New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

New Contree
No. 71, December 2014
A journal of Historical and Human Sciences for Southern Africa

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

New Contree is an independent peer-reviewed journal indexed by the South African
Department of Higher Education and Training. New Contree is multidisciplinary focused
and administrated within the Historical and Human Sciences by the School of Basic
Sciences, Vaal Triangle Campus, North-West University. To accommodate more articles from
a wide variety of Historical and Human Sciences disciplines (that especially reflect a solid
fundamental historical approach), this Journal has slightly altered its name from 2008.
Opinions expressed or conclusions arrived at in articles and book reviews are those of the
authors and are not to be regarded as those of the North-West University or the Editorial
Advisory Committee of New Contree. Two editions of New Contree are annually published
(July and December), and a special issue in November on regional or/and local-specific related
topics. In the special issue the coverage of any aspect of activity, topic and phenomenon s
within the context of for example urban, rural, social, cultural, health, environmental and
political life are of interest). Researchers from any institution are encouraged to communicate
with the editor and editorial team if they are interested to act as guest editor for a special issue.
Articles appearing in New Contree are abstracted and/or indexed in Index to South African
periodicals, Historical Abstracts, and America: History and Life. The Journal is also listed in The
Bowker International Serials Database (New York), The Serials Directory (Birmingham, USA),
The International African Bibliography (London), Ebsco Host and the Boloka system. For the
latter see:
Website address to browse in the New Contree archive for already published volumes and
articles:
http://dspace.nwu.ac.za/handle/10394/4969

New Contree, A journal of Historical and Human Sciences for Southern Africa, is mainly
published in English though all the officially accepted languages in South Africa are
accommodated in all editions. Abstracts in English only are required.
Notes for contributors
Manuscripts, in any of the official languages, not exceeding 15 pages, typed in Arial font (one
and a half line spacing, 12 font) and sent via electronic mail to the editor as an attachment in
WORD are welcome. An abstract must also be included in English, regardless of the language
of the manuscript. Contributors are asked to write in a clear and reader-friendly style. Please
note: The language of both the abstract and the manuscript must be professionally edited
before submitting the final approved manuscript to New Contree. Required proof must be
provided in this regard. Also provide six to ten keywords (For more information, see template
guideline for manuscript and footnotes on the last pages of this journal).
Approach to article (see additional guidelines and a template style sheet on the last pages of
the journal)
The use of informative subheadings is important. No numbering is required. For general
style and reference techniques of manuscripts, contributors are recommended to refer to

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

the last pages in any recent copy of New Contree. One free copy of the edition in which a
contributor(s)’ article has been published will be sent to the contributor(s). Page fees are
charged. As New Contree is an accredited journal, the cost of an article can be recouped from
the earnings on research outputs. Authors employed by South African Universities and other
Southern African or other national tertiary institutions should approach their institutions on
their behalf regarding subsidising their page cost for articles. Authors are not expected to pay
for articles themselves.
Editorial Advisory Committee
Prof. Patrick Furlong (Alma College, USA) furlong@alma.edu;
Dr Wayne Dooling (University of London) wd2@soas.ac.uk;
Prof. Albert Grundlingh (University of Stellenbosch, Western Cape) amgrund@sun.ac.za;
Prof. Louis Grundlingh (University of Johannesburg, Aucklandpark) louisg@uj.ac.za;
Prof. Karen Harris (University of Pretoria, Pretoria) Karen.Harris@up.ac.za;
Prof. Ackson M Kanduza (Zambian Open University, New Foundland Campus) kanduzama@yahoo.com;
Prof. Bernard K Mbenga (North-West University, Mafikeng Campus, Mafikeng) Bernard.Mbenga@nwu.ac.za;
Prof. Noor Nieftagodien (University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg) Noor.Nieftagodien@wits.ac.za;
Prof. Robert C-H Shell (University of the Western Cape & Commissioner of Truth and Justice for Mauritius)
rshell@iafrica.com;
Mr. Nick Southey (University of South Africa, Pretoria) Southnd@unisa.ac.za.

Layout and Publishing
Editor		
Prof. Elize S van Eeden (North-West University, Vaal Triangle Campus, Vanderbijlpark)
Elize.vanEeden@nwu.ac.za.

Book Review Editors
Mr Charl Blignaut (North-West University, Potchefstroom Campus) 20312814@nwu.ac.za
Ms Suryakanthie Chetty (University of South Africa) chetts@unisa.ac.za

Technical Control Editor
Prof. Eric J Nealer (University of South Africa, Pretoria)
nealeej1@unisa.ac.za.

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

Layout & Cover Design

		

Yolandi Krone: +27 (0)82 553 6463 / Email: yolandi.yevents@gmail.com

Printers
Bontshi Business Services Pty (Ltd), Wierda Park, Centurion, Pretoria
Tel: +27 (0)12 653 7263

Postal address - New Contree
The editorial staff New Contree
School of Basic Sciences
North-West University
PO Box 1174
Vanderbijlpark
1900
Telephone: (016) 910 3466

Email for subscription enquiries and article enquiries:
22391282@nwu.ac.za (Magdalene Serobane)

Email for article submissions:
elize.vaneeden@nwu.ac.za

Subscription fees for 2015
(A subscription form is available on the last page of this journal)
R 300.00 (Individual members - local)
R 400.00 (Local institutions)
R450.00 (Africa)
Overseas subscribers
R700.00 (76$ or 48£)

ISSN
0379-9867

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

Editorial								 I
		

CONTENTS
Articles
Phuthego P Molosiwa
White man’s disease, black man’s peril?: Rinderpest and
famine in the eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate at the
end of the 19th century
Fred Morton
The rise of a raiding state: Makaba II’s Ngwaketse, c. 1780-1824
Goolam Vahed & Thembisa Waetjen
Moon sightings and the quest for Muslim solidarities in
twentieth century Natal
Loraine Maritz
An unlikely union. Exploring the possibilities of Afrikaner
and black women’s organisations cooperating in the Women’s
National Coalition, 1991-1994

1

25

41

65

Midas Chawane
The appearance and significance of Rastafari cultural aspects
in South Africa

92

Maserole C Kgari-Masondo
Sotho-Tswana mythic animals: Stratagem for environmental
conservation

114

Asuelime E Lucky
Churchill’s British atomic relations with Malan’s government
in South Africa, 1951-1954

136

III

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

Book reviews
Guidelines for New Contree book reviewers 				

151

Dan Sleigh & Piet Westra The taking of the slaver Meermin, 1766
Barend van der Merwe

153

Dennis Cruywagen Brothers in war and peace: Constand and
Abraham Viljoen and the birth of the New South Africa
Emile C Coetzee

155

Gert N van den Bergh Christiaan de Wet Annale 11: Die AngloBoereoorlog in die Potchefstroom omgewing
Danell de Wet

158

New Contree info
New Contree guidelines for writing an article
		
160
Footnote reference guidelines for writing an article 			 162
New Contree subscription for 2015					
167
				

A
IV

Editorial

EDITORIAL
In the December Issue 71 of the New Contree a departure is made with
contributions from Botswana, followed by several cultural-specific research
exposés. In White man’s disease, black man’s peril?: Rinderpest and famine in
the eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate at the end of the 19th century Phuthego
Molosiwa dusts off the already well researched Rinderpest of the late nineteenth
century, and its impact on Southern Africa. Needless to imagine to what levels
this pandemic obstructed human life (financially and socially). Food insecurity
threw farmers into a state of desperation. In the article Molosiwa critically
explores rural communities in the eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate at the
time of the Rinderpest outbreak. Features of diffident scenarios in cultural and
social life and the introducing of new strategies to cope in specific situations
are conversed.
Fred Morton takes the reader on a very captivating journey in The Rise of
a Raiding State: Makaba II’s Ngwaketse, c.1780-1824. Informative research
on the significance of the Ngwaketse to regional developments in the predifaqane is exposed. Amongst others, but also very much in the present day
territorial paradigm of doing regional history, Morton points out that the
Ngwaketse, in the process of conquering the southern parts of Botswana in
the mid eighteen century, did not only build an impressive regional state, but
they also efficiently utilized and adapted to the landscape they have colonised.
After a bulky special issue in November 2014 on aspects of KwaZulu
Natal’s regional histories, another afterthought (but surely no less in value)
appears in the December issue through a team effort by Goolam Vahed and
Thembisa Waetjen. In Moon sightings and the quest for Muslim solidarities in
twentieth century Natal the authors reflect Muslim community contestations
over Ramadan moon sightings in twentieth century Natal. They debate moon
sightings as a space for arguing authority, identity, Muslim unification and the
role of science and technology in Islam traditional as well as modern thought.
Another debateable contemplation is made by Loraine Maritz in An unlikely
union. Exploring the possibilities of Afrikaner and black women’s organisations
cooperating in the Women’s National Coalition, 1991-1994. She argues that
against the normal flow of past findings that differences among women
do not normally prevent coalition building opportunities, the history for
Afrikaner women and black women in the Women’s National Coalition
proved otherwise. In many ways Afrikaner women is criticised by Maritz as
I
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the section who could have made a difference if political perceptions and
connotations with respect to whom they are (or are said to be) did not in the
process mentally impacted on them.
Midas Chawane, in The appearance and significance of Rastafari cultural aspects
in South Africa, argues the popularity levels of Rastafari cultural features in
symbols and language during post-apartheid times. Another cultural-specific
socio-environmental history contribution of interest is that of Christina
Kgari-Masondo on Sotho-Tswana Mythic animals: Stratagem for Environmental
Conservation. She claims that in pre-colonial times Sotho-Tswana leadership
attached to some animals a mythological meaning as part of a process to
preserve such fauna. A plea for veracity on the mythical paradigm, through
ethical-like actions from a historical angle, is made.
In Churchill’s British atomic relations with Malan’s government in South
Africa, 1951 – 1954 Asuelime Lucky contests the views of Richie Ovendale
that atomic relations were the reason for Churchill’s dealings with the Malan
government. Instead, South Africa’s uranium deposits at the time are said to
have been the catalyst for collaboration.
Book reviews that feature in this issue worth noting are the i) 2013-publication
by Dan Sleigh and Piet Westra (The taking of the slaver Meermin, 1766), the ii)
2014-book by Dennis Cruywagen on Brothers in war and peace: Constand and
Abraham Viljoen and the birth of the new South Africa and iii) Gert van den
Bergh’s 2013 contribution titled: Die Anglo-Boereoorlog in die Potchefstroom
omgewing.
During the past year a total of 25 articles were accommodated in the New
Contree, and several book reviews were done. The research community in
the humanities and social sciences are encouraged to continue entrusting
their research harvest to the New Contree which aims to continue serving its
contributors and readers with quality research articles on especially Southern
Africa.
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White man’s disease, black man’s peril?

White man’s disease, black man’s peril?: Rinderpest and
famine in the eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate at the end of
the 19th century
Phuthego P Molosiwa
Botswana College of Open and Distance Learning (BOCODOL)
ppmolosiwa@gmail.com

Abstract
During the late nineteenth century, a pandemic of Rinderpest exterminated
large numbers of cattle in Southern Africa. Although in the Bechuanaland
Protectorate the disease killed cattle only for two years between 1896 and
1897, its effects were to last until the very end of the century. The loss of
cattle disrupted subsistence production, disintegrated the social fabric and
caused famines. This paper examines the subsistence crisis caused by the loss of
cattle and the multiple coping mechanisms that people employed to negotiate
the ensuing famine. Despite being thrown into a state of desperation, the
paper argues, rural communities in the eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate
appropriated and reconstituted certain features of their cultural and social life
to negotiate the hardships and, when these failed, they invented new strategies
appropriate with specific situations.
Keywords: Rinderpest; Famine; Bechuanaland Protectorate; Cattle;
Subsistence; Pandemic; Cultural; Social life; Livelihoods; Veterinary.

Introduction
Attributing the destruction of rural livelihoods in the Bechuanaland
Protectorate (hereafter Protectorate) at the end of the nineteenth century
exclusively to Rinderpest would be reductionist. This pandemic only
constituted the spark that ignited a famine that had been developing since
1895.1 By 1895, drought had already made arable agriculture derelict and
exposed cattle to hunger and thirst.2 The destruction, in the same year by
the desert locust, of the few crops and patches of grazing that had survived
1
2

Botswana National Archives (BNA), reference RC 3/2/1: Moffat account on failure of crops due to drought and
locusts, 1895.
For a semi-arid environment like the Bechuanaland Protectorate’s where people depended almost invariably
on rain-fed cultivation and open range cattle keeping, drought refers to a prolonged period of little, erratic
or no rainfall when crop production and the quality of pasture and surface water are undermined, leading to
subsistence crises.
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drought also undermined livelihoods.3 This paper examines the effects of the
Rinderpest pandemic – an infectious viral disease of ruminants, particularly
cattle – on eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate’s (see map 1 below) rural
livelihoods at the end of the nineteenth century.4 Primarily, it examines
the ways in which local famine coping strategies were reconstituted and
combined with new ones to negotiate the hardships caused by the loss of
cattle and subsistence.5 The evidentiary basis for this paper is oral sources,
particularly linguistic expressions, such as proverbs and personal narratives.
Shifts in the meanings of words and expressions, as told by community elders,
are explored to examine the effects of famine on pre-existing features of social
cohesion. These contingent linguistic innovations and continuities have been
particularly illuminating on the ways in which the Batswana appropriated
and reconstituted their cultural repertoire to negotiate the distress caused by
Rinderpest.
Little has been written about Rinderpest in the Protectorate. The only available
work restricts itself to the area south of the Molopo River that was initially
British Bechuanaland and transferred to the Cape Colony in 1895.6 Hence it
excludes communities north of the Molopo River. Moreover, it focuses on the
ecological communication of the contagion, thus giving very little attention
to the socio-cultural impact of Rinderpest. The historiographical lacuna on
the socio-cultural impact of Rinderpest on the Batswana is, on one hand,
puzzling considering the cattle wealth that the Protectorate held at the time.7
On the other hand, this gap has to be expected because, despite the magnitude
of the pandemic, there is no archival record of the voices of the Batswana with
regard to their responses to the disease, colonial veterinary controls or to the
famine that followed. Even existing scholarship provides only elitist snippets

3
4
5
6
7

BNA, RC. 3/2/1, Moffat to Resident Commissioner, 1896.
The Bechuanaland Protectorate was a 580 000 km2 semi-desert land north of the Molopo River. It was bordered
to the north by the Rhodesias (present-day Zimbabwe and Zambia), to the north-west by Portuguese Angola,
and to the west by South West Africa (now Namibia).
Indigenous knowledge is not primordial. It changes and reproduces itself along with social and ecological
transformations. J Scott, Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human condition have failed (New
Haven & London, Yale University Press, 1998), p. 285.
G Marquardt, “Water, wood and wild animal populations: Seeing the spread of Rinderpest through the physical
environment in Bechuanaland, 1896”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, pp. 73-98.
While there were no cattle censuses to determine the numbers of cattle held by Batswana, official and missionary
impressions show that individuals held cattle in their thousands before the Rinderpest. See London Missionary
Society (LMS) Letters, Willoughboy to Cousins, 9 June 1897; Bechuanaland Protectorate Annual Reports: Report
for Molepolole, 1898.
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about the losses by the chiefs.8 This lacuna obscures the extent to which the
Batswana depended on their cattle for sustenance.
Despite being agro-pastoralists, by the end of the nineteenth century the
Batswana depended on their cattle herds for livelihoods more than they
did on crops. The second half of the nineteenth century saw a change in
climatic conditions, with much of Southern Africa receiving less rainfall
than it used to.9 Living in an environment of high climate variability, the
Batswana generally kept drought-resistant Tswana cattle breeds that acted
as a buffer against the increasingly perishable rain-fed arable agriculture. A
sudden ecological collapse at the end of the Century disrupted livelihoods,
destabilized subsistence practices and triggered famine. Rinderpest was
particularly devastating for the eastern Protectorate where, according to
guesstimates, approximately ninety-eight per cent of the cattle population
died of disease or were culled.10
Much of the Rinderpest scholarship has focused exclusively on the religiously
motivated rebellions that characterized the Rinderpest period in some parts of
Southern Africa.11 Resonating with ideas of millenarianism and early African
resistance to colonial rule the existing body of scholarship summarily politicizes
rural Africans’ responses to colonial policy.12 Such resistance clichés reify
ideas of the ordinary African victim and have obscured the adaptability and
resilience of Southern African rural communities to socio-ecological shocks.
This paper concurs with a recent counter-argument that political uprisings
associated with the pandemic were not generic to the whole region and that
such failure to precipitate revolutions is worthy of historical enquiry.13
8
9

