brings to the work,
not only his literary gifts, but a wonderfully comfortable familiarity with the
period and the sources. Nor has he ignored recent research; on the contrary,
his secondary reading draws on the work of historians like Nigel Worden,
Gerald Groenewald and Nigel Penn, and he has made extensive use of the
internet.
The book is far more than a series of biographies. Each individual is a
peg on which to hang an exploration of his or her world. Schoeman has
deliberately chosen representative individuals and they range from a small
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number of prominent figures like Robert Jacob Gordon, to a far larger group
of frontiersmen and women, minor officials, slaves and, in order to examine
the distant eastern frontier, Rharhabe. As he moves through the period, he
notes the way in which the relatively fluid racial lines of the earlier part of the
century hardened. As he observes in the chapter on Jacoba Alida Campher
and Willem van Wijk, the Cape in the early eighteenth century was not a
world of gabled houses and gracious living. It was, rather, inhabited by North
European immigrants, poor and often illiterate, who married local coloured
women and struggled to establish themselves in a pioneering environment.
Some made it but most did not. Some might find acceptance in the more
affluent social world but, by the end of the century, the stain of colour was
regarded as reprehensible.
Much of Schoeman’s interest lies in the frontier, first in the north and later
towards the eastern Cape. The chapter on Campher and van Wijk, for instance,
looks at the Olifants River region. The chapter hinges on the court records of
Campher who appeared before the Court of Justice in Cape Town to declare
that her brother-in-law, van Wijk, had seduced her in the course of a journey
to Cape Town from the Olifants River. To tell this story, Schoeman examined
genealogies, probate inventories and resolutions of the Council of Policy,
building up a picture of the northern frontier over a period of seventeen years.
He ranges through an account of the events surrounding the French deserter,
Etienne Barbier, to a description of the raids against the Khoikhoi. Van
Wijk’s world, he concludes, was one of ‘raiding, warfare, random violence
and general lawlessness’ (p.135). Campher was descended from a German
immigrant and, possibly, on her mother’s side, from former slaves. German
immigrants feature frequently in these biographies and one of Schoeman’s
strengths is his awareness of the European world from which these people
came. The clan also included children born out of wedlock. He goes on:
This then was the family background of the Campher sisters, children of
a father who according to the strictly racial standards of a later era was half
‘non-white’ and a mother who was a quarter coloured. In their own day, such
criteria would still have been largely irrelevant, however: what would have
mattered was that the members of both families … had been baptised, and
that they formed part of the local farming and slave-owning community,
however small the scale.

One such snippet gives very little sense of the richness of this very substantial
volume. For me, however, one of the pleasures is Schoeman’s engagement
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with his sources. Using an account book, for instance, he explores the
working of large Cape household towards the end of the VOC period (the
biographies are always firmly grounded in place and time). The entries range
from payments to the family doctor and for spices, reminding us of the
eastern influence on Cape cuisine, to clothing bought for slaves, in this case
apparently relatively well treated since there is also expenditure on schooling.
Repeatedly Schoeman uses these sources and his own sensitive pen to give a
glimpse of a world which, he fully recognises, is difficult to recapture today.
What one finds in this casual incident, … is people leading isolated and
monotonous lives, with too much time for aimless conversation and
irresponsible gossip during the protracted visits they paid to one another, and
also too much time for brooding subsequently over what had been said or
implied (p. 524).

Or, elsewhere:
It was a world of candlelight and smoky fires, of gossip and neighbourliness
and attendance at church on Sundays, and social visits where the men smoked
heavily while the women drank innumerable cups of tea. Above all, it was a
world dominated completely by the VOC, by the bells that rang throughout
the day to define the activities of its servants and slaves in the Castle, the
Hospital and the Slave Lodge, by the drummers and pipers at the Castle
sounding the tattoo at the end of the day, and a cannon announcing the arrival
and departure of its ships on their way to the Netherlands and the East (p.
456).