10
11

12
13

For instance, Khama is reported to have lost so many cattle that out of his three hundred to four hundred
head of trained trek oxen, the remainder was not enough to make one span. See C van Onselen, “Reactions to
Rinderpest in Southern Africa, 1896-1897”, Journal of African History, xiii(3), 1972, p. 487.
GH Endfield and DJ Nash, “Drought, dessication and discourse: Missionary correspondence and nineteenthcentury climate change in Central Southern Africa”, The Geographical Journal, 168, 2002, pp. 821-841. For
Botswana, see J Andringa, “The climate of Botswana in histograms”, Botswana Notes and Records, 16, 1984, pp.
117-125.
J Ramsay, “The establishment and consolidation of the Bechuanaland Protectorate, 1870-1910”, WA Edge &
MH Lekorwe (eds.), Botswana Politics and Society (Pretoria, JL van Schaik Publishers, 1998), p. 79; BNA, RC
3/2/1: Moffat to Resident Commissioner, 1896.
C van Onselen, “Reactions to Rinderpest in Southern Africa, 1896-1897”, Journal of African History, xiii(3),
1972, pp. 473-488; H Saker and E Eldridge, “The origins of the Langeberg rebellion”, Journal of African History,
12(2), 1971, pp. 299-317; C Ballard, “The repercussions of Rinderpest: Cattle plague and peasant decline in
colonial Natal”, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 19(3), 1986, pp. 421-450.
J Peires, The dead will arise: Nongqawuse and the great Xhosa cattle-killing movement of 1856-1857 (Bloomington,
IN, Indiana University Press, 1989), pp. 122-138; T Ranger, Revolt in Southern Rhodesia, 1896-1897: A study
in African resistance (London, Heinemann, 1979), pp. 191-226.
P Phoofolo, “Epidemics and revolutions: The Rinderpest epidemic in the late nineteenth-century Southern
Africa”, Past & Present, 138(1), 1993, pp. 112-143.
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The article, nevertheless, challenges a subsequent claim that Rinderpest
failed to precipitate political turbulence because it was only a temporary
setback.14 The idea of Rinderpest being a temporary disruption obscures not
only the socio-cultural effects of the disease, but it also reveals the extent
to which existing scholarship is oblivious to the subtlety of famines. Pule
Phoofolo’s narrative that the prevalence of hunger and malnutrition in Lesotho
bordered on famine provides a good example of the elusiveness of famines.
In the Protectorate, lack of rebellions during this tumultuous period did not
necessarily rest on the temporariness of the pandemic and its failure to cause
a famine. Nor was it a reflection of the Batswana’s timidity. Rather, having
not been colonized through coercion and military violence like in the settler
colonies of Rhodesia and South Africa, the Batswana were less likely to rebel
against their guardian angel, the British Queen, whom they affectionately
called Mmamosadinyana, or “the little woman”, probably for “protecting”
them from Boer encroachment.15 In addition, the Protectorate was historically
a semi-arid land, prone to famines, leading to communities developing great
adaptability.16 The Batswana’s sense of self-reliance and capacity to reconstitute
their historical and cultural practices of food acquisition enabled them to
focus more on negotiating the famine than organizing politically.
This paper is a critique of previous Rinderpest scholars who may have avoided
putting great emphasis on famines since there is no record of high rates of
starvation and human mortality directly associated with the pandemic.17
Socio-environmental narratives in Southern Africa have demonstrated that
famines are ecologically and socially modulated processes that gradually
impoverish people and do not always cause human mortality.18 In the eastern
Protectorate, emerging ecological transformations insidiously undermined
pre-existing alternative coping strategies, which people had previously
developed to adapt to environmental shocks. As these mechanisms got eroded,
14 P Phoofolo, “Face to face with famine: The Basotho and the Rinderpest, 1897-1899”, Journal of Southern
African Studies, 29(2), 2003, pp. 503-527.
15 Such unquestioning respect and support for the British Monarchy resonated across all British High Commission
Territories in Southern Africa. This may explain why the Basotho raided Boer cattle, accusing the Boers of
rebelling against the Queen. P Phoofolo, “Face to face with famine…”, Journal of Southern African Studies,
29(2), 2003, p. 510.
16 D Wylie, “The changing face of hunger in Southern African history, 1880-1980”, Past and Present, 122(1),
1989, pp. 159-199.
17 Only in East Africa do we get accounts of famine mortality. See for example, D Normile, “Driven to extinction”,
Science, 319(5870), 21 March 2005, pp. 1606-1609.
18 D Wylie, Starving on a full stomach: Hunger and the triumph of cultural racism in modern South Africa
(Charlottesville and London, University Press of Virginia 2001); D Wylie, “The changing face of hunger…”
Past and Present, 122(1), 1989, pp. 159-199; M Vaughan, The story of an African famine: Gender and famine in
twentieth century Malawi (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 16, pp. 59-63.
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households and communities were thrown into a poverty trap from which it
was difficult to emerge.
The paper illuminates the coping strategies that the Batswana communities
devised to offset the subsistence crises that accompanied Rinderpest. But
it starts by giving a brief exploration of the devastations of Rinderpest. It
also shows that the nuanced ways through which the Batswana imagined
and contested colonial veterinary policy as they lost cattle in large numbers
contributed to cattle losses. As the pandemic became widespread, the colonial
administration adopted a more drastic measure, called “stamping out” policy,
which became notorious for contributing to cattle mortality and therefore
impoverishing Africans. “Stamping out” involved the indiscriminate culling
of cattle in communal areas without regard to their Rinderpest status.19 Such
dispossessions caused the Batswana to conceptualize Rinderpest as a biological
weapon unleashed by colonial officials to destroy their most coveted resource.
Map 1: Eastern Bechuanaland Protectorate
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Railroad

TULI BLOCK

KWENA RESERVE
Molepolole
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Source: Adopted and modified from CJ Makgala, “Taxation in the tribal areas of the Bechuanaland
Protectorate, 1899–1957,” Journal of African History, 45, 2004, p. 283.
19 G Marquardt, “Water, wood and wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, pp.
73-98.
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“He who has no cattle is as good as dead”: Containment policy, rumour
and imagery
Sources that mention the obliteration of cattle by Rinderpest in the
Protectorate guesstimate bovine mortality rates to around ninety-seven per
cent of the colony’s cattle population.20 Since it was the first time that the
Batswana had encountered a disease that killed large numbers of cattle in
such a short space of time, they suspected that their cattle were deliberately
poisoned.21 The Batswana began to be suspicious of colonial veterinary policy
as early as 1892 when, upon learning of the outbreak of the pandemic in East
Africa, the colonial administration enacted a law that unilaterally prohibited
the export of all cattle produced on communal areas.22 Suspicions of foul
play reverberated across the region with Africans elsewhere constructing
an apocalyptic imagery that blamed Europeans for the outbreak of the
pandemic.23
Such kind of rumour easily permeated the then porous borders and
intensified the Batswana’s suspicions of European veterinary intervention. As
ninety-year old Gaarekwe Baipidi of Lerala confirms, “people believed their
relatives in the Transvaal who told them that the Boers were killing their
cattle.”24 Rumour also spread linking the “white man’s medicine to the death
of the Batswana’s cattle.”25 Rumour reveals an important hidden transcript
of the social realities and imaginations of non-literate rural societies.26 As
the colonial administration continued to implement policies that labeled
communally produced cattle as a disease time bomb, rumour came to
dominate public discourses of the intersection between disease and being a
colonial subjectivity. The rural communities used this mode of expression to
interpret the role colonialism played in the death of their cattle.
20 G Marquardt, “Water, wood and wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005,
p. 74; J Ramsay, “The establishment and consolidation…”, WA Edge and MH Lekorwe (eds.), Botswana
politics…, p. 77.
21 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, K Matubako (community elder/farmer), Mogapi, 23 December
2013/S Tsalaile (farmer), Kanye, 15 November 2013.
22 BNA, reference RC 14/2/14: Mr Currey to Acting Colonial Sec. Natal, 25 October 1892.
23 Eastern Province Herald, July-August 1897. C van Onselen, “Reactions to Rinderpest…”, Journal of African
History, xiii(3), 1972, p. 481.
24 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, G Baipidi (farmer), Lerala, 22 January 2014. Baipidi’s testimony
is supported by personal recollections from, B Sekonopo (traditional doctor/farmer), Mahalapye, 3 March
2011/M Montsosi (community elder), Bobonong, 15 March 2012/M Maphane (community elder/farmer),
Mogapi, 23 December 2013/S Tsalaile (farmer), Kanye, 15 November 2013.
25 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Maphane, 23 December 2013.
26 L White, Speaking with vampires: Rumour and history in colonial Africa (Berkeley, CA, University of California
Press, 2000), pp. 83-85; A Stoler, “In cold blood: Hierarchies of credibility and the politics of colonial
narratives”, Representations, 1(37), 1992, pp. 151-189.
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The policies of “stamping out” and veterinary cordons looked particularly
suspicious to all Africans in the region and were therefore subverted in many
instances.27 Most of the cattle were “stamped out” in African communal
grazing areas.28 But in the Protectorate compensation was seldom received as
communally produced cattle were killed wherever they were found and the
owners might not have known whether or not their cattle had been “stamped
out”.29 The restriction of animal movements to diseased spaces through the
cordoning off of affected areas also attracted conspiracy theories. As the
veterinary cordon circumscribed herd mobility, an important pre-existing
disease control mechanism, cattle mortality increased in the communal
areas. This raised fears about the cordon, with rumour spreading that such
restrictions of mobility were a ploy by the government to kill the Batswana’s
cattle.30
The death of cattle quarantined within the cordons shaped the Batswana’s
ideas of the “stamping out” policy. They imagined an intricate link between
the fixity of herds within “diseased” spaces and the pandemic, and therefore
conceptualized the cordon as a symbol of disease. The following testimony is
revealing of the Batswana’s images of the synergistic relationship between the
cordon and the pandemic:31
We grew up hearing stories of white men enclosing the Batswana’s cattle
inside fences so that they could not escape the disease. Their police and soldiers
surrounded the fences and shot any animal that managed to escape from the
diseased fences.

To them, the colonial government was containing disease within the
contracted communal spaces in order to stamp out their cattle. This image
of a government intent on dispossessing its subjects bred perceptions of the
27 Stamping out involved the arbitrary killing of cattle regardless of their Rinderpest status and without the consent
of the owners. For illuminating discussions on the “stamping out” policy, see, among others, G Marquardt,
“Water, wood and wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, pp. 74-75; C
Ballard, “The repercussions of Rinderpest…”, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 19(3), 1986,
pp. 421-450.
28 G Marquardt, “Water, wood and wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, pp.
85.
29 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Mosarwa, 23 December 2013/M Mosarwa, (community
elder, Goodhope), 25 February 2013; G Montsho (former cattle herder/elder, Bobonong), 25 March 2011.
30 PP Molosiwa (Personal Communication), interview, M Mosarwa/J Montsho, (elder, Goodhope), 5 February
2014. The deployment of armed guards to man the cordons was also an important feature of colonial veterinary
policy in the former British Bechuanaland, south of the Molopo River. See G Marquardt, “Water, wood and
wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, p. 84.
31 PP Molosiwa (Personal Communication), interview, K Matubako, 23 December 2013/M Mosarwa, 25
February 2013/G Montsho, 25 March 2011.
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imminence of “social death”, or the systematic erosion of a people’s sociocultural fabric while keeping the physical bodies intact.32 Resonating with this
imagery of colonial brutality is the Tswana metaphor, motlhoka kgomo ke mong
kang a sule (he who has no cattle is as good as dead). The growing fear of social
death caused many communal farmers to re-invent their pre-colonial coping
strategy of cattle mobility from a mechanism of negotiating ecological shocks
to an instrument of subverting veterinary policy. The smuggling of herds from
affected areas to unaffected ones, however, stimulated the propagation of the
contagion and substantially added to herd mortality.
Apart from the cordons and the culling, the Batswana were also afraid of
immunization, which involved the “injection of healthy cattle with bile from
infected animals”.33 The method killed sick animals faster and in large numbers
than would have died of the disease.34 The death of inoculated cattle further
buttressed suspicions that Europeans were deliberately using lethal injections
to kill the Batswana’s cattle. “Gatwe ba ne ba di kenta ka botlhole (they say
cattle were injected with poison)”,35 reminisces hundred-year old Maphane.
This imagery has echoes of a recent theory that Europeans mapped colonial
subjectivities as pests and therefore marked them for elimination.36 It is
therefore fitting to conclude that the colonial government used Rinderpest as
a biological weapon to destroy African cattle. As Marquart notes, throughout
the region, colonial governments were “sanctioning the destruction of a
majority of African cattle”.37 In an unrelated case, Clapperton Mavhunga has
commented, “colonial regimes in Africa used disease control as cover to kill
or confiscate livestock and destroy competition from Africans, turn them into
cheap labor, and force them off their lands”.38 This argument is supported
by evidence from the Protectorate where by 1900 the Babirwa, and other
communities who were impoverished by Rinderpest, were dispossessed of
32 For specialist insights on the theory of social death, see O Patterson, Slavery and social death: A comparative
study (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1982); V Das, “Language and body: Transactions in the
construction of pain”, A Kleinman, V Das et.al, Social suffering (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1997),
p. 78.
33 C Ballard, “The repercussions of Rinderpest…”, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 19(3), 1986,
p. 442.
34 CA Spinage, Cattle plague: A history (New York, Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), p. 423; PP
Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Maphane, 23 December 2013/Sediegeng Kgamane (regent of the
Bangwato, Serowe), 25 November 2010.
35 PP Molosiwa (Personal Communication), interview, K Matubako, 23 December 2013.
36 CC Mavhunga, “Vermin beings: On pestiferous animals and human game”, Social Text 106, 29(1), Spring
2011, pp. 151-176.
37 G Marquardt, “Water, wood and wild animal populations…”, South African Historical Journal, 53(1), 2005, p.
86.
38 CC Mavhunga, “Vermin beings...”, Social Text 106, 29(1), Spring 2011, p. 153.
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their prime farming lands on the banks of the Limpopo River.39 These losses
tended to give substance to rumour that Europeans poisoned African cattle so
as to expropriate their lands. In the end, the containment of Rinderpest aided
the propagation of the contagion as the Batswana circumvented veterinary
controls to protect their herds. Unfortunately, even those cattle that escaped
the cordons and the culling died because of the destructions caused to the
landscape by drought and locusts. These ecological shocks further undermined
the Batswana’s capacity to secure food from traditional sources.