Every chapter ranges widely, including much genealogical information on the
network of alliances that formed Cape society, to contingent personalities and
events. The result is a series of fascinating and often unexpected glimpses into
this small but complex world. Schoeman brings freshness even to the studies
of people, like Gordon, on whom there is already a substantial literature.
If I have a quarrel with this volume it is in the absences. There are no
maps, desperately needed, and no illustrations despite frequent references to
portraits. The dustcover has to suffice. The index, too, is unsatisfactory for it
does not include the range of connections that are part of the value of this
book. It is a pity for this book is a fine introduction to the eighteenth-century
Cape, and beyond.
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A cameo from the past: The prehistory and early history of the
Kruger National Park
(Pretoria: Protea Book House, 2012, 757 pp., map, table, bibl., index.
ISBN 978-1-86919-195-5)
U de V Pienaar (ed.)
Barend van der Merwe
Free State Provincial Archives
bartels.bj@gmail.com

South African National Parks (SANParks) is the leading conservation
authority in Africa. With 3 751 113 hectares of land under its control, the
21 national parks play host to one of Southern Africa’s most valuable living
heritage features – the unique fauna and flora of the region. It is a heritage that
is not merely that of the people of South Africa, but indeed that of mankind,
and protecting this heritage is everybody’s business, or at least, it should be.
The history of game parks are, as this book clearly demonstrates, not merely
the history of animals and their conservation. The overriding emphasis is on the
relation between human activity and the natural environment. It is a subject
on which the general historian is, one would suspect, not too well informed.
It is true that environmental history has not received the attention it deserves
in curricula. It is good that this is changing, but for those overwhelmed at
where to start, A cameo from the past may just be what you are looking for.
What is most important in this study is the way in which various disciplines
are consulted to narrate the prehistory and early history of the Kruger National
Park. In some ways, this makes the text challenging to read. Yet the result is
that one feels enriched, and left with a sense of wonder about the magnitude
of this heritage that is South Africa’s natural beauty and diversity.
This sense of being overwhelmed is enhanced by the sheer amount of factual
information. If there is perhaps one strong point of criticism, it is that the
text has some of the qualities of an encyclopaedia. While one is provided with
ample facts, the old accusation that history is “just one thing after the other”
might surface here for some. But despite the possibility that the volume of
information might overwhelm the reader, there is adequate interpretation of
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these facts. The fact that the authors went to great lengths to unearth the
insights of various disciplines also minimizes this challenge, as their contextual
insights assist with interpretation.
Aiding the reader further is the large number of images accompanying this
work. Although it would certainly have been far less costly without them,
they are of paramount importance to interpret the text. It is often the case
with history books that one is left wondering if photographs of well-known
politicians are indeed necessary. But in the case of A cameo from the past, the
pictorial information more often than not enhances the reading experience.
Added to these are the important maps included in the back. These are not
merely of historical importance, but will assist a modern visitor to the area.
In terms of content, the bulk of the book is concerned with the settlers’
activities in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Amongst these, the stories
of colourful personalities often tell a different tale than what we are so often
led to believe about South Africa’s past. While there were times of bloodshed
and conflict, there are also stories of bravery and brotherhood that seem
so distant from what South Africa would become in the late 20th century,
especially in the eyes of the international community. Some of the content is
so moving that it could serve as inspiration for historical novels. What forms
a central theme, however, is the way in which the politics of the area shaped
the development of the Kruger National Park, and for those interested in the
Anglo-Boer war, there is an entire chapter on this topic and how it relates to
the development of the Park.
As the title suggests, however, an ample part of the text is dedicated to the
prehistory of the Kruger National Park, and tells a tale of the magnitude of
early human settlement – a subject about which many South Africans know
too little. Trade and mining were common to the early settlers of the area,
and as discoveries are made, our knowledge of these ‘first’ South Africans is
becoming more detailed.
All of this forms a prelude to what can be described as the climax of A cameo
from the past, which is the formation of the Kruger National Park. Again, this
is narrated in great detail. The authors do not shy away from grim realities
and lessons learned the hard way, and give us insights into how South Africa
developed into one of the leaders in conservation.
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Despite its overwhelming detail, A cameo from the past can be considered as
a work that succeeds in its stated aims. It is an important contribution, and
is recommended to anyone interested in wildlife, the Kruger National Park,
and the politics of South Africa. Because it is very well-illustrated, it can even
serve as a wonderful “coffee table” book, hopefully cultivating an awareness
and love for nature, as well as history.

Armblankes
(Kaapstad: Tafelberg, 2012, x + 200 pp. ISBN 978-0-624-05643-0)
Edward-John Bottomley
Wessel Visser
History
Universiteit van Stellenbosch
wpv@sun.ac.za

Die onderwerp “armblankes” is natuurlik nie nuut in die Suid-Afrikaanse
historiografie nie en in hierdie opsig sluit Bottomley se werk aan by ‘n aantal
gewigtige publikasies wat alreeds hierdie tema of aspekte daarvan histories
ondersoek het, byvoorbeeld dié van Groskopf, Van Onselen, Beinart et al,
Keegan, Morrel, Lange en Teppo, asook vele ander.1 Bottomley se boek is
‘n verwerking van sy MA-graad aan die Universiteit van Cambridge oor die
geografiese geskiedenis van armblankes in Suid-Afrika. Dis in Afrikaans in
boekvorm deur Erika de Beer vertaal.
Die boek bestaan uit vyf hoofstukke, te wete “Die ontdekking van die armes”,
“Die arm stad”, “Die arm volk”, “Die goeie blankes” en “Die moderne armes”.
Veral die teoretiese vertrekpunte van hoofstuk een, waar die skrywer aspekte
soos klassifikasie, koloniale stedelike beplanning en rasse-orde, witheidstudies,
1

Sien bv. JFW Grosskopf, Rural impoverishment and rural exodus: Report of the Carnegie Commission, Pro Ecclesia,
Stellenbosch, 1932; C van Onselen, Studies in the social and economic history of the Witwatersrand 18861914, Vol. I: New Babylon (Ravan Press, Johannesburg, 1982); W Beinart, et al (eds.), Putting a plough to the
ground. Accumulation and dispossession in rural South Africa, 1850-1930 (Ravan Press, Johannesburg, 1986); T
Keegan, Rural transformations in industrializing South Africa. The Southern Highveld to 1914 (Macmillan Press,
Basingstoke, 1987); R Morrel (ed.), White but poor: Essays on the history of the poor whites in Southern Africa,
1880-1940 (Unisa, Pretoria, 1992); L Lange, White, poor and angry: White working class families in Johannesburg
(Ashgate, Aldershot, 2003); A Teppo, The making of a good white: A historical ethnography of the rehabilitation or
poor whites in a suburb of Cape Town (University of Helsinki, Helsinki, 2004).
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armblankekommissies en eugenese as bepalende faktore in die vorming van ‘n
armblankeklas analiseer, is van die sterk punte in die boek.
Daarna volg die skrywer die tradisionele armblanke narratief deur te
verduidelik hoedat sosio-ekomiese toestande op die platteland ‘n blanke
verskuiwing na die stede genoodsaak het en hoedat die arm-blanke
verskynsel hom in stedelike krotbuurte gemanifesteer het. Hy kom tot die
gevolgtrekking dat om die “armblankeprobleem”op te los, moes die staat eers
die aard en omvang daarvan kon bepaal, om hulle as’t ware te “ontdek” en te
dokumenteer deur middel van kommissies. Hierdie kommissies het in hulle
ondersoekproses die diskoers gevestig hoe die “probleem” gehanteer moes
word aangesien die vestiging van ‘n verenigde wit volk vereis het dat alle lede
van daardie groep wit moes wees. Gevolglik het arm wittes deel geword van
‘n volgehoue verbeelding van Afrikanerdom deur hulle lewenstandaarde te
verhoog en die persepsie van die armes te verbeter.
Dis egter waar die skrywer poog om die hantering van die armblankeprobleem
aan die hand van Afrikaner-nasionalisme te interpreteer dat hy begin klei trap.
Bottomley trap in dieselfde slaggat waarin menige Engelssprekende historikus
beland wanneer hulle poog om Afrikaner-nasionalisme, Afrikaanse taal en
kultuuraspekte en Afrikaner-politiek te ontleed en te verklaar. En dit is om
Dan O’Meara se hoogaangeprese sosio-ekonomiese en politieke studie oor
Afrikaners2 klakkeloos en kritiekloos na te volg. Dis asof O’Meara se dikwels
ongenuanseerde vertolking van ‘n allesoorheersende Afrikaner kulturele
entrepreneurselite, wat glo alles rondom die Afrikanerdom sou vorm, skep,
bestuur en beheer, ‘n soort interpretasietemplaat vir diesulkes vorm. Die ou
holruggeryde Broederbond is weer die stereotipiese Antjie Somers wat so ‘n
skadelike invloed op Afrikaner gehad het.
In navolging van O’Meara maak Bottomley die volgende absurde stellings
op p. 123: “Deur sulke skeppings [soos die FAK] het die Bond gehoop om
Afrikaner-eenheid te bevorder en daardeur ‘n volk te skep waar daar nie een was
nie en ‘n verenigde geskiedenis te bedink” (my kursivering)…In ‘n groot mate
is die kultuur van Afrikaners vandag die produk van die Bond se beleid” (my
kursivering). Alhoewel Bottomley hier vir O’Meara aanhaal, wend hy geen
poging aan om sy stellings krities te analiseer nie. Volgens hierdie stellings
was die aard en wese van die Afrikaners sonder die Broederbond onmoontlik
2