A shattered ecology: Drought, locusts and hunger
The roots of famine
By 1895, a year before the outbreak of Rinderpest, the eastern Protectorate
was already experiencing drought and invasions by swarms of crop and
pasture eating desert locusts.40 Being a semi-arid environment, with high
climate and rainfall variability, the Protectorate experienced drought that was
induced by shortage of moisture to support crop cultivation and vegetation
regeneration. Erratic rainfall drastically reduced crop yields, making it difficult
for households to store food for succeeding dry years. Inadequate rainfall also
compromised the quality of pasture and dried all traditional sources of water,
thus having a debilitating impact on cattle. Despite being able to withstand
harsh conditions, Tswana cattle had therefore become emaciated by the time
the full impact of Rinderpest was felt two years later, leading to substantial
losses.
The cumulative effects of these natural mishaps compromised livelihoods
and led to serious food deficits and deficient diets, the consequences of
which were widespread hunger and susceptibility to infectious diseases.
As one missionary observed: “the disease spreading among breeding stock
is depriving [natives] of milk as article of food.”41 Hunger and disease were
39 D Wylie, “Lesser breeds without a law”, A little god: The twilight of patriarchy in a Southern African chiefdom
(Hanover & London, University Press of New England, 1990), pp. 149-155; PP Molosiwa, “The tragedy of the
Ababirwas”: Cattle herding, power and the socio-environmental history of the ethnic identity of the Babirwa in
Botswana, 1920 to the present” (Ph.D, UMN, 2013).
40 The Limpopo region, which covers much of eastern to southern Botswana, experienced cycles of low rainfall,
locusts and low crop yields in the 1895/1896 and 1896/1897 seasons. M Dreier, “Years of terrible drought:
Surviving the 1895-1897 supply-crisis in the Limpopo area”, Limpopo Histories, 2005 (available at www.unibas.
ch/afrika/limpopo, as accessed on 25 July 2011).
41 BNA, Reference RC. 3/2/1, Moffat’s eye witness report on loss by Rinderpest, 1896.
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therefore symptomatic of famine conditions. Some old women remember
their grandmothers telling them: “gone go bohiwa mala ka tukwi, (people
tied their stomachs with head scarfs)”, “motsetse a ja ka lebogo, (the nursing
mother eating with her hands)”.42 These metaphors – which continue to
galvanize talk about years of hunger in present Botswana – were expressions
of the resilience and creativity of rural communities faced with famines. They
were often aptly used to emphasize the magnitude of the food crisis. Go boha
mala ka tukwi reflects the ability to supress and endure hunger as well as
survive under trying circumstances while motsetse o ja ka lebogo denotes a
serious decline in the food supply.
In Tswana tradition, the batsetse (sing. motsetse), nursing mothers, underwent
lengthy confinement periods within which they were cared for and not
allowed to use their bare hands to touch food for purposes of hygiene.
However, during times of famine, such restrictions were relaxed as the batsetse
had to fend for themselves. Thus famine undermined even the most hitherto
adhered to public health practices. The relaxation of rules governing certain
cultural practices and values, such as pediatric health care, illuminates the
eastern Protectorate Batswana’s struggles to cope with a new, rigid colonial
landscape with legally enforced borders, which led people to live on the razor’s
edge, never completely safe from ecological stresses.
To the Batswana, cattle were not only a reproducer of social relations.43
They were an important source of income and insurance against famines.
Whenever there was not enough rainfall for crop production, people lived
almost entirely on the milk and meat of their herds. They could also exchange
them for grain with other communities who would have produced surplus
crops. Additionally, by the end of the nineteenth century, cattle had become
central to crop production as they were used in cultivation.44 Unfortunately,
during the period under study, the whole region was experiencing agropastoral decline, making it difficult to exchange cattle for food or use them
for cultivation. The policy of “stamping out” also contributed to the already
high mortality rates of cattle thus compounding the subsistence crises. One
42 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, K Phuthego (family matriarch, Mogapi), 23 December. 2013/M
Makgoba (traditional midwife/farmer) Sefhophe, 24 December 2013/M Mashaba (community elder/farmer,
Molaladau), 15 January 2014.
43 PP Molosiwa, “The tragedy of the Ababirwas”: Cattle herding, power and the socio-environmental history of
the ethnic identity of the Babirwa in Botswana, 1920 to the present” (Ph.D, UMN, 2013).
44 “King Khama interviewed by a lady”, Christian World, 12 September, 1895. Cited in N Parsons, King Khama,
Emperor Joe and the Great White Queen: Victorian Britain through African eyes (Chicago & London, University
of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 125.
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impoverished Tswana chief is understood to have responded with dejection to
the culling exercise, asking the veterinary surgeon: “They tell me that you are
a doctor, and that you are a great doctor, but can you do nothing but kill?”45
Until 1899, locusts colluded with drought to destroy both crops and pasture.
Despite their value as a supplementary diet, locusts could not be used as a
substitute for grain and could therefore not offset food deficits. In fact, many
people saw the locusts more as a nuisance than as a source of food.46 These
denudations caused widespread hunger and malnutrition, particularly among
the women, the elderly and children. As historian Megan Vaughan aptly
demonstrates, famine is a gendered phenomenon, disproportionately affecting
women and children who have limited opportunities to accumulate social
capital.47 The destructions caused by locusts and drought were graphically
described by the Assistant Commissioner at Palapye, Bangwato Reserve, in
1895:48
Assisted by a severe drought, the tropical sun has so parched and dried up the
soil that a very small proportion of grain sown managed to struggle above the
surface of the ground, and this subsequent visit of swarms of locusts from the
desert completed the work of devastations.

The impact of these ecological shocks was more profound on the women.
For the Batswana women, as with other African women in agricultural
communities, their role as cultivators did not symbolize male domination and
exploitation of females. Crop cultivation was a space of autonomy for women
where they produced food beyond the masculine worlds of men.49 It gave
them control over household subsistence and with it power over men within
the domestic space. The foregoing provides a useful corrective to essentialist
renditions of the disproportionately gendered forms of power in agro-pastoral
societies where men have de facto control over women.50 By undermining
arable agriculture, drought and locusts eroded the power of women over the
environment and exposed entire households to hunger. By 1896, missionaries
45
46
47
48
49

C van Onselen, “Reactions to Rinderpest…”, Journal of African History, xiii(3), 1972, p. 482.
BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat account on failure of crops due to drought and locusts, 1895.
M Vaughan, The story of an African famine..., pp. 119-147.
BNA, reference RC 3/2/1: Moffat account on failure of crops due to drought and locusts, 1895.
NJ Jacobs, Environment, power, and injustice: A South African history (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
2003), p. 29.
50 See among others, M Kinsman, ‘‘Beasts of burden”: The subordination of Southern Tswana women, ca. 18001840”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 10(1), 1983, pp.39-54; J Comaroff and JL Comaroff, “Goodly
beasts, beastly goods: Cattle and commodities in South African context”, American Ethnologist, 17(2), 1990, pp.
199-2002.

11

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

were already talking of a state bordering starvation in the eastern Protectorate.51
But they also saw the loss of livelihoods as an opportunity for industrialising
South Africa to procure cheap labour from the African areas and inculcate a
work ethic in the “lazy” Batswana men.52

The lazy Bechuanas?: Wage work, colonial taxation and local agency
In 1896 the Reverend Howard Williams proclaimed:53
The loss of their cattle has driven large numbers to seek work. Certainly the
best thing that could happen as far as teaching them the value of labour….
Work was the last thing thought of except among poorer classes and with this,
the period rarely exceeds six months. All that is altered. A generation will pass
before this country will recover its lost wealth in cattle.

However, there is no archival record showing that the ruinous impact of the
pandemic caused a mass exodus of Batswana men to the mines. In fact other
missionary reports indicate that the Batswana men abhorred wage work.54
Linguistic analysis also demonstrates this point. In the Setswana language, the
verb go bereka (to work), or mmereko (derived from the Afrikaans word, werk,
whose English equivalent is “work”) refers to wage labor whereas go dira (to do)
refers to work within a kin-based mode of production (farming and herding).
These differences are crucial to understanding the social and cultural impacts
of industrial labour within families in the Protectorate. Agro-pastoral work
(tiro, from go dira) “inculcated values of social discipline and reinforced the
authority of the sociopolitical hierarchy, something go bereka threatened”.55
Isaac Schapera, the doyen of Botswana studies, also observed how male
elders in the 1930s in the Protectorate did not believe go bereka had value.56
Forty years later, anthropologist Hoyt Alverson concurred, explaining that
ploughing fields and animal husbandry all require masculine activity, “almost
all of which the Tswana describe as actions they want to do. To be at wage

51
52
53
54
55

BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat to Resident Commissioner, 1896.
BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat Account on Relief, 1896.
Bechuanaland Protectorate Annual Reports. Report for Molepolole, 1896.
London Missionary Society (LMS) Letters, Willoughboy to Cousins, June 1897.
J Livingston, Debility and the moral imagination in Botswana (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2005),
pp. 118-119.
56 I Schapera, Migrant labour and tribal life: A study of conditions in the Bechuanaland Protectorate (London, Oxford
University Press, 1947), pp. 60-64.
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work is not deemed by most to be “doing” anything at all”.57 Thus, “doing” in
the countryside defined the ideal Setswana masculinity and which was under
unprecedented threat during the tumultuous Rinderpest period. With these
linguistic insights, the social crisis of wage work is better understood because
the Batswana men deemed industrial work as “idle” activity. Men who left
their homes in search of employment, whether they found jobs or not, by and
large wallowed in idleness.
Unhappy with the Batswana’s lack of keenness to seek wage work, Europeans
summarily labelled them with a one-word description: “lazy!” As a result, they
seldom employed the few that availed themselves. The railway contractors
“would not be anxious to employ the Bechuanas who do not work well and
are too fond of going home at short notice”,58 said missionary John Moffat in
1896. Contrary to European stereotypes of indolent Batswana men, evidence
suggests that the Batswana abhorred wage employment because it undermined
their efforts to produce food for their families during a time when droughts
were recurring at short intervals. Earlier in 1891, for instance, a group of
Batswana men employed in the construction of the Mafikeng-Bulawayo
Telegraph line went on strike at the beginning of the ploughing season. These
men admonished Khama and their European employers for tying them to
wage employment at the expense of their households’ subsistence needs:59
It is all very well for Khama and you white men. You have people who will
till your lands, and take care of your crops and families in your absence, but
we have none; and if we do not [plough] ourselves, no one will do it for us,
and our wives and children will starve and die.

The agency of these men, who openly challenged chiefly authority and their
European employers in order to return home and plough their fields, coupled
with Europeans’ reluctance to hire the purportedly indolent Batswana men
meant that there were very few Batswana engaged in wage work. Such
condescending assumptions of the lazy breed may have framed the railway
construction’s “unremunerative” pay structure for Africans as evidenced by
“unfortunate misunderstandings between sub-contractors and headmen as to
[low] wages”.60
57 H Alverson, Mind in the heart of darkness: Value and self-identity among the Tswana of Southern Africa (New
Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1978), pp. 118-122.
58 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat account on relief, 1896.
59 N Parsons, “The economic history of Khama’s country in Botswana, 1844-1930”, R Palmer and N Parsons,
The roots of rural poverty in central and Southern Africa (Berkeley & Los Angeles, University of California Press,
1977), p. 124.
60 Bechuanalnd Protectorate, Annual Reports, 1896-1897.
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Because of low wages, the extermination of cattle eroded the power of
wealthy men and relegated them to a perilous social position of bohumanegi
(cattlelessness) regardless of whether or not they “worked” in the so-called
“projects of civilization,” such as road and railway construction,61 and thus
collapsing pre-existing hierarchical boundaries pertaining to wealth.62 These
tribulations forced the dikgosi (sing. kgosi), kings, to appeal to the missionaries
for namola leuba, which literally translates into “a gesture that relieves people
from drought.”63 Missionary John Moffat reports that Kgosi Sebele of the
Bakwena implored him to help his people secure food.64 When addressing this
question of food aid, the Reverend William Willoughby opposed general food
relief for Batswana, arguing that giving men free food encouraged indolence.
Echoing his contemporary, Howard Williams, he explained Rinderpest as
a visitation from God to teach the lazy Batswana men the importance of
work: “Relief should only be accorded the less able, while the able should seek
work or starve. They are the most laziest set on earth, especially the men,”65
he emphasized. As a result, the food aid became highly gendered with the
aim of feeding only women and children. By 1898, for instance, over one
thousand four hundred women and children in Molepolole were receiving
food aid.66 While missionaries and colonial officials could determine who had
to get food relief in public, they could not influence the distribution of food
inside private spaces. This meant that the food was never enough because of
the traditionally large families of Batswana and the fact that men were also
partaking in such food rations beyond the purview of colonial authorities and
missionaries.
In the Bangwato Reserve, Kgosi Khama had initially opposed food aid. But as
many households found it increasingly difficult to secure food, he accepted aid
on condition that his people pay the wholesale cost of the rations provided.67
Khama’s decision is puzzling considering that people almost had no cattle and
crop production was severely undercut by rain variability. Khama, however,
61 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat’s eye witness report on loss by Rinderpest, 1896.
62 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, B Phuthego (pastor/farmer, Mogapi), 28 December 2013/K
Moagi (farmer, Maunatlala), 6 January 2014.
63 In Setswana, both famine and drought are referred to as leuba. Leuba denotes a prolonged period of little or no
rainfall and subsistence crises when both crop and cattle farming are compromised and food is scarce and diets
poor.
64 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1: Moffat eye witness report on loss by Rinderpest, 1896.
65 LMS Letters, Willoughboy to Cousins, June 1897.
66 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1: Moffat account on relief, 1896. The food relief was provided by the Bechuanaland
Relief Committee, which was sponsored by official and military personnel.
67 N Parsons, “Khama III, the Bamangwato, and the British, with special reference to 1895-1923”, (Ph.D, UE,
1973), p. 157.
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felt that colonial food aid “was a threat to economic independence [of his
state] and royal prerogative in famine relief ”.68 Probably true because this new
form of coping mechanism did very little to provide reprieve amid relentless
ecological collapse. Locusts and drought weakened people materially and
made them vulnerable to the scourge of Rinderpest. The death of cattle also
eroded the purchasing power of many households since they now had no
cattle to sell or trade for food.69 The means of transport was unavailable due
to the death of cattle thus making it more difficult to secure food from surplus
areas.70 The foregoing resonates with the food security scholarship’s idea that
famine occurs because people lose their entitlement to food due to a host of
factors, including failure in own production, deficient diets, loss of purchasing
power and inability to secure food from surplus areas.71
Despite increasing problems of food insecurity, the government introduced
taxation.72 The desire to tax an impoverished and emaciated colonial subject
was borne out of the government’s objective of building a self-financing
colonial model in order to spend very little in administration and therefore
maintain economic prudence. But the Tax was followed by widespread
defaults and evasions as people resisted or simply did not have the means to
pay.73 As Schoenbrun teaches us:74
A history of power is more than a history of domination and resistance. It
is also a history of creativity and dispersed and contradictory notions of the
texture of power.

Schoenbrun’s insight is a representation of the ordinary peoples’ capacity to
invent new sources of alternative power, in this case deliberate tax defaults,
to contest the institutionalized power of the state. Initially, the chiefs also
protested against colonial taxation mainly due to the ravages of drought,
68 N Parsons, “The economic history of Khama’s country...”, R Palmer and N Parsons, The roots of rural poverty in
central and Southern Africa (Berkeley & Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1977), p. 126.
69 Pre-colonial Batswana lived in a fragile ecology, susceptible to droughts and cattle diseases. However, they
had mechanisms, such as the storing of surplus, to cope with famines. With household subsistence becoming
increasingly integrated into the market economy at the end of the 19th century, however, surplus was sold
for cash instead of being stored. During times of subsistence crises, such surplus would be bought back, but
at inflated prices. However, it appears that by the time Rinderpest struck, selling had become increasingly
common.
70 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat eye witness report on loss by Rinderpest, 1896.
71 D Wylie, Starving on a full stomach…, pp. 58, 71, 77-118.
72 CJ Makgala, “Taxation in the tribal areas of the Bechuanaland Protectorate, 1899-1975”, Journal of African
History, 45(1), 2004, pp. 279-303.
73 BNA, RC 3/2/1, Moffat account on relief, 1896; Blue Book on Native Affairs, 1899, p. 65.
74 DL Schoenbrun, A green place, a good place: Agrarian change, gender and social identity in the Great Lakes Region
to the fifteenth century (Portsmouth NH, Heinemann, 1998), p. 4.
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famine and the loss of cattle. They also feared that colonial taxation would
eclipse their own efforts at taxing their people. But they later, after being
offered ten per cent as commission for the tax they collect from their
communities, relented and started colluding with colonial officials to
“persuade” men to migrate to the mines, though with little success.75 But the
tax revenue did not benefit the Batswana. For instance, no medical services
were provided despite a rise in disease incidence.76 Eventually, lack of medical
services had reverberating demographic effects as human mortality escalated
and population growth was considerably arrested.77 Human mortality during
this period was estimated at about twenty per cent of the total population.78
Despite the rising mortality, the tax revenue continued to be siphoned away
to finance general administration, most of it going into veterinary services
and police activities.79 No wonder colonial taxation came to be imagined
as a form of “state-sanctioned banditry”, in the Batawana Reserve labelled:
mphahela (give me for nothing).80
Taxation, limited wage work opportunities and “slavery” wages profoundly
impacted on peoples’ inability to secure food even for those families whose
male members were employed. The inability to command food, however, did
not completely erode people’s resilience. As central pillars of cultural life failed
to cope with the ensuing subsistence crisis, old traditions were reconstituted
while new strategies were devised.