D O’Meara, Volkskapitalisme: Class, capital and ideology in the development of Afrikaner nationalism, 1934-1948,
(Ravan Press, Johannesburg, 1983).
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en sou dan by implikasie eers sedert 1918, toe die AB gestig is, werklik “in
wording” kom slegs danksy daardie organisasie! Dit is ook neerbuigend teenoor
armes asof hulle bloot willose wesens was met geen agentskap van hulle eie
nie. Alhoewel Bottomley Giliomee se gesaghebbende werk oor die Afrikaners3
geraadpleeg het, het hy klaarblyklik nie kennis geneem van laasgenoemde se
breedvoerige verduideliking dat die Broederbond nie naastenby so magtig en
magies was soos wat die O’Meara-navolgers klaarblyklik wil hê dit moet wees
nie.
Ander problematiese aspekte van die boek lê by die Afrikaanse vertaling wat
plek-plek uiters swak gedoen is en in vele gevalle tot direkte vertalings en erge
anglisismes aanleiding gee. Om enkele voorbeelde te noem: “Van 1886 is die
storie (i.p.v. verhaal) van Suid-Afrika die storie (i.p.v. verhaal) van goud”,
p.26; “network” (i.p.v. netwerk), p.33; “verskillende tyde” (i.p.v. tye), p.39;
“het dié heerskappye elke beskikbare ware ‘wittes’ benodig”, p.42; “middelste
dekades van die twintigste eeu” (i.p.v. in die middel van die twintigste
eeu) en “botsende poliglot”, p. 70, “armer kwartiere” (i.p.v. armer buurte)
en “residentpoel van deskundige getuienis”, p.78; “Afrikaner-generaal”
(i.p.v. Boeregeneraal), “Gekose Komitee oor Europese Werkloosheid”(i.p.v.
Blanke Werkloosheid) en “opvatting van wit armoede” (i.p.v. opvatting
oor), p.79; “gaping tussen hulle wat gebrekkig gevul word” en “nie-Europese
werker”(i.p.v. nie-blanke werker), p. 80; “die kommissies is ook merkwaardig
vir die mymeringe van professor”, p.82; “moontlik gemaak deur baie klein
gewetensterftes”, p.108; “Hertzog, daardie blinde en ruimhartige nasionalis”
(waar met blinde waarskynlik iets soos onverbiddelike bedoel word), p.112,
“ook Koos”(i.p.v. oom Koos), p.157 en “as sulks” (i.p.v. as sodanig), p.185.
Op p. 62 kom die volgende direkte vertaling voor wat totaal onsinnig en
onbegryplik in Afrikaans is: “As tonele van potensiële maatskaplike onrus wat
die koloniale verbeelding gedestabiliseer het, is die ligging van die stedelike
armes, onder wie probleemgroepe soos misdadigers en prostitute, tipies
omlyn. Dit was onvermydelik ‘n kru proses”. Op p.162 verwys die skrywer na
‘n oop gebied in die Wes-Kaapse armblankebuurt, Ruyterwacht, wat volgens
hom aanvanklik as ‘n feesterrein vir volkspele en boeremarkte gebruik is
en later in ‘n motorrenbaan omskep is. Hierdie inligting is net gedeeltelik
korrek. Dit het as die Goodwoodse skouterrein ontwikkel waar die jaarlikse
landboutentoonstelling van die Wes-Kaapse Landbou-unie tot ongeveer
die einde van die twintigste eeu gehou is en waarna dit as die Grandwest3

H Giliomee, The Afrikaners: Biography of a people (University of Virginia Press, Charlottesville, 2003).
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casinokompleks ontwikkel is. Vervolgens verklaar die skrywer op p.172 dat
die vakbond Solidariteit in 1902 as die Mynwerkersunie gestig is. Die korrekte
interpretasie is egter dat die Transvaal Miners’ Association in 1902 gestig is,
wat in 1913 tot die Suid-Afrikaanse Mynwerkersunie herdoop is en in 2002
weer ‘n naamsverandering tot Solidariteit ondergaan het.
Desnieteenstaande sy tekortkominge het die boek meriete vir historici wat
in sosiale geskiedenis belangstel. Die laaste hoofstuk, getitled Moderne
armes” bevat, soos die hoofstukopskrif lui, interessante nuwe inligting oor
kontemporêre armblankes, alhoewel dit in wese op armblanke buurtes in
die Kaapse Skiereiland fokus en nie ‘n uitgebreide analise vir die oorsake
van hierdie hernude armoede bied nie. Alles inaggenome, bring Bottomley
se studie, benewens sy laaste hoofstuk, geen nuwe kennis ten opsigte van
die interpretasies en narratiewe van die geskiedenis van armblankes na vore
nie. Tog is sy samevoeging en bespreking van bestaande en nuwe insigte oor
hierdie onderwerp goed in die publikasie verpak en is die werk ‘n nuttige
naslaanbron oor die geskiedenis van armblankes in Suid-Afrika.

Re-imagining the Social in South Africa: Critique theory and postapartheid society
(Scottsville, UKZN, 2009, 308pp., index. ISBN: 978-1-86914-179-0)
Heather Jacklin & Peter Vale
Lisa Thompson
University of Pretoria
lisa.thompson@up.ac.za

Mamphela Ramphele on 25 April 2013 stated at the Wits Origins Centre in
Braamfontein, in her address entitled “Fear in South African politics”, that
people are afraid to speak out against the “ills and abuse by the government
and the ruling party” (Ndaba, 2013). It is both salutary and depressing to
note that the fear of the ruling party is one of the most prominent factors
governing society today, four years after the publication of this book. Fear is a
theme that runs through the collection of essays and various authors identify
instances where the people are afraid, for various reasons, of the ruling party –
183

New Contree, No. 66 (July 2013)