Turning desperation into survival: Local famine coping strategies
Hunting and foraging as traditional famine coping mechanisms
As the famine intensified and people became desperate, old traditions and
practices were re-appropriated, reconstituted and, some of them, discarded
to offset the crisis. New survival strategies were also invented. Most of these
changes, however, were temporary and contingent upon the devastation
wrought by the pandemic. To understand such temporality of strategies, this
paper utilizes Tswana nomenclature, such as proverbs, to examine linguistic
75
76
77
78

CJ Makgala, “Taxation in the tribal areas…”, Journal of African History, 45(1), 2004, p. 286.
RKK Molefi, A medical history of Botswana, 1885-1966 (Gaborone, Botswana Society, 1996), p. 9.
BNA, reference S 43/4, High Commissioner to Hon. Lewis Harcourt MP, 6 November 1904.
J Ramsay, “The establishment and consolidation…”, WA Edge & MH Lekorwe (Eds.), Botswana politics…, p.
72.
79 RKK Molefi, A medical history of Botswana..., pp. 66-88.
80 CJ Makgala, “Taxation in the tribal areas…” Journal of African History, 45(1), 2004, p. 298.
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shifts and the coping strategies that various households employed to survive
the famine. It argues that indigenous epistemologies about famines shaped
many people’s decisions about what temporary coping mechanisms to adopt
for the duration of the famine.
Many people first sought recourse to pre-existing coping strategies, some of
which Europeans questioned their sustainability. A white farmer, for instance,
talked of Africans “postponing death by eating caterpillars, bark, roots and
long-decayed corpses [of cattle]”.81 Such doubts about indigenous famine
coping strategies are revealing of Europeans’ little knowledge of Africans’ food
systems and how they shifted with ecological shocks. The eastern Protectorate
Batswana were not just agro-pastoralists. They were also hunters and foragers,
though for the wealthy, hunting and foraging were part-time activities. In
times of normal food supply, hunting, an exclusively male activity in precolonial times, was a pastime for men at the cattle posts. Mostly they hunted
small game, such as antelope, the meat of which was seldom shared with
the women and children in the villages. Only meat of large animals, such as
kudu and buffalo would often be shared with women and children because
it was plentiful.82 Thus, hunting occupied a marginal position in household
subsistence, and was therefore a supplementary measure as the Batswana lived
on a diet of cereal, milk, vegetables, and occasionally, meat from domesticates.83
Conversely, during famines hunting was carried out extensively.84 For the
Rinderpest period, however, hunting was not much useful as the preferred
cloven-hooved wild game was as affected as cattle.85
On the other hand, foraging, a female domain, was an important component
of the traditional diet, particularly for poor families, as it added to the
nutritional value of the meals.86 At the end of the nineteenth century, there
was a phenomenal rise in gathering, with some men becoming gatherers
and whole families relying on wild food plants, worms and insects.87 One
81 “Rotting carcasses and ruined men”, Farmers’ Weekly, 26 December 2003, p. 32.
82 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, E Basupi (cattle herder, Dau-e-meja-leebana), 15 December
2010/M Rashasho (former cattle herder, Mogapi), 26 December 2010.
83 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, Onketetse Serumola (headmen of arbitration)/A Masilo
(headman of arbitration), Bobonong, 9 February 2011.
84 Bechuanaland Protectorate Game Proclamation no. 19 of 1940.
85 FC Selous, African nature notes and reminiscences (London, Macmillan & Co. Limited, 1908), pp. 131-137; CA
Spinage, Cattle plague..., p. 533.
86 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Makgoba (traditional midwife/farmer, Sefhophe) 25
December 2010/M Montsosi (farmer, Bobonong), 9 February 2011.
87 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, G Mooketsi (community elder, Ramotswa), 15 January 2014/K
Moatswi (herbalist, Molepolole), 23 January 2014/M Mashaba, 15 July 2011.
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most relied upon food of the wilderness were the mopane worms, which
though seasonal, added nutritional value to the diet.88 These are caterpillars
that seasonally occur and feed on the leaves of the mopane tree, scientifically
known as Acanthocampa belina. Highly nutritious, phane, as the Batswana
call these caterpillars, continues to form a part of the cuisine in many Tswana
communities today. It is preserved by cooking or smoking, drying and storage
in a cool place, particularly the grass-roofed mud hut. In that way, people can
consume their stores until the next harvest.89

Plentiful meat, prevalent deficiency disease
The subsistence crises that accompanied Rinderpest were so cataclysmic for
the rural communities that observers thought that Rinderpest killed people as
much as it did animals. One Andreas Lefantiri from Lesotho claimed in 1897
that the disease obliterated Bechuanaland’s human populations as much as it
did animals. Writing to a newspaper in Lesotho, Lefantiri asserted:90
[Its] characteristic pattern is that if you have 100 cattle in the kraal the night
before, you wake up the next morning with nothing left. Then after the death
of cattle, the disease enters human beings. Oh! You have never seen anything
of the like before! In one day, approximately 100 people die in every village.
Contrary to Lefantiri’s claims, there is no evidence that the Protectorate
communities contracted Rinderpest. Human mortality in the wake of the
pandemic can be ascribed to debilitation on account of malnutrition and
opportunistic infections as a result of the loss of certain constituents of the
diet due to shortage of milk and cereals.91 The loss of an important source of
draught power in oxen undermined cereal production and forced communities
to re-appropriate traditional coping strategies. For the first time, Batswana
cattlemen, who “recognized the deadly nature of the pandemic and the
certainty that whole herds [were going] to perish,” slaughtered them to make
biltong.92 As a result, plentiful meat dominated the diets of many people.
Subsisting on a predominantly unbalanced diet of meat may have prevented
88 Phane is still a valuable component of the diet in central, eastern, northern and northwestern Botswana today.
89 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interviews M Mashaba, 15 July 2011/D Molebatsi (elder, Tsetsebjwe), 10
August 2011.
90 “Letter from Andreas Lefantiri”, Leselinyana [Morija], 15 June 1897, as cited in P Phoofolo, “Epidemics and
revolutions…”, Past & Present, 138(1), 1993, p. 127.
91 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat’s eye witness report on loss by Rinderpest, 1896.
92 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat account on relief, 1896.
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starvation, but it also caused deficiency diseases, particularly scurvy, which
contributed to human mortality.93 Lifantiri is likely to have conflated human
mortality induced by deficiency disease with death from Rinderpest.
Some people subsisted on semi-decomposed meat of Rinderpest animals,
which the Europeans conflated with “long decayed corpses”.94 Semidecomposed cattle meat was a traditional delicacy among men in rural
communities of the eastern Protectorate. Such meat is called nama e e
dikologileng seolo.95 In Tswana culinary habits, meat cannot be eaten only
when it is deemed to be rotten, or bodile in Tswana parlance. Eating semidecomposed meat was a longstanding practice based on the notion that
kgomo ga e latlhwe, or it is forbidden to throw away cattle. Also, based on the
expression: lebitla la kgomo ke legano (the grave of a cow is the mouth), it was
ritually unacceptable for the Batswana to throw away the meat of their cattle.96
For the Batswana, the idea of phitlho, burial, connotes wholeness. If meat of a
cow was to be eaten, nothing of it was to be thrown away because eating meat
was akin to burying the cattle. Perhaps this belief that cattle should be “buried
in the mouths of people” informed Herskovits’s idea of the “cattle complex”.97
Under conditions of normal food supply, semi-decomposed meat was eaten
on occasions and was not usually an integral part of the everyday diet. With
meat being the only plentiful foodstuff, subsisting on deficient diets centring
on nama e e dikologileng seolo from infected cattle is likely to have caused food
poisoning and opportunistic infections. Across the border, in the Transvaal,
for instance, reports were abounding about pervasive food poisoning among
Africans, which the Secretary of Native Affairs attributed to eating meat from
animals killed by disease.98 There is likelihood that border communities on
either side, who had relatively similar experiences of the famine, may have
incorporated semi-decomposed meat into their diets. But not all households
and communities survived by subsisting on Rinderpest cattle.
93 Bechuanaland Protectorate, Annual Reports, 1896-1897, p. 10.
94 “Rotting carcasses and ruined men”, Farmers’ Weekly, 26 December 2003, p. 32.
95 The use of the euphemism, nama e e dikologileng selo rather than nama e e bodileng (rotten meat) was important
since nobody would fathom eating rotten meat. PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, J Galebotse
(former colonial veterinary officer, Moletemane), 5. February 2014/B Sekonopo (traditional doctor/famer,
Mahalapye), 23 December 2013.
96 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, O Serumola/A Masilo, 09 February 2011.
97 In 1926, anthropologist Herskovits postulated that Africans were so emotionally and spiritually attached to
their cattle that the cattle were seen as sacrosanct. M Herskovits, “The cattle complex of East Africa”, American
Anthropologist, 28(1), 1926, pp. 230-272.
98 C Ballard, “The repercussions of Rinderpest…”, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 19(3), 1986,
p. 444.
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Women, the primary subsistence producers, took recourse to the traditional
hoe cultivation in order to produce food for their families.99 The result was a
reduction in the extent of the land prepared for cultivation. It was also during
this time that some households started using the donkey as a draft animal.
However, the donkey was relatively unknown in most parts of Bechuanaland,
except in the Borolong.100 Its slowness also meant that people failed to utilize
the little moisture available in the soil as rains stopped as quickly as they came.
Prospectively, the hardships would continue after the Rinderpest as people
failed to produce surplus for use in successive years. Even the traditional
system of rationing produce from the tribal masotla was suspended as it was
impaired by crop failure.101

“Things that stop by”: The cultural politics of of guesthood
For generations prior to the end of the 19th century, the Batswana communities
had drawn from their linguistic repertoire to reconstruct their social systems
in order to survive during times of serious shortfalls in crop yields. Important
features of cultural life were re-appropriated, reconstituted and others
discarded to negotiate the subsistence crises. Generally, rural communities had
traditions of sharing food. Under normal circumstances, people who would
otherwise have failed to command food often benefited from expressions that
denoted sharing, such as sejo se nnye ga se hete molomo (lit. little food does not
pass the mouth) and bana ba motho ba kgaona tlhogwana ya ntsi (lit. siblings
share the head of a fly).102 The former implies that no matter how little the
food, it can be shared. The latter is a teaching to siblings to always share food.
These proverbs express the communality of food as a pillar of social cohesion.
The Baeng, visitors, would be invited to share a meal or something would be
prepared for them to eat even if they had visited outside meal times. The term
baeng connotes both invited and uninvited guests. Most of the visitors came
uninvited, but, in times of normal food supply, they could still be offered
99 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection) interview, M Mashaba, 15 July 2011/D Molebatsi, 10 August 2011.
100 BNA, reference RC 3/2/1, Moffat Account on Relief, 1896.
101 Masotla were fields cultivated by ward labour. The institution of masotla was a system whereby the peasants
cultivated fields attached to the office of chieftainship. The chief provided the seed and the peasants came out
to plough using their draught animals and equipment. The produce was left in the chief ’s custody to distribute
to the poor or use during ceremonies to feed the commonality and/or visitors. In this sense, masotla were tribal
property.
102 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Mashaba, 15 July 2011/D Molebatsi, 10 August 2011.
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food depending on availability.103
Such visitors included the bafeti, or the passers-by. The bafeti were dreaded
for their notoriety to apaya ka lenao (lit. cook by one’s foot), or visiting solely
to partake in other families’ meals. People who “cooked with their feet” were
primarily the poor community members known for wandering about the
village, entering other households with the hope of being offered food. They
could be invited to share a meal if they were lucky to feta, or pass-by, during
meal times. Among the Bakalanga of present day northeast Botswana, visitors
of any kind, upon reaching the entrance of every household they wanted
to enter, would shout: “nda pinda!” (I am passing by!).104 Courtesy required
the owner of the household they were supposedly passing-by to shout back:
“pindani!” (pass on!), as keeping quiet would be interpreted as antisocial.
Contrary to its English equivalent of “pass on!,” the call, “pindani!,” connoted
an invitation to enter the compound. Before the subsistence crises of the
Rinderpest era, however, such visits from the bafeti were few and far apart.
As household subsistence became dangerously compromised at the end of
the nineteenth century, the numbers of the bafeti, and the frequency of their
visits, increased in tandem as desperate people tried to exploit any available
practice of courtesy. This led to a dramatic rise in the practice of apaya ka
lenao, which under normal circumstances would accord visitors access to
the meals of other households. The call, “le re tima eng!” (what are you not
sharing with us!), went viral as the bafeti tried to solicit invitations from other
households to share their meals.105 Subsequently, the tradition of sharing
was undermined as people tried to protect household subsistence. The bafeti
became reconstituted into the di eta di ema, or “things that stop by,” for
their notoriety in entering other households for the sole purposes of getting
food.106 One social theorist has termed this process of giving people the image
of things as “thingfication.”107

103 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, G Mooketsi (farmer, Ramotswa), 15 January 2014/K Moatswi,
(herbalist, Molepolole), 23 January 2014.
104 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, Z Bakani (community elder, Francistown)/C Maposa (retired
teacher, Francistown), 12 November 2011.
105 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, B Sekonopo, 23 December 2013/M Makgoba 25 December
2010/K Phuthego, 25 December 2010.
106 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Makgoba, 25 December 2010/K Phuthego, 25 December
2010/M Mashaba, 15 July 2011.
107 A Césaire, Discourse on colonialism. Translated by Joan Pinkham (New York, Monthly Review, 2000 [1955]), p.
42.
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The reconstruction of the bafeti into these invasive things called the di
eta di ema dehumanized them and, in historian Clapperton Mavhunga’s
terminology, transformed them into “vermin beings”, thus assuming a
“pestiferous” identity.108 By “thingfying” the bafeti, the eastern Protectorate’s
Batswana were redefining the hungry people’s attempts to secure food as
invasive. To effectively subvert the power of the scavenging di eta di ema,
households temporally discarded one of their important features of food
sharing and courtesy. They suspended offering uninvited guests food, thus
subverting the proverb: sejo se nnye ga se hete molomo.109 In times when
the majority of households had enough food, this proverb expressed food
sharing, a component of social cohesion that provided meal entitlements to
all community members and therefore ensured general food security.
Because of the capacity of hungry people to manipulate traditional practices
of courtesy, preparation of food and eating times also became highly guarded
secrets. Divulging information about a family’s eating habits would most likely
attract unwanted visitors. For this reason, children who dared divulge such
information to outsiders were certain to forfeit a meal as they would be told:
“your meal was offered to your visitors.”110 Missionary impressions indicate
that food was not easy to secure to the extent that preparation and eating
of meals was done late at night and with the maximum silence possible.111
The emerging practice of eating in silence produced a new cautionary phrase:
didimala! O tla re biletsa di eta di ema! (hush! You will attract the things that
do not pass on!).112 This linguistic innovation is a reflection of emerging social
sanctions that were particularly developed to silence children who, after going
for a whole day without a meal, got excited in the evenings in anticipation
of something to eat. Thus, social integration was temporarily weakened as
individuals and households resorted to clandestine mechanisms of protecting
their subsistence.
The famine also produced new gendered forms of power struggles. Men
uncharacteristically invaded women’s spaces, particularly the cooking space.
Under normal circumstances, the cooking space was the preserve of women,
108 CC Mavhunga, “Vermin beings…”, Social Text 106, 29(1), Spring 2011, pp. 151-176.
109 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Maphane, 23 December 2013/M Mashaba, 15 July 2011.
110 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, M Makgoba 25 December 2010/K Phuthego, 25 December
2010.
111 BNA, reference RC 3/2/2: Surmon to resident commissioner, 1896.
112 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, C Maposa, 12 November 2011/M Makgoba, 25 December
2010/ K Phuthego, 25 December 2010.
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particularly when it did not involve the preparation of large amounts of meat.113
But some men started sticking around such women’s spaces, especially during
meal preparation times. There are stories of men sitting next to their wives
during dishing times to make sure that they got the largest share of the food.
Such displays of masculine power in the subsistence domain are graphically
captured in old woman, Ketholegile Phuthego’s narrative:114
My grandmother used to tell us stories of greedy men who would tap their
foot on the ground while their wives were dishing. The number of tappings
equalled the number of spoons of food he wanted put in his plate. He would
keep tapping until he was satisfied that there was enough food in his plate.
If he doesn’t stop tapping, the wife doesn’t stop dishing or she could be
thoroughly caned.

These gender struggles illuminate the hidden transcript of the social
realities of change during times of food insecurity. The testimony gives us
important insights into men’s use of masculine power to dominate all forms
of productive resources. It also exposes the Batswana men’s use of patriarchal
power to justify their greed. To contest such greed induced displays of
masculine power, women invented new forms of naming, with some of them
giving their sons names that had resonance with food preparation, such as
Rradijo, he who loves food, Sebeso, fireplace, and Pitsana, small pot.115 In
the Tswana naming traditions that antedated Rinderpest, children were given
names that symbolized gender differentiation. Whereas daughters would be
given names that associated them with domesticity, such as Seapei (she who
cooks) and Segametsi (she who fetches water), boys received names reflecting
wealth, success and male influence in the public sphere, such as Mojaboswa
(inheritor of the family’s pastoral estate) and Puso (governance). The object
of giving sons such suggestive names was not just to ridicule greedy men
but also to challenge their invasion of one of the few domains where women
could exercise power beyond the purview of male dominance. By the end of
the Century access to food within families had become unequal as men used
their masculine power to get a disproportionately higher share of the little
food available.