and which may explain the absence of the kind of discourse that was so much
part of the “struggle”.
Intellectual criticism and discourse have been abandoned since the change
of government in 1994. The authors explore this issue and provide many
and varied opinions as to why this occurred. These range from the fact that
“liberal” criticism is outdated and firmly based in the middle-class western
context that has very little to do with the current problems faced by people
who are dispossessed, and because traditional methods are of little use in postcolonial settings. The now- outmoded idea of praxis proposed by Habermas,
namely that change can be brought about through recognising what is wrong
with society and then changing it, is propagated and rejected. It is ironic that
in post-apartheid South Africa the ideals of critical theory and praxis seem to
some to be impossible.
Various schools of thought are represented, ranging from the conservative to
the radical. The common thread is that the social reality of South Africa has
changed and that there are those who believe that this is simply a reflection of
post-colonial reality, and that western values of human rights and democracy
cannot be applied here. The thoughts and modes of expression reflected in its
multifaceted contents make this book interesting and informative. However,
this is not an easy book to read. It is complex and, at times, turgid. Many
of the philosophical and sociological arguments are long and convoluted.
Nonetheless, the book succeeds in its purpose of covering various opinions,
perspectives, and practices.
Government control of research in the humanities and the commodification
of universities are recurring themes. A number of authors express dismay and
disapproval at the manner in which university education is seen simply as
training for employment, disregarding the contribution that the humanities
and social sciences make. Chipkin points out that even research in the
humanities is controlled by the ruling party. The HSRC under the new
legislation, according to Chipkin (p. 64), “reflect the norms and values of the
ANC in the field of research”. The change in attitude to the original purpose
of university education and its effects on the humanities and social sciences
are discussed at length, but suggestions on how to address the matter are not
very satisfactory.
The idea of “intellectual power” is addressed by Olivier, who states that it is
“but one variety … [and] hardly sits well with other kinds of power, especially
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in an economic and political guise”. It seems that this threat is one of the
main reasons for the change in direction that universities have taken. The
importance of the humanities and social sciences is stressed for the manner in
which they can be used to bring about change, as well as in their relation to the
physical sciences. The fact that one can no longer study the physical sciences
without recognising and integrating the social sciences and humanities, and
vice-versa, is stressed.
The human condition in post-colonial society is dealt with by a number of
the authors who are of the opinion that it is untenable to impose solutions
upon the dispossessed. They suggest that the dispossessed should be allowed
to form their own methods of dealing with issues such as the lack of service
delivery, and so on. Nonetheless, the disparity between those in power and
the dispossessed cannot be ignored. The role of Christian values in the
teaching of the humanities as a solution to commodification is discussed, and
the prevailing notion that a university education is the path to high-salaried
employment is challenged.
The most significant contribution is the chapter by Olivier. His philosophical
standpoint offers a practical solution to the problems faced by universities
and the threats to the humanities and the social sciences, quoting Hurst
that “To know and not to do is not to know”. Olivier (p. 90) goes on to
state that “human knowledge, when divorced from emancipatory action, is
irredeemably vitiated”.

Reference
B Ndaba, “Ramphele: Stop fearing ANC and authority”, IOL News [Online] 26 April
2009 (available at: http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/ramphele-stop-fearing-anc-andauthority-1.1506802#.UYJBzqCjUg8, as accessed on 2 May 2013).
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Guidelines for New Contree Book Reviewers
The New Contree Journal publishes reviews of significant books that are relevant to historians. Book reviews are written on invitation from the office of
the review editor, but unsolicited reviews may also be considered. New Contree has an interdisciplinary outlook and welcomes suggestions of historically
significant works written by scholars in other disciplines. The review should
be submitted to the review editor within two months of receipt of the book.
If this deadline cannot be met, a mutually agreeable alternative date can be
negotiated. If it becomes impossible to review the book, it should be returned
to the review editor. All reviews will be submitted to the members of the editorial board before acceptance for publication.

Content
The review should summarize what is important in the book, and critique its
substance. The reviewer should assess the extent to which the author achieves
the stated aim of the book. It is important that the reviewer should engage
the material instead of simply reporting the book’s contents. For this reason,
the reviewer should try to avoid summations of book chapters or the separate
contributions in an edited collection. Instead, the reviewer should assess the
ways in which chapters and contributions are relevant to the overall context
of the book. Reviews should be written in a style that is accessible to a wide
and international audience.