113 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, G Mooketsi 15 January 2014/K Moatswi, 23 January 2014/K
Phuthego, 25 December 2010.
114 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, K Phuthego, 25 December 2010.
115 PP Molosiwa (Personal Collection), interview, B Sekonopo, 23 December 2013/M Makgoba, 25 December
2010/G Mooketsi, 15 January 2014/K Moatswi, 23 January 2014.
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Conclusion
By the late nineteenth century, Tswana cattle were an important component
of the agricultural economy of rural communities in the country. Their
contribution to food security, equity and sustainable production in this context
cannot be disputed. These breeds of cattle were well adapted to the local stress
factors such as harsh environments and long periods of under-nutrition. Their
hardiness therefore enabled rural communities to rely on them for sustenance,
particularly during periods of low crop yields. Large numbers of these
livelihoods supporting cattle were lost at the end of the nineteenth century as
the first ever massive epizootic, the Rinderpest pandemic, swept through the
whole of Southern Africa’s previously unexposed and entirely susceptible cattle
population. The result was widespread hunger, starvation and disease, leading
to famine conditions. Contrary to existing narratives that put great emphasis
on the ecological trajectory of the pandemic, but obscure its subsistence and
socio-cultural impact, this paper focuses on rural community adaptability to
famine. It has demonstrated that the loss of subsistence was not necessarily a
road to perdition for the Bechuanaland Protectorate communities. The famine
necessitated drastic changes in diets, social arrangements and behaviours. For
this reason, despite having lost their most important source of livelihoods, the
eastern Protectorate’s rural communities cannot be summarily represented as
hopeless victims. They exhibited their adaptability and resilience to ecological
and social change, particularly by re-appropriating their idiomatic expressions
to invent differentiated coping mechanisms.

24

Makaba II’s Ngwaketse, c. 1780-1824

The rise of a raiding state: Makaba II’s Ngwaketse, c. 1780-1824
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Makaba was a warrior Chief under whom the Bangwaketse became the strongest
and most feared tribe in all Bechuanaland.
(I Schapera)
Makaba [was] the most formidable ruler among the Tswana kings of the preDifaqane period.
(LD Ngcongco)

Abstract
Though long acknowledged for their military prowess under Makaba II
(ruled c. 1780-1824), the emergence of the Ngwaketse among the southern
Tswana in the pre-difaqane era has not been sufficiently accounted for, and its
significance to regional developments has gone unrecognised and unexplained.
Argued here is that the Ngwaketse embarked on territorial domination of
southern Botswana during the reign of Moleta (ruled c. 1750 – c. 1780), when
they subordinated previous inhabitants, introduced military training as part
of initiation, and reached their apogee as a territorial entity prior to Makaba’s
reign. The area that the Ngwaketse colonised (Gangwaketse) in Moleta’s time
became during the reign of his son Makaba II a base for frequent stock raids
among their neighbours and for building a formidable regional state. Their
success was derived to an important degree from their use of the hilly terrain
in northeastern Gangwaketse suited for stone-wall stock posts secure from
their enemies. The Ngwaketse built their military might, in other words, by
adapting to the landscape they colonised and shaping each of their settlements
to varied local resources. Research is based on a correlation of oral histories,
settlement locations, initiation and totemic lists, topographical and Google
earth surveys, and field surveys and site mapping in parts of northeastern
Gangwaketse and the Kanye area.
Keywords: Schapera; Ngcongco; Ngwaketse; Moleta; Makaba II; Legassick;
Seoke; Pitsa; Kanye; Mephato; Landscape; Stonewall settlements; Stock raiding;
Kwena; Kgwatlheng; Tlhaping; Rolong; Hurutshe; Kgatla Mmanaana; Kololo;
Moffat.
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Introduction
Since Isaac Schapera published his “Short History of the Bangwaketse”
seventy years ago, the reputation of the Ngwaketse as a combative force
under Makaba II (ruled c. 1780-1824) has not been in dispute.1 Based on
oral traditions collected in the 1930s and in 1941, together with some early
nineteenth-century travellers’ accounts, Schapera records a detailed sequence
of raids carried out by Makaba’s people, along with successful defences of
his kingdom, and several intermittent defeats. Leonard Ngcongco, who
has added a few early publications and carried out interviews in 1972 and
1973, offers an account identical in most respects with that of Schapera’s.
Both relate that, until his death in 1824 at the hands of Sebetwane’s Kololo,
Makaba II was in perpetual conflict with the parental Kwena and initiated
attacks far west against the Ngologa of Lehututu and to the south and east vs.
the Mmanaana Kgatla, Moilwa’s Hurutshe, Ratlou Rolong, various Tlhaping
groups, and the Lete. Some of these erstwhile foes became at times Ngwaketse
allies, supplicants relocating to Ngwaketse territory, and welcome traders.
Under Makaba, the Ngwaketse absorbed the Mmanaana Kgatla and elements
of the Rolong, among others. A recent estimate of the territory controlled
by Makaba, bordered by the Molopo in the South, Dinokana in the east,
Lehututu in the west, and the Kweneng in the north, approximates 16,545
square kilometres.2 (see Image 1) At most three residents out of five were
Ngwaketse. Roughly two out of five of the wards established prior to 1810
had non-Kwena totems.3
Why and how Makaba II led the Ngwaketse to such heights Schapera does
not explain. The issue is of considerable historical importance, not least
because the ramifications of Makaba’s rise to power extended far beyond
“Bechuanaland”, affecting as it did many people occupying the northern
Cape and western Transvaal. As early as 1812 European travellers arriving in
Dithakong, some 250 km south-southwest of Kanye, were fed stories about
Makaba by the Tlhaping kgosi Mothibi, who counted his people as among
1

2
3

I Schapera, “A short history of the Bangwaketse”, African Studies, I, 1942, pp. 1-26; Ngcongco argues
persuasively that Schapera’s estimated date (1790) of Makaba’s succession is at least a decade later than was
likely. LD Ngcongco, “Aspects of the history of the Bangwaketse to 1910” (Ph.D., Dalhousie University, 1977),
p. 84.
F Morton, “Settlements, landscapes and identities among the Tswana of the Western Transvaal and Eastern
Kalahari before 1820”, South African Archaeological Bulletin, 68 (197), 2013, p. 21.
I Schapera, The ethnic composition of Tswana tribes (London, London School of Economics, 1952), pp. 39-45;
F Morton, “Settlements, landscapes and identities...”, p. 24. The Ngwaketse totem is Kwena (crocodile). Other
totems include Tlou (elephant), Tshwene(baboon), Kgano, Phuti, Phiri, and Kgori.
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the Ngwaketse’s many victims.4 Ngwaketse expansion and rise to power is
the more curious because the Ngwaketse were the relatively recent, earlyto-mid-eighteenth-century offspring of the Kwena, a small group that had
moved into an area already occupied by the Kgwatlheng and bordered on the
south and east by such long-established Tswana groups as the Hurutshe and
Rolong.5 In a relatively short time, the Ngwaketse became stronger than their
southern neighbours, extended their power westward, and preserved control
of their northern territory from the often hostile parent Kwena. Among all
the southern Tswana groups, only the Ngwaketse were able to extend their
territory at the expense of their neighbours and raid them thereafter on a
regular basis without yielding ground. After the Ngwaketse were established
in Gangwaketse (Ngwaketse territory), the Hurutshe, Rolong, and Tlhaping
went into decline. What therefore needs to be answered is: why and how
were the Ngwaketse able to increase their strength while other, older groups
on the southern and eastern borders of Gangwaketse were weakening and
subdividing?
Since Schapera’s outline of the Ngwaketse’s rise, two explanations of their
prowess have been offered. Martin Legassick claims, without supporting
evidence, that the Ngwaketse came to prominence by taking control of the
clients supplying the regional Kalahari-sourced trade in game products, at
the expense of the Rolong.6 Certainly, the Ngwaketse gained control of
southern Botswana, extended their influence west into the Kalahari, and
derived benefits from the game products it generated. But they hardly edged
out the Rolong from southern Botswana. Traditions make no mention of

4
5

6

WM Burchell, Travels in the interior of Southern Africa, II (London, Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme and Brown,
1824), pp. 455, 476, 482, 489, 496, 497, 504, 537.
Ngcongco places the separation a century earlier than does Schapera, by correlating traditions among
neighbouring Tswana groups, but either estimate remains approximate. LD Ngcongco, “Aspects of the history
of the Bangwaketse…”, pp. 56-57; PTR Mgadla, The history of the town and area of Lobatse from pre-colonial
times to 1965 (BA Thesis, Department of History, University College of Botswana, 1978), pp. 1-3.
MC Legassick, The politics of a South African frontier: The Griqua, the Sotho-Tswana, and the missionaries, 17801840 (Basel, Basler Afrika Bibliographien, 2010), pp. 31, 33. This is the unaltered publication of Legassick’s
Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 1969. In the wake of Legassick’s seminal work on
the northern Cape, many historians of this region, and of those further north that encompassed Tswana
groups, have regarded regional trade and trade routes as principal sources, if not primary markers, of political
power. All the while, they have left largely unexplored other, particularly local, factors that can help explain the
accumulation of wealth and the mobilisation of might.
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other than the Kgwatlheng occupying the area north of the Molopo before
the Ngwaketse arrived.7
On the other hand, Ngcongco situates the rise of the Ngwaketse, especially
under Makaba II, amidst tensions and conflict in the region occurring at end
of the eighteenth century. In contrast to Legassick’s Politics, which he does not
cite, Ngcongco regards Makaba’s emergence as part of the “beginning of the
volkerwanderung” that led to the mfecane/difaqane. “[I]n such an environment
of restlessness and uncertainty it was the soldier kings or rulers that tended
to succeed.”8 Ngcongo’s view of events generally anticipates the arguments of
Parsons and Manson, who claim that a growing pre-mfecane conflict among
the southern and eastern Tswana began in the mid-to-late eighteenth century.9
And by identifying Makaba as the “most formidable” ruler among the Tswana,
Ngcongco inadvertently provides a corrective to Parsons and Manson’s
assertion that the spark of conflict was the Fokeng’s rejection of Hurutshe
supremacy.10 Yet, Ngcongco does not help us answer why Makaba became a
successful “soldier king” when other southern Tswana rulers did not, leaving
us rather to infer that it must have been the force of Makaba’s personality.
The little we know about Makaba II reveals him to be a shrewd and dynamic
fellow, probably ruthless, and perhaps even magnanimous. Nevertheless, the
many men who carried out so many raids at his instruction could not have
been entirely forced into duty and must have returned to a reward beyond
Makaba’s smile or other sign of approval. Their long-term expectations would
help explain why they were prepared to risk their lives in a way that made
Makaba’s military rule successful and sustainable. And it is also difficult to
regard Ngcongco’s statement, that Makaba was part of the “beginning of the
volkerwanderung¸” as other than an over-dramatisation. Makaba II’s many
attacks on his neighbours, and his regional reputation, clearly demonstrated
his long reach of military might, but none of his actions appear in any way to
have extended Ngwaketse territory. Apart from his subjugation of the small
7

Ngcongco claims that Kgwatlheng had been in “much earlier occupation” of the area, but offers no supporting
evidence. “Aspects of the history of the Bangwaketse…”, p. 78. He agrees that the Kgwatlheng were displaced
from Dithejwane by the Kwena before relocating south into present southeast Botswana, which he dates, along
with the Kwena-Ngwaketse split, to the late sixteenth century. LD Ngcongco, “Aspects of the history of the
Bangwaketse…”, pp. 56-57.
8 LD Ngcongco, “Aspects of the history of the Bangwaketse…”, pp. 85-86.
9 N Parsons, “Prelude to Difaqane in the interior of Southern Africa, c.1600-c.1822”, C Hamilton (ed.) Mfecane
aftermath: Reconstructive debates in Southern African history (Johannesburg, University of Witwatersrand Press,
1996), pp. 322-349; A Manson, “Conflict in the western Highveld/Southern Kalahari, c. 1750-1820”, C
Hamilton (ed.), Mfecane aftermath, pp. 351-361.
10 A Manson, “Conflict in the western Highveld/Southern Kalahari...”, C Hamilton (ed.), Mfecane aftermath, pp.
351-361.
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Kgatla Mmanaana group, he sent his men on forays, not conquests. As we
shall see below, Ngwaketse expansion occurred during the reign of Moleta
(c.1750-c.1780), prior to Makaba II’s ascent. From time to time, Makaba
relocated his capital within the borders established by Moleta, but such moves
hardly qualify him or his people as part of a “wandering”.
What follows is an attempt to offer in three parts a new answer to the “Makaba
question”. First, the sequence of events after the arrival of the Ngwaketse in
southern Botswana are examined to connect Makaba’s rule with those that
preceded it, particularly the reign of Moleta. Second, Schapera’s heretofore
unpublished and unedited “regiment” list is used to argue that under Moleta
the Ngwaketse established a military system that Makaba inherited and used
to sustain a raiding culture. Third, recent surveys of hill sites offer clues in
understanding how the Ngwaketse used their landscape to safeguard their illgotten herds and increase their general wellbeing. Briefly, this paper explores
the possibility that prior to Makaba II’s reign, the Ngwaketse established
themselves in a territory well suited for defending their settlements against
their enemies and for sequestering large quantities of stolen stock, primarily
cattle, in stone-wall cattle posts. When the Ngwaketse reached their apogee as
arch-raiders during the reign of Makaba II, they had succeeded where other
Tswana groups, also known for raiding, had failed: by securing most of their
purloined cattle from recapture. If revivified, throngs of southern Tswana
of this era would queue to testify that it is one thing to steal cattle quite
another to keep them in one’s possession.11 An organised raid took only a few
days, perhaps a week or so, to carry out, whereas protecting what has been
rustled (or raised) was a round-the-clock obligation of permanent duration.
The landscape controlled by the Ngwaketse gave them a great advantage for
secreting and husbanding livestock. Its many hilltops, slopes and hollows in
the eastern part of their domain offered secluded grazing close to surface water,
with abundant stone to construct kraal walls as needed. Under Moleta, the
Ngwaketse secured this territory; under Makaba, they defended it. During
their reigns, stretching over 70-odd years, the Ngwaketse sustained themselves
with large and increasing herds, grew in population, attracted immigrants,
and enjoyed relative security.

11 [Kgomo] Ka nna nayo ka tlhoka boroko, ka e thoka ka tlhoka boroko (“both the possession and lack of cattle create
major problems”, Setswana proverb), DT Cole and LM Moncho-Warren, Macmillan Setswana and English
illustrated dictionary (Northlands, Macmillan Boleswa Publishers, 2011), p. 257.
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Image 1: Kalahari and Western Transvaal

Source: F Morton, “Settlements, landscapes and identities among the Tswana of the Western Transvaal
and Eastern Kalahari before 1820,” South African Archaeological Bulletin, 68, 2013, p. 197.

Occupying Southern Botswana
While Schapera and Ngcongco are at variance in their timing of the moments
of Ngwaketse occupation, they agree on the sequence of rulers (dikgosi, sing.
kgosi), their settlement sites, and the events occurring in tandem. All such
events transpired sometime in the eighteenth (possibly late seventeenth)
and early nineteenth centuries, but Ngcongco’s dispute with Schapera’s
approximate dates underscores the difficulty in being precise. For our purposes,
agreeing on the sequence of events and settlement sites is regarded as more
important than asserting that they occurred at a precise moment. Among the
many Tswana traditions recorded in Botswana and South Africa, the names
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and sequence of rulers are commonly recalled together with their respective
settlement sites, or capitals, a correlation that has proved to be a useful tool
in reconstructing their history in the context of physical landscape.12 In the
following discussion, therefore, the sequence of reigning Ngwaketse dikgosi is
used to discern patterns of events and their geographic occurrence.
Image Image
2: Ngwaketse
rulers, settlements and events
2. Ngwaketse Rulers, Settlements and Events
Kgosi
Seepapitso

Settlement

Makaba I
Mongala

Magagarapa
Kgale
Manyana (Ntsotswane)
Potsane
Sengoma
Seoke
Seoke

Moleta

Seoke

Khutwane

Pitsa

Makolontwane (ne of Moshaneng)
aka “Melita”
Mhakane (aka Mabule, near
Molopo)

Makaba II

Setlhabatsane (w of Moshaneng)
Selthabatsane
Sebatleng
Kanye hill

Pitsaneng
Makakanana (near Mafikeng)
Dinokana (briefly)
Tlhorong (near Ranaka)
Kanye

Event(s)

First settlement after separation
Seepapitso dies

Find Kgwatlheng in area
Conquer Kgwatlheng, subordinate
them
Crush, disperse Kgwatlheng,
attach captives to royal wives as
malata
Repulse large
Korana/Tlhaping/San invading
force at Phata ya Barwa
Attack Hurutshe Gopana near
Powe (Dinokana), install Tirwe
Back and forth attacks on/from
Kwena
Son Makaba leads expedition v.
Ngologa at Lehututu, returns with
cattle
Moleta dies
Attacks Kwena (retaliation)
Attacked by Kwena
Repulses attack by Jan Bloem and
allies
Raids cattle from Kgatla
Mmanaana at Maanwane and
incorporates Kgatla
Cattle raids v. Tlhaping, Kwena,
Hurutshe et al
With Rolong assistance, repels
combined attack of Tlhaping,
Hurutshe, Kwena, Lete, Kgafela
Kgatla raised by his disgruntled
uncle Moabi
Attacks Tlhaping passing through
Gangwaketse; Foments raids on
Tlhaping, Korana et al

Raids Hurutshe, Lete
Kwena attack, take some cattle
(sources: Schapera, “Short History of the Bangwatse…”, Ngcongco “History of the Bangwaketse…”)

Source: I Schapera, “A short history of the Bangwaketse”, African Studies, I, 1942; LD Ngcongco,
“History of the Bangwaketse...”.
12 F Morton, “Creating maps as historical evidence: reconsidering settlement patterns and group relations in the
Rustenburg-Pilanesberg area before 1810”, New Contree, 56 (2008), pp. 1-22; S Hall, M Anderson, J Boeyens
and F Coetzee, “Towards an outline of the oral geography, historical identity and political economy of the late
precolonial Tswana in the Rustenburg region,” N Swanepoel, A Esterhuysen and P Bonner (eds), Five hundred
years rediscovered: Southern Africa precedents and prospects (Johannesburg, Wits University Press, 2008), pp. 5585.
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Image 2 reveals a pattern of events that leads to four general conclusions.
First, the Ngwaketse embarked on establishing themselves as the preëminent
rulers of southern Botswana during the reign of Mongala, their fourth kgosi
after the breakaway, though only tentatively. Mongala’s people subordinated
the Kgwatlheng, but it was not until Moleta’s reign that Ngwaketse power over
them became absolute. Second, territorial expansion commenced after the
succession of Moleta c. mid-eighteenth century. The initial phase of Moleta’s
reign, after the expulsion and enslavement of the Kgwatlheng, was marked by
the relocation from Seoke (Ntakwetoga), which is exposed to attack, to the
more hilly and reclusive Pitsa (Pitsaneng). Though remembered as a defensive
site by Schapera’s informants, we have on record no recollection that Pitsa
was ever attacked. What seems likely is that the general turmoil percolating
south of the Ngwaketse, was anticipated as a threat to themselves. The first
major battle engaged by Moleta, after shifting to Pitsa, was fought at Phata ya
Barwa to the south of Pitsa and on Ngwaketse terms to the utter destruction
of a combined attacking force.13 Third, by the end of Moleta’s reign (c.1780),
Ngwaketse control of their territory had reached pretty much its full limit.
Moleta’s major thrusts were toward the southeast where the Ngwaketse
interfered in the affairs of the Hurutshe Moilwa, to the south by establishing
a capital on the border of the Tshidi Rolong at Mhakane (Mabule), and
extending their authority over (or at least power to intimidate) the Ngologa
Kgalagadi whom prince Makaba II’s forces attacked at Lehututu to the westnorthwest of Mhakane.14 Under Makaba II, the Ngwaketse raided and later
absorbed the Kgatla Mmanaana of Maanwane (Mabotsa), a few kilometres
east of Pitsa, but they did not control Kgatla territory.15 And fourth, Makaba’s
reign marks an increase in raiding, directed particularly at the Rolong,
Hurutshe and Tlhaping, with most raids launched from Kanye. Schapera and
Ngcongco agree that almost all were for cattle. Apart from reference to these
raids as having taken place, no account of any of them appears in the record;
given Ngwaketse notoriety in the region, however, there is little reason to
13 Ngcongco argues that the combined force under Korana leadership was a punitive expedition ordered by
Kunapsoop (Taaibosch the elder) against all the southern Tswana, not necessarily the Ngwaketse. LD Ngcongco,
“Aspects of the history of the Bangwaketse…”, pp. 1-82.
14 The Ngologa included a Kgwatlheng remnant that had fled after Moleta assumed bogosi and crushed the
Kgwatlheng.
15 The Kgatla Mmanaana of Maanwane, erstwhile Ngwaketse allies, were targeted by Makaba II’s forces, who
seized all the Kgatla’s cattle. Kontle, the Kgatla kgosi, then appealed to Makaba to be given cattle. Makaba
allocated them a ward (Gamogopswana) adjacent to Kanye and gave them loan cattle (mafisa). They remained
subject to Makaba until his death in 1824, after which most returned to Maanwane as followers of Mosielele.
BM Tseleasele, “Bakgatla-ba-ga-Mmanaana” (4-year BA in Humanities degree-thesis for history majors,
Department of History, University College of Botswana, 1978), pp. 11-14, 55n36.
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doubt that they occurred. Makaba was feared as a menace, not as a conquerer.
In brief, then, under Moleta the Ngwaketse established themselves in a
territory that his and Makaba II’s forces controlled for 70 to 80 years. With
the exception of the Kwena, against whom the Ngwaketse engaged often in
back-and-forth cattle raiding – winning some, losing some –, the Ngwaketse
remained impenetrable from all other directions; until 1824 they defeated
every enemy entering their territory, and when they chose to raid their
neighbours, they rarely suffered failure.16 Moleta’s Ngwaketse created an
entity of conquest and territorial control. Under Makaba II they refashioned
themselves into a raiding state, with Kanye as a base from which its military
sallied forth in cattle rustling campaigns and returned with stock to augment
their national herd.

The Ngwaketse military
Recently it has been argued by this author that the western Tswana groups
(Ngwaketse, Kwena, etc) introduced mephato (sing. mophato, militia units
or cohorts, commonly but inaccurately referred to as “regiments”) around
c.1800, nearly a half century after the Kgatla Kgafela and Tlokwa of Makabe
in the Pilaneseberg created mephato jointly as part of a military alliance to cope
with the Fokeng.17 Important sources supporting this argument were the lists
of mephato that appear in the 1938 edition of Isaac Schapera’s Handbook of
Tswana Law and Custom.18 It is now clear, however, that Schapera’s published
lists for the Ngwaketse, Kwena and Ngwato have been abbreviated, because
copies of his original notes on deposit at the Botswana National Archives show
Ngwaketse mephato stretching back to the c. mid-eighteenth century, equal
in depth to those of the Kgatla Kgafela and Tlokwa.19 Apart from forcing a
revision of Morton’s hypothesis, for now what is striking is that Schapera’s
16 A Ngwaketse defeat is recalled by the Lete, who claim that, while under kgosi Mokgoywe at Lotlhakane, they
defeated a combined Ngwaketse-Kgatla Mmanaana attacking force when Makaba II was based at Dinokana.
Some years later, under Mokgoywe’s successor Pooe, the Lete were decimated by a combined force that included
Makaba’s units and that of his Kgatla vassels under Mosielele, and other allies. V Ellenberger, “History of the
Ba-Ga-Malete of Ramoutsa (Bechuanaland Protectorate)”, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, 25
(4), 1937, pp. 36, 42.
17 F Morton, “Mephato: The rise of the Tswana militia in the pre-colonial period”, Journal of Southern African
Studies, 38 (2), 2012, pp. 385-397.
18 I Schapera, Handbook of Tswana law and custom..., appendix II.
19 Botswana National Archives and Records Services (BNA), Schapera Papers (SP), PP. 1/5/12, Regimental lists.
Why the full lists were not published, much less why the second edition shortened the lists that had appeared
in the first, is unclear, but as appendices perhaps the publishers afforded them limited space, n.d.
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original “regimental list” for the Ngwaketse indicates that nine mephato were
created during Moleta’s bogosi. In his reign estimated at 30 years, therefore,
Moleta would have created a mophato every three or four years, a rate much
more frequent than normal among Tswana groups. In contrast, during Makaba
II’s reign, which lasted more than 40 years, only five mephato were brought
into existence. Conclusions can only be provisional, but in comparing Moleta
and Makaba’s reigns, one seems fairly safe: extending control over their new,
widening territory meant that Moleta required a steady supply of young
Ngwaketse militia recruits. And by the time Makaba assumed authority,
several seasoned mephato, including his own unit (maTshologa), were available
for operating a raiding culture.
Image 3: Ngwaketse Mephato (Militia cohorts)

Image 3: Ngwaketse Mephato (militia cohorts)

Name

Leader

Kgosi

maDingwana (“little gods”)

Moleta Mongala

Mongala

maSwama (“fan lilies”)

?

Moleta

maTshwarakgomo (akaTshwere)
(“cattle rustlers”)
maLetlathebe (aka maUtlathebe)
(“bring the shields”?)
maNkwe (“leopards”)

?

Moleta

?

Moleta

?

Moleta

maThibaphata (aka maGwasa)
(“defenders of the pass”)
maTshologa (“those who come in
numbers”, “expedition”, “invading
force”)
maNoga (“snakes”)

?

Moleta

Makaba II

Moleta

Ikaneng Moleta

Moleta

maTimakgabo (“extinguishers of
the vervet monkey”—totem of the
Bakgatla baga Mmanaana?)
maGaga (“caves”)

?

Moleta

Pheko Moleta

Moleta

maThubapula (“yellow”)

Mosimo Moleta

Makaba II

maGalatlindi (?)

Moloko Moleta

Makaba II

maTshelaphala (?)

Tshosa Makaba

Makaba II

maLau (“lions”)

Sebego Makaba

Makaba II

maAbakgomo (“cattle dividers”?)

?

Makaba II

maAkantwa (‘those who go with
war”)

Mathiba Makaba

Sebego (regent)

Source: BNA, SP 1/5/12; I Schapera, Praise poems of Tswana chiefs (Oxford, Oxford University Press,

Source:
SP 1/5/12; I Schapera, Praise Poems of Tswana Chiefs (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1965), p.BNA,
162n2.

1965), p. 162n2.
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There is little question that Ngwaketse units were accustomed to move over
long distances and strike with deadly force. Their cattle raids on the Tlhaping
to the south would have required travelling from Kanye at least 200 kms each
way, and Makaba’s already mentioned cattle raid on the Ngologa at Lehututu,
launched from Mhakane, totalled close to 700 kms, round trip. Such
raids required swift approaches to increase the element of surprise. A clear
example of the devastation that armed Ngwaketse were capable of inflicting
at a distance occurred two years after Makaba had been killed. The setting
is as follows: In 1824 Makaba died in the defence of Kanye under attack
by an invading Kololo force. In the lead-up to this attack, the Kololo under
Sebetwane had moved out of the Orange Free State and entered the northern
Cape and the Transvaal in turn, plundering as they went, and then moved
west into Bechuanaland where they devastated a large area from their base
on Dithubaruba hill in Kwena territory.20 In 1824 they invaded Ngwaketse
territory, killed Makaba, scattered the people, and made off with large herds
of their cattle. Soon, the Ngwaketse regrouped under regent Sebego, and in
1826 he led a force of 4,000 men (made up of what appear to have been
five mephato). After assembling in short order on Sebego’s summons, they
marched 65 kilometres in under three days carrying only spears and shields,
hunted en route for meat and carried water in game stomachs, launched a
dawn surprise attack at Dithubaruba, annihilated the Kololo, and returned
with many cattle.21

e 4. Ngwaketse
spearhead and detail
Image 4: Ngwaketse spearhead and detail

Source: WM
Burchell,in
Travels
the interiorof
of Southern
Africa,Africa,
II (London,
Longman,
Hurst, Rees,
e: W M Burchell,
Travels
theininterior
Southern
Vol
II (London:
Longman, Hur
Orme and Brown, 1824), p. 596.

Orme and Brown, 1824), p. 596.
20 EW Smith, “Sebetwane and the Makololo”, African Studies, 15 (2), 1956, pp. 49-74.
21 MH Lister (ed), Journals of Andrew Geddes Bain, trader, explorer, soldier, road engineer and geologist (Cape Town,
The Van Riebeeck Society, 1949), pp. 59-71.
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Stowing the spoils
Over the roughly seventy-five years that Moleta and Makaba oversaw the rise
of the Ngwaketse raiding state, large numbers of cattle and other stock were
rustled and kept. Ngwaketse lost cattle to Kwena raiders toward the end of
Moleta’s reign and the beginning of Makaba’s, but their raids in return restored
the balance, and the boundary separating them remained intact. As for their
neighbours to the south and east, several tried but none succeeded in wresting
stock back from the Ngwaketse who raided them. Purloined herds, numbering
in the thousands, supported a growing population. Kanye (Kwakwe hill), which
John Moffat visited in 1824 near the end of Makaba’s reign, had grown into an
extended settlement populated in the thousands:22 23 24
As the wagons were obliged to take a circuitous road over the hill to the town,
we saddled our horses to cross by the nearest way; on reaching the summit of
the hill, at the foot of which lay the metropolis of the Bauangketsi, turning our
eyes northward, we were greatly surprised on beholding the number of towns
which lay scattered in the valleys.
... [on the next day] I visited the town, which is very large, but was not
able to judge of the number of inhabitants: the town itself covered a vast
extent, so that the population must have been great compared with that of
the towns of South Africa generally….The front cattle-fold, or place where
public meetings are held, is a circle, of 170 feet diameter…Behind lay the
proper cattle-fold, capable of holding many thousand oxen: there were also
large sheep-folds.
While walking to a neighbouring height, I was able to count fourteen
considerable villages; the farthest distant about one mile and half; and I was
informed that there were more towns, which I could not see.

Sustaining this large capital meant bringing stock into town for milk and
slaughter. A large concentrated population did not mean, however, that the
national herd was grazed nearby. For one thing, as Moffat observed, though
the “soil in general is very rich…the [surface] water is rather scarce”.25 For
another, Kanye faced an open plateau extending south, the direction from
which all invasion attempts, apart from the Kwena (and eventually the
Kololo), were expected. Stock grazed south of Kanye would have been at
considerable risk. Atop Kanye’s hills, defensive stone walls surrounded Moleta
22
23
24
25

J Moffat, Missionary labours and scenes in Southern Africa (London, John Snow, 1842), p. 394.
J Moffat, Missionary labours and scenes in Southern Africa…, pp. 398, 399.
J Moffat, Missionary labours and scenes in Southern Africa…, p. 400.
J Moffat, Missionary labours and scenes in Southern Africa…, pp. 401-402.
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and Makaba courts, and they proved effective in repulsing attackers, at least
until the Kololo arrived. It is possible that the enormous kraal Moffat observed
at Makaba’s court served in times of danger as a temporary refuge for large
herds grazing beyond the valley settlements and run in for safekeeping. It is
also likely, though it yet cannot be determined for certain, that most of the
national herd was kept at distant cattle posts.
As a people nourishing themselves with rustled and husbanded stock in a
region beset by cattle raiding, the Ngwaketse took utmost care in placing their
cattle in safe havens. Over the years of Moleta’s expansion, the Ngwaketse
had become well acquainted with the northern and eastern portions of their
newly acquired landscape of Gangwaketse (Ngwaketse territory), where they
had built a succession of capitals. Images 2 and 5 illustrate that, with the
exception of brief occupation near the Molopo River, their capitals were
positioned on hilltops or slopes in an extensive hilly landscape. Between
2012 and 2014 a pilot survey was conducted over parts of Gangwaketse and
the area north up to Ramotswa, during which five Ngwaketse capitals were
encountered.26 Among these, Moleta’s second capital of Pitsa was surveyed
and digitally mapped (Image 6). It clearly indicates that Pitsa expanded
over time acquiring numerous small, medium and large stock enclosures. A
stonewall site several kilometres to the north of Pitsa at Kikana hilltop is not
mentioned by the Ngwaketse, but a brief survey there suggests it, too, may
have served as a stock post.
Image 6: Pitsa Central
Image 6: PITSA CENTRAL

Source: Google Earth; digitisation by Thabo Kgosietsile.