Format
The review should generally be between 800 and 1 200 words, and should
include as little bibliographic data as possible. When necessary, use page references for quotations in the text of the review and provide complete bibliographic details of the source. The review should begin with a heading that
includes all the bibliographic data. The elements of the heading should be
arranged in the order presented in the following example:
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The early mission in South Africa/Die vroeë sending in Suid-Afrika, 17991819. By Karel Schoeman. Pretoria: Protea Book House, 2005, 272 pp., map,
chronology, bibl., index. ISBN: 1-9198525-42-8.
Do not indent the first line of the first paragraph, but indent the first line
of all successive paragraphs. Use double spacing for the entire review. Add
your name and institutional affiliation at the end of the review. Accuracy of
content, grammar, spelling, and citations rests with the reviewer, and we encourage you to check these before submission. Reviews may be transmitted
electronically as a Word file attachment to an email to the review editor. If
you have additional questions, please contact:
Archie Dick
Book Review Editor, New Contree
Email: archie.dick@up.ac.za
Tel: 27 + 12 + 420 2264
Fax: 27 + 12 + 362 5181
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Template guidelines for writing an article
1.

Font type: Adobe Garamond Pro (throughout document)/Arial (if the first
font type is unavailable).

2.

Font size in body text: 12pt.

3.

Author’s details: ONLY provide the following: Title, Campus & University
and E-mail address.
Title: 10pt, regular font; Campus & University: 10pt, italics; and E-mail address: 10pt, regular font. (Consult previous articles published in the New Contree journal as an example or as a practical guideline). Example: Pieter van
Rensburg, Vaal Triangle Campus, North-West University, p.vanrensburg@gmail.
com.

4.

Abstract: The abstract should be placed on the first page (where the title heading and author’s particulars appear). The prescribed length is between a half and
three quarters of a page.
The abstract body: Regular font, 10pt.
The heading of the Abstract: Bold, italics, 12pt.

5.

Keywords: The keywords should be placed on the first page below the abstract.
The word ‘Keywords’: 10pt, bold, underline.
Each keyword must start with a capital letter and end with a semi-colon (;).
Example: Meters; People; etc. (A minimum of six key words is required).

6.

Heading of article: 14pt, bold.

7.

Main headings in article: ‘Introduction’ – 12pt, bold.

8.

Sub-headings in article: ‘History …’ – 12pt, bold, italics.

9.

Third level sub-headings: ‘History …’ – 11pt, bold, underline.

10. Footnotes: 8pt, regular font; BUT note that the footnote numbers in the article text should be 12pt.
The initials in a person’s name (in footnote text) should be without any full
stops. Example: LC du Plessis and NOT L.C. du Plessis.
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11. Body text: Names without punctuation in the text. Example: “HL le Roux
said” and NOT “H.L. le Roux said”.
12. Page numbering: Page numbering in the footnote reference text should be
indicated as follows:
Example: p.space23 – p. 23. / pp. 23-29.
13. Any lists in the body text should be 11pt, and in bullet format.
14. Quotes from sources in the body text must be used sparingly. If used, it must
be indented and in italics (10pt). Quotes less than one line in a paragraph can
be incorporated as part of a paragraph, but within inverted commas; and NOT
in italics. Example: An owner close to the town stated that: “the pollution history of the river is a muddy business”.
15. Quotes (as part of the body text) must be in double inverted commas: “…
and she” and NOT ‘…and she’.
16. Images: Illustrations, pictures, photographs and figures: Submit all pictures
for an article in jpeg, tiff or pdf format in a separate folder, and indicate where
the pictures should be placed in the manuscript’s body text. All visuals are referred to as Images.
Example: Image 1: ‘Image title’ (regular font, 10pt) in the body text.
Sources of all images should also be included after the ‘Image title’.
Example: Source: ‘The source’ (regular font, 9 pt). Remember to save and
name pictures in the separate folder accordingly.
Important note: All the images should be of good quality (a minimum resolution of 200dpi is required; if the image is not scanned).
17. Punctuation marks should be placed in front of the footnote numbers in the
text. Example: the end.1 NOT …the end1.
18. Single and left spacing between the sentences in the footnote.
19. Dates: All dates in footnotes should be written out in full. Example: 23 December 2010; NOT 23/12/2010 [For additional guidelines see the Yesterday
& Today Reference guidelines].
20. Language setting in Microsoft Word as English (South Africa); do this before
starting with the word processing of the article. Go to ‘Review’, ‘Set Language’ and select ‘English (South Africa)’.
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