Source: Google Earth; digitisation by Thabo Kgosietsile.
26 “Retrieving the historical landscape: Mapping LIA sites in watersheds of the Madikwe and Ngotwane Rivers”,
supported by a grant from the Office of Research and Development, University of Botswana. Principal
investigator: Fred Morton: Co-investigators Sarah Mothulatshipi and Stefania Merlo. Thanks also for technical
and field assistance provided by Lokwalo Thabeng, Thabo Kgosietsile, Lorato Segokgo, Malebogo Mvimi, Oscar
Hange, Gofaone Banogi, Tsholofela Selepeng, Jackie Hluke and Otumiseng Kebonye.
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Stonewalling is common latitudinally from Kanye to Pretoria on hills and
slopes, and is associated with such Transvaal groups as the Hurutshe, Mogopa
Kwena and Tlokwa.27 But in Botswana, complex stonewall sites appear to be
found almost entirely in areas colonised by the Ngwaketse and are concentrated
in the northern and eastern portion of their territory. The Ngwaketse may
have entered this area without a stone-wall culture and adopted stone-walling
after their encounter with the Kgwatlheng. According to Okihiro’s Kwena
informants, the Kwena immigrants moving into the Molepolole area (and
before the Ngwaketse and Ngwato hived off from the Kwena) found the
Kgwatlheng there having built stone houses and walls as well as mined sebilo
(specularite) and iron.28 After the Kwena displaced them, the Kgwatlheng
moved into southern Botswana, where the recent Ngwaketse breakaway group
found them. When the Ngwaketse settled at Seoke (northeast of Lobatse on
Woodlands Farm, now part of Lobatse Estates), they claim initially to have
lived alongside the Kgwatlheng. It is possible, too, that during Moleta’s time
the Ngwaketse were tutored by their Kgatla Mmanaana allies, who assisted in
building the stone walls at Pitsa.29
ImageImage
7: Seoke
(Main settlement)
7: SEOKE (MAIN SETTLEMENT)

Source:
Google
Earth,
digitilisation
ThaboKgosietsile.
Kgosietsile
Source:
Google
Earth;
digitisation
bybyThabo

27 RJ Mason, “Transvaal and Natal Iron Age settlements revealed by aerial photography and excavation”, African
Studies, 27, 1968, pp. 167-180; JCA Boeyens, “The intersection of archaeology, oral tradition and history in the
South African interior,” New Contree, 64, 212, 2012, pp. 1-30.
28 GY Okihiro, A social history of the Bakwena and peoples of the Kalahari of Southern Africa, 19th century (Lewiston,
Edwin Mellen Press, 2000), p. 116.
29 BM Tselaesele, “Bakgatla-ba-ga-Mmanaana...”, pp. 11-12.
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Conclusion
Although the pattern of Ngwaketse ascendancy as a raiding state seems clear,
assessing the landscape of their modus operandi will require more research. The
early Ngwaketse sites of Seoke and Pitsa have been surveyed and mapped, and
a test pit has been excavated at a Seoke midden, the analytical results of which
are pending. Brief visits have been made to Makolontwane, Setlhabatsang
and Tlhorong, where stone walling was present.30 Motsenekatse, which
contains extensive stone walling, was used as a cattle post in the mid-19th
century and may have been a carryover from an earlier period.31 A stone wall
site in northeastern Gangwaketse not mentioned in Ngwaketse oral histories
– Kikana – was encountered by chance during foot surveys.
At this stage, three conclusions appear likely:
First, cattle posts can vary greatly in layout and location, depending on
landscape and political settings. It is often claimed that historically Tswana
divided their principal economic activities into town, lands, and cattle posts.
This widely-adopted prototype was generated during the colonial period and
is often applied back in time on the assumption that it was a fixed, longstanding arrangement. Though perhaps true for groups controlling large
territories after the Bechuanaland Protectorate was established and when
raiding became uncommon, it was very unlikely in the late eighteenth century
north of the Orange River, when the Tlhaping, Rolong, Hurutshe and others
became increasingly unsettled by raiding forces emanating from the south.32
Only the Ngwaketse were fortunate enough to colonise a territory and shrewd
enough to mobilise their men in ways that made Gangwaketse a barrier to
these threats. The Ngwaketse case demonstrates that the regional landscape
in which they established themselves and succeeded as stock raiders was,
beyond their territory to the south in particular, unsuited for protecting stock
concentrations from human predators.
Second, stonewalling is a plastic concept. The sequence of settlements that
served as Ngwaketse capitals were built in fairly rapid succession, and the
sites observed to date are situated in a varied range of soil, elevation, stone
30 P Lane, Personal communication; own observation, 29 July 2014.
31 LB Segokgo, “Project preliminary results: Motsenekatse” (Archaeology unit undergraduate research paper,
Department of History, University of Botswana, 2012).
32 MC Legassick, The politics of a South African frontier..., pp. 36f; K Shillington, Luka Jantjie: Resistance hero of
the South African frontier (London, Aldridge Press, 2011), pp. 1-5; N Penn, The forgotten frontier: Colonist and
Khoisan on the Cape’s northern frontier in the 18th century (Athens, Ohio University Press, 2005).
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and other physical features. Two early Ngwaketse sites not far from one
another and occupied in succession – Seoke and Pitsa – are in fact studies
in contrast. The main sprawling complex of Seoke (Image 7) was built on an
easily accessible, low-lying sandstone ridge, whereas Pitsa (Image 6) is a dense
formation of kraals and some lapa nestled in a quartzite hilltop with difficult
access. What they share is abundant onsite stone for construction, suggesting
that the central site was constructed first and gradually expanded.
Lastly, settlements were adapted to the broader human and physical
landscape. All subsequent Ngwaketse settlements observed to date do not
replicate prior settlements in layout and size, suggesting that shifting political
and social circumstances probably favoured relocation, whereas the available
resources for settlements in the newly colonised landscape was a major, if not
determining, factor in how these settlements were constructed and utilised.

40

Moon sightings and Muslim solidarities

Moon sightings and the quest for Muslim solidarities in
twentieth century Natal
Goolam Vahed
Howard College

Thembisa Waetjen
					

University of KwaZulu-Natal		

Steve Biko Campus
Durban University of Technology

vahedg@ukzn.ac.za 					

thembisaw@dut.ac.za

Abstract
This article examines local contestations over Ramadan moon sightings
among Muslims in twentieth century Natal, South Africa, as a window to
debates about authority, identity and Muslim unification. The issue was the
question of whether – in terms of the rulings in the Qur’an and the practices
established by the Prophet Muhammad – the basis for determining the
beginning of the lunar month should be vested in local physical sighting of
the moon crescent or in astronomical calculations. While sighting the moon
with the naked eye has historically been the practice of most Muslims, some
have considered the project of Muslim unity served by knowledge derived
from astronomy. The “moon controversy” provides a lens through which to
examine the broader debate in Islamic societies around the role of science and
technology in Islam, “traditionalism” versus “modernity”, authority in Islam,
and Muslim unity.
Keywords: Eid; Moon sighting; Lunar calendar; Astronomy; Shariah; Islam;
Modernity; South Africa.

Introduction
NOW they want to use scientific calculations. If they had started the month
according to the scientific calculations, as we had always asked them to, then
the whole UMMAH would have fasted the 30 days together, in unison, and
[would] not [have] divided families. Bloody stubborn idiots.
AR Latib

On Tuesday 6 August 2013, one AR Latib circulated an email to a list of
Muslim recipients voicing his frustration that Eid-ul-Fitr,1 the festival ending
1

Muslims celebrate two Eids annually. Eid-ul-Fitr (literally “breaking of the fast”) is observed on the first day of
Shawwal which follows the month of Ramadan (ninth month of the Islamic year) during which Muslims fast
from dawn to dusk. Eid al-Adha (“Festival of the sacrifice”) commemorates the readiness of the Prophet Ibrahim
to sacrifice his son Ismail as an act of submission to God. Muslims with the financial means sacrifice an animal
on this day.
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the Ramadan fast, had not been decided in advance through the application
of astronomical knowledge.2 Saudi Arabia and North America had generated
a date for Eid, and Latib was expressing one frequently raised point of view
that Muslims in different regions of the world should be able to celebrate
concurrently.
The belated “scientific calculations” to which Latib referred indicated that
the new moon would be born that evening (6 August) at 23:51. Because the
moon crescent is generally expected to become visible some 16-17 hours after
its birth, for South Africans this meant that by Wednesday evening 17 and
half hours would have elapsed in Durban and a couple of hours more in Cape
Town. Yet, as the moon was predicted to be too faint to see with the naked eye
(ruya in Arabic), Muslims in southern Africa were prompted to prepare for a
Thursday Eid. On Thursday, however, the crescent had still not appeared and
festivities took place on Friday, 9 August.3
Latib’s disgruntlement was echoed around South Africa, but not necessarily
for the same reasons. Conspiracy theorists relayed their belief that traders had
organised to make Eid fall on this particular Friday, which coincided with a
national public holiday (Women’s Day), in order to avoid losing custom on
two consecutive days. Others raised practical considerations – the work of
food preparation takes planning, as does the travel to family or taking leave
from work. For others, a common date for Eid is regarded as important as a
symbol of Muslim unity.
Contingencies or ambiguities involved in sighting the moon, an event which
for Muslims begin each 29- or 30-day lunar month,4 are not infrequent. They
necessitate extended debates also between Islamic scholars (Ulama), whose
authority is crucial in legitimating a moon sighting. In South Africa, as in
2
3

4

Goolam Vahed was a recipient of the e-mail dated 6 August 2013.
The age of the moon (usually around 17 hours) is not the only criterion for sighting the moon. The orbit of the
moon is elliptical and the angle between the moon, earth, and sun also determines visibility. The moon becomes
visible when the angle reaches nine degrees and the time that it takes for this to happen depends on the speed
at which the moon is travelling (available at http://www.moonsighting.com/faq_ms.html, as accessed on 24
March 2014).
The Islamic calendar consists of twelve months of 29 or 30 days each. The first day of the month begins with the
sighting of the crescent (hilal in Arabic). If the hilal is not observed after the 29th day, the new month begins at
sunset after the 30th. The moon has to be sighted by several individuals considered “honest” and “reliable”. There
is a difference of 11 or 12 days (354.37 days against 365/366 days) between the Western and Islamic calendars.
The birth of the new moon occurs when the moon passes between the earth and the sun. As the moon passes
either north or south of the earth-sun-moon line, the birth of the moon takes place when the earth-sun-moon
line is perpendicular to the plane of the earth’s orbit around the sun (available at http://www.moonsighting.
com/faq_ms.html, as accessed on 24 March 2014).
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other regions, formal organisations of Islamic scholars have been created
in different historical moments to declare with authority on these matters,
including the United Ulama Council of South Africa (UUSCA) and the
Crescent Observers Society (COS) in Cape Town. Yet differences regarding
the criteria for what constitutes a legitimate sighting, and by whom, can
reflect wider disagreements or positions within the Islamic community in
South Africa.
For example, earlier in 2013, on 11 February, in the absence of moon
sightings – even with the moon 34 hours old – caused the UUSCA to declare
13 February the first day of the month of Rabi’us Thaani. This created the
likelihood of a 28 day month, an impossibility in the Islamic calendar.5
The dilemma was resolved, however, when UUCSA was able to announced
to following day that the moon had in fact been sighted in Venda on 11
February. The country’s leading Ulama conferred seven times before UUCSA
announced on 20 February that the start of Rabi’us Thaani was now being
pushed back to 12 February. Meanwhile, the COS – formed in 1936 to sight
the moon from Signal Hill each month for the Western Cape region – had
not sighted the moon. UUCSA’s decision to belatedly accept the word of
an unnamed Maulana “undermined the integrity of COS and threatened to
divide the community”. Morton accused UUCSA of ignoring “decades of
protocol and procedure” and of “violating longstanding agreements”.
Debates about moon sightings have a long genealogy in South Africa. This
paper examines the disputes as they played out since the early twentieth century.
The “moon controversy” provides an opportunity to examine broader issues
concerning Muslims: claim-making on the basis of “traditionalism” versus
“modernity”; the role of technology as a basis for practices of faith; the impact
of reformism; the meanings and contestations about Islamic authority; and
calls to exhibit global unity among Muslims.

Muslim settlement, Eid observances and moon contestations in Natal
People of Muslim faith make up less than two per cent of the population
of South Africa and, despite extensive heterogeneity are often sub-classified
by geography and history into two groups: “Malay” Muslims living in the
5

E Moosa, “South African Muslims face potential moonsighting dilemma”, Cii News, 12 February 2013 (available
at http://www.ciibroadcasting.com/2013/02/12/south-african-muslims-face-moonsighting-dilemma/, as accessed
on 20 August 2013).
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Western Cape, whose ancestors arrived from regions of South Asia, Indonesia
and East Africa as slaves (or freed slaves) from the seventeenth century; and
Muslims from India who arrived in Natal and the Transvaal from just over
two centuries later.6 In relation to this later migration, Indians arrived in
South Africa in two occupational streams. Between 1860 and 1911, 152
641 workers were brought to Natal as indentured immigrants. Entrepreneurs
followed them, overwhelmingly from Gujarat on the West coast of India,
arriving from the mid-1870s. After indenture contracts ended, most Indians
took to hawking and market gardening and settled in and around major
centres like Durban, Pietermaritzburg, Ladysmith, and Newcastle. Indian
migrants of Muslim faith, both indentured and free, established mosques,
madrassahs and festivals in the region.7
Eid celebrations took place in Natal from the earliest days of Muslim
settlement. While indentured Muslims initially embraced the local festival of
Muharram, in which large numbers of Hindus also participated,8 the Islamic
tradition of traders centred on the two festivals of Eid. Aboobaker Amod
of Porbander, in his testimony to the the Wragg Commission of 1885-87,
argued that “Mohammedans should have a holiday” at the time of their two
festivals – “the Ids of Rammadan and Haj”.9
Knowledge about Eid, and about the special ways it was being celebrated in
the colony, was spread locally through the print medium of the newspaper.
In the early twentieth century, a flurry of newspaper production was being
directed to Natal readerships, overwhelmingly specified by language, race or
ethnicity. Indian Opinion, the newspaper launched by Mohandas K Gandhi
in 1903, and the Indian Views, started by MC Anglia in 1914, regularly
6

7
8
9

According to the 2001 census, which has utilized apartheid-era racial constructions despite the ending of
apartheid, there were 246,433 Malay and 236 315 Indian Muslims in South Africa. While race has no biological
validity, the historical categorisation of people according to race has been and continues to be a social fact in
South Africa. “Indian” is used to describe Muslims whose ancestors arrived from the Indian sub-continent over a
century ago; while Malay is used to refer to those of the Muslim faith who during apartheid were attributed the
race classification of “Coloured” in the Census. See S Jeppie and G Vahed, “Multiple Communities: Muslims
in Post-apartheid South Africa”, J Daniel, R Southall and J Lutchman (eds.), The State of the Nation: South
Africa, 2003-2004 (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2004), pp. 252-286. The term Malay is heavily contested, and
nomenclatures like Cape Muslim and Cape Malay have historically been used to describe them. M Haron,
Conflict of identities: The case of South Africa’s Cape Malays (Paper, Malay World Conference, Kuala Lumpur,
12-14 October 2001).
G Vahed, “Mosques, Maulana’s and Muharram: Establishing Indian Islam in colonial Natal, 1860-1910”,
Journal of Religion in Africa, XXXI, 2001, pp. 3-29.
G Vahed, “Constructions of community and identity among Indians in colonial Natal, 1860-1910: The role of
the Muharram Festival”, Journal of African History, 43(1), 2002, pp. 77-93.
YS Meer, “Examination of Aboobakker Amod, Wragg Commission 1885-1887”, Documents of indentured
labour, Natal 1851-1917 (Durban, Institute of Black Research).
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reported on Eid gatherings. For example, in 1907, Indian Opinion explained
to its Muslim readers what the borough laws were regarding qurbani (animal
sacrifice),10 while Muslim-owned shops closed for the day.11 During Bakri-Eid
1908, there was a performance by the Star Dramatic Company in Durban’s
Victoria Street Theatre. During Eid-ul-Fitr 1911, the Point Mahomedan
Society handed out prizes to its outstanding students12 and, further inland,
Eid-ul-Fitr prizes were distributed in Dundee.13 The Mahomedan Theatrical
Group performed on the night of Eid-ul-Fitr in Durban in 1912.14 In August
1914, MI Seepye of Pietermaritzburg published his explanation of the
significance of Eid and the manner in which it was observed.15 An editorial
in Indian Views in 1916 by Mahomed Doolarkhan on the occasion of “IdulFitr” called for Muslim unity globally and a prayer for British victory in the
First World War,16 even though Ottoman Turkey was on the opposing side.
Natal newspaper reports in this early period do not reveal about how the
day of Eid was determined, or what issues around moon-sightings were
being discussed. Some indication is offered from interviews. In a changing
and modernising landscape, GM Randeree17 recalled that when the first
“high rise” buildings were built in Durban, moon watchers would climb to
the upper story in hopes that this might increase their chances of sighting
the moon. According to Randeree, during the 1920s and 1930s, decisions
related to the sighting of the moon were made by prominent traders, men
whose wealth and community positions were linked to their roles as Mosque
trustees. These included EM Paruk and Syed Fakroodeen who were attached
to the West Street and Grey Street mosques respectively, and Maulana Fateh
of the Grey street mosque.
Until the 1930s, word of mouth was the only form of news of the moon
sighting considered legitimate. On 4 November 1934, when two leading
Islamic scholars, the brothers Mohammed Abdul Aleem Siddiqi and Ahmed
Mukhtar Siddiqi of Meerut visited South Africa, Maulana Abdul Kareem
of South Coast Junction in Durban, convened a meeting. Attended by the
10
11
12
13
14

Indian Opinion, 19 January 1907.
Indian Opinion, 2 February 1907.
Indian Opinion, 9 September 1911.
Indian Opinion, 17 September 1911.
Indian Opinion, 26 October 1912. Some of these Indian Opinion references appear in S Bhana and G Vahed,
The making of a political reformer. Gandhi in South Africa 1893-1914 (Manohar, New Delhi, 2005), p. 75-77.
15 Indian Views, 28 August 1914.
16 Indian Views, 28 July 1916.
17 G Vahed (Parlock, Durban), interview, GM Randeree (Retired salesperson interviewed in his capacity as a
“community elder”), 22 April 1999. Randeree passed away in 2002.

45

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

Ulama of Natal, the purpose of the gathering was to discuss whether it was
permissible to accept news of the sighting of the new moon by telephone,
telegraph or wireless. After much debate, the group passed the following
resolution:18
Basing our judgement on authoritative books of Muslim jurisprudence and
the ruling of various Ulamas in India, we have come to the conclusion that
information appertaining to Ramadan, the Eid-ul-Fitre and Eid-ul-Adha new
moon received through the agency of a letter, a telegram, a telephone, or a
wireless message could not be deemed valid evidence in terms of the Muslim
law and should not be relied upon.

Scholarly rulings, however, did not necessarily go undisputed or unchallenged.
In the 1940s, laymen, led by progressivists, community patrons and trading
elites, formed Muslim organisations to influence the position of Muslims in
relation to local issues within a climate of exclusionary or racist governmental
policy rulings. The first such umbrella organisation in Natal was the Natal
Muslim Council (NMC), formed in April 1943. It was the brainchild of
London-trained Advocate Ibrahim Bawa and included mainly professionals
and traders: only one member of the Ulama fraternity, Maulana Bashir
Siddiqui, was on its executive commitee. In this same period, but mainly
comprising members of the Ulama, a special Durban Hilal Committee
was formed to regulate moon sightings.19 Faultlines between views about
authoritative Muslim knowledge sometimes emerged. Disputes (between
organised, powerful Muslim laymen and religious scholars, many whom were
temporary migrants serving in Natal mosques and madressas for fixed terms)
were also frequently geographical (between Natal and the Transvaal).
This can be highlighted through two examples. In August 1948 , a group
described as “respected Durban Muslims”20 submitted a report to the Indian
Views explaining how the Hilal Committee came to declare Thursday 5
August as the day of Eid-ul-Fitr, when many other Muslims had observed
Eid a day earlier. The Hilal Committee had ruled at 7.45 p.m. on Tuesday
evening that Eid would not be on Wednesday, as the moon had not been
18 The following Ulama attended: Abdul Rehman Ansari, Pietermaritzburg; Mahomed Abdul Kadir Afriki, Durban;
Imam Abdus Samad, Durban; Sayyed-ul-Huqq, Verulam; Mahomed Yousuf, Umzinto; Sayed Serfuddin Vaesy,
Durban; Hazrat-ud-Deen, Stanger; Sayed Abdul Kadir, Durban; Abdul Vahed Punjabi, Durban and Sulaman
Mohammed Kafletvi, Durban. See Indian Views, 7 November 1934. Details also provided by Munshi DM
Khan of Umzinto to Indian Views, 15 May 1957 when this issue was being debated.
19 G Vahed, “Indian Muslims in South Africa: Continuity, change and disjuncture, 1860-2000”, Alternation, 7,
2000, p. 73.
20 They were MA Motala, AH Moosa, AM Moolla, EM Randeree, and SM Paruk; traders, some of whom were
mosque trustees.
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sighted. Yet information was subsequently conveyed to Durban-based traders,
presumably by telephone, that the new moon had indeed been sighted at
Waschbank in Northern Natal as well as in several Transvaal small towns and
that most Muslims in the Transvaal and some in Natal would be observing
Eid on Wednesday.
At 11:00 pm, the concerned Muslims who had learned about this discrepancy
visited the home of Maulana Aboobaker of Mayville, where they found AS
Kajee and several members of the Hilal Committee. They informed the
committee that the moon had been sighted and Kajee resummoned the full
Hilal Committee, including some of the leading Ulama of Durban, such as
Maulanas Gulam Mustapha, Bashir Siddiqui, and Sayed Sarfoodeen, to his
office in Leopold Street at 12.30 a.m. Although Maulana Sema of Waschbank
and IM Coovadia and Hoosen Jazbhay of Johannesburg confirmed the moon
sightings, the Durban Hilal Committee announced at 1.45 a.m. that the
information was not mowtaber (reliable) and reaffirmed that Eid would be
on Thursday. Motala and company described the decision as “surprising to
us because we know that in the past information of lesser strength had been
accepted and acted upon with the concurrence of learned Moulvis”.21
Another dispute occurred in 1949, when most Muslims in the Transvaal
– and some in Natal – celebrated Eid on 27 July, whilst the Durban Hilal
Committee ruled that Eid was on 28 July. Expressing his ire at what he
portrayed both as a rejection of science and a legal violation, MO Seepye of
Pietermaritzburg distributed a cyclo-styled circular dated 28 July under the
above caption “This is your Eid”:
It is habitual of Durban to sacrifice the Eid on the altar of ignorance, but this
is the first time where Maritzburg has followed suit. It is regrettable that the
people are misled by the “Hilal Committee”. The name “Hilal Committee”
signifies a body which is qualified in the astronomical science of the moon.
But, on the contrary, the so-called “Hilal Committee” acts on the reverse: they
discredit all evidences and informations regarding the moon. Some time ago
the “Hilal Committee” had chartered an aeroplane to see the moon in the air.
Had they been sincere they would have again flown to places where the moon
has been actually seen and verified the facts instead of sitting and rejecting the
phone-message. “Muslims! Consider for yourselves. Would it be legal for you
to say the Juma (Friday) Namaz is on Saturday? Then how do you legalise the
Eid Namaz on the day when the Eid is past?”
21 Statement by MA Motala, AH Moosa, AM Moolla, EM Randeree and SM Paruk on the Hilal Committee’s
Decision, Indian Views, 11 August 1949.
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The chartering of an aeroplane, which Seepye’s pamphlet refers to, was also
mentioned by several individuals interviewed.22 Ismail Manjra, who arrived in
South Africa from India in 1946, recalls that the experiment took place a year
or so after his arrival. As he remembers it, the moon was easily sighted that year
and he and his contemporaries considered the joke very much on the Hilal
Committee. Zuleikha Mayat, who arrived in Durban from Potchefstroom
in 1948 after her marriage, just missed the event but was told of it by the
family of her husband. Moosa Paruk recalled that his uncle, Mamoojee Paruk,
as well as Maulana Bashir Siddiqui and MS Badat were amongst the actual
passengers on that plane.
By mid-century, and reflecting global trends, the growing faith in modernism
by many South Africans included many middle-class and elite Muslim residents
of Natal, whose embrace of progressivism was also aligned to political claims
for full citizenship. This was increasingly reflected in the binary discourses
of tradition and modernity. The uses of science and the implication of new
technological inventions were key to contemporary debates about lunar
knowledge and the criteria for being able to declare an authoritative sighting.
How scientific innovation could be resolved with religious orthodoxies was
a matter of interests to religious scholars but also to Muslim publics. Such
questions were fueling another new development: the growing interest by
Durban Muslims in studying arabic and Qu’ran for themselves.

Sputnik and the moon controversy, 1957
The 1950s saw important changes in the Islamic landscape in Natal. Ulama
were establishing local centres of learning to promote a traditionalist vision for
Islam in the region in the same period that a generation of young, educated
Muslims demonstrated their readiness to challenge traditional conceptions of
Islam. In Durban in 1954, Daud Saleh Mall, a medical doctor, along with a
number of his peers (mainly among the Gujarati trading classes) formalised into
an organisation an initiative begun four years earlier. Their Arabic Study Circle
sought to promote the general study of Arabic so that Muslims could consult the
Qur’an directly, without dependence solely on the Ulama for interpretation of
key texts. It also invited dynamic Muslim thinkers outside the Ulama fraternity
to introduce new ideas. Among the most controversial was Frenchman Joseph
22 Interviews?, Ebrahim Jadwat, 15 August 2013; Moosa Paruk, 18 August 2013; Ismail Majra, 18 August 2013;
Ebrahim Moosa, 16 August 2013; and Zuleikha Mayat, 16 August 2013.
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Perdue, a convert to Islam, a long-term guest of the Arabic Study Circle, offering
seminars on Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism and African faiths and advocating
religious tolerance.23
The Durban and District Muslim Association, led by trader EH Ismail, tried
to create dialogue across religious and racial barriers. For example, when the
annual celebration to commemorate the birthday of the Prophet was held
on 31 October 1955, Ismail invited the Mayor of Durban, Vernon Essery,
Professor Leo Kuper of Natal University and MB Naidoo, vice-principal of
Sastri College, as guest speakers. After garlanding the Mayor, Ismail told the
audience: “Our desire is to live in peace and to share our heritage with our
fellow subjects who sympathise with these”.24 The Iqbal Study Group, named
after Muslim thinker Sir Mohamed Iqbal, was made up of young Muslims
who met to discuss issues affecting the Muslim world more generally and
organized an annual Iqbal Day. They were especially critical of the Ulama. At
the 1965 Iqbal Day celebrations, one of its members, Abdullah Deedat, who
had studied in Egypt, was quoted as saying, “Moulanas are good for nothing.”
A writer to Indian Views, GH Bhabha, took exception to such views and
asked: “How can we expect our children to respect the Moulanas when such
slanders are being hurled by mature men?” A letter from Cassim Abdullah
complained that “the day was a monotonous sing song of hurling abuses at
the rich, and slurring the molvies”.25
During the 1950s, the Indian Views was often a vehicle for challenges around
doctrinal authority within Islamic southern Africa. Editor MI Meer26 was
sympathetic to the Arabic Study Circle’s reformist enthusiasm and published
notice of their activities and advocated a similarly enthusiastic position on
modernity and reform. In editorials and articles, the Views leveraged global
scientific trends and to religious expertise from the geographical centre of Islam
against local traditionalism and traditionalist clergy. Frequent accusations by
the Durban literati that the Ulama were parochial and “behind the times” –
expressions which often extended into bald insults and vitriolic caracaturing
– reflected the writers’ confidence that the position they took was dominant
23 S Jeppie, Language, identity, modernity: The Arabic study circle of Durban (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2007), pp.
67-71, 84-95.
24 Indian Views, 23 November 1955.
25 Indian Views, 30 August 1965.
26 MI Meer was born in the Surat, India, and came to South Africa as a young boy. He took over editorship of
Indian Views in 1928. He had a liberal interpretation of Islam. See T Waetjen and G Vahed, “Diaspora at home:
Indian Views and the making of Zuleikha Mayat’s public voice”, Africa: The Journal of the International African
Society, 81(1), pp. 23-41, for more on Meer and his interpretation of Islam.
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and widely shared. In 1957, in an editorial titled “The Curse Called Hilal
Committee”, Meer himself suggested:27
The time has come to put an end to the tyranny of the Molavi Moulana
who are the controlling force in the Hilal Committee of Durban and whose
disgusting antics make a laughing stock of Islam and Muslims on the
occasions of Ramadan and Eid every year. Some of these Moulanas are no
doubt honourable men but the majority who rule the roost are either stupid,
ignorant people whose understanding of Islam and its laws is that of backward
primitives or mischievous people who willfully create mischief in order to
gain limelight – mischief to them is a means of enhancing their high mighty
importance; of becoming the cynosure of the public eye and drawing public
attention to themselves as a fearfully wonderful lot of exalted learned men
who have drunk deep at the fount of Islamic learning. It is to be admitted that
they do succeed in providing themselves to be people who have drunk deep
– but only at a fount of ignorance and stubbornness and not at any fount of
Islamic knowledge.

Meer added that anyone who thought his criticism harsh should consider, as
an example of the Ulama’s “incomprehensible antics”, certain circumstances
he then proceeded to recount. The birth of the moon for Ramadan was at
11.19 a.m. on 31 March. Officials of the Egyptian Government Observatory
at Cairo and the Mufti of Al Azhar saw the moon through their telescope,
visible for eighteen minutes, and proclaimed 1 April as Ramadan. The Hilal
Committee in Durban rejected these findings both because the moon was
not sighted locally and because of the use of a telescope. When All India
and Pakistan Radio announced that the moon had been sighted on 1 April
and that Ramadan would commence on 2 April, the committee discounted
that news as well, and, in what Indian Views described as a “sorry – and
laughable – spectacle”, ruled that Ramadan would commence on 3 April.
Telegrams from India and Pakistan testifying that the moon had been sighted
did not revise the date chosen by the committee. It was Meer’s view that
while “our primitive Maulanas” could argue that Islam’s important religious
and historical texts made no mention of radio and astronomical telescopes,
“[written] letters existed even in those days and their validity as evidence is
recognised by the ancient authorities”.
According to Meer, the controversy did not end there. The birth of the
moon at the end of Ramadan month was at 1.54 a.m. on Tuesday 30 April
and was seen that evening in Durban and other towns in Natal. At least ten
27 Indian Views, 8 May 1957.
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people informed the Hilal Committee of the sighting. Despite this evidence
and the fact that most Muslim countries celebrated Eid on Wednesday 1 May,
the Committee ruled that the Eid would be observed on Tuesday 2 May.28 If
the committee had accepted the moon sighting evidence, argued Meer, then
Muslims would have only completed 28 fasts whereas the Islamic month has
a minimum of 29 days.
In relating this instance, Meer was not only conveying his opinion of
the historical relativity of technologies utilized in surveiling the skies and
communicating the lunar calendar to the faithful – thus aligning and unifying
their practices – but also underscoring a political reality about Islamic authority.
Located at one of the southern-most port cities in the Indian Ocean and
Islamic world, assurances of connection and alignment with societies regarded
as the centres of Islamic learning was – for the cosmopolitans like Meer –
perhaps also a feature of geographical anxiety. Some Muslims in Durban were
identifying Egypt rather than the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent as the source
of modern Islamic authority. MAH Moosa, a businessman serving on many
community trust projects, sponsored three students, Abdullah Deedat, Hafez
Timol and Sulaman Omar for religious study in Egypt.
In the months following the launch of Sputnik 1 by the Soviet Union in
October 1957, debates about the application of science in religious practice
affecting Muslims resident in the southern hemisphere intensified even
further. Like many at the time, the idea of a “man-made moon” floating above
the earth caught the imagination of Zuleikha Mayat, who made space her
Indian Views women’s column “Famida’s World” to engage with wit and sense
of humour a matter becoming the source of fraught contestation among local
religious and patriarchal expertise:29
Our learned Ulamas can still bicker over the birth of the moon despite the
stupendous findings and forecastings of scientists. Let us play a prank next
Ramadan Eid by getting a scientist friend to launch a crescent shaped satellite
in [sic] the horizon say two days before Eid and see whether they observe it.

The so-called “New Moon Controversy” appeared as a series of articles in
the Indian Views early in 1958, triggered by the fact that half of Durban’s
Muslims began fasting on 11 March and the other half on 12 March. The
debate, once again, focused on whether an orthodox sighting of the crescent
28 MI Meer, “The curse called ‘Hilal Committee’”, Indian Views, 8 May 1957.
29 Indian Views, 16 October 1957.
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moon by leaders situated at the geographical centre of Islam, procured by
telescope, could subsequently be conveyed by means of radio and telephone
to clergy in the global South. At stake was nothing less than the modern
globalization of Islam and the centralization of its clerical authority.
An article titled “The Crescent Moon”, translated from Arabic to English,
appeared in Indian Views on 8 April 1958. The author was Dr Abdur Rahman
Taj, whose views and analysis the editors roundly endorsed, assuring readers
of his expertise and qualifications: he was “no less a person than the Rector of
the great Al-Azhar [University in Cairo] whose orthodoxy, piety and authority
to speak of the Shariat laws could not be questioned.” As summarized by the
editors, the article:30
... stresses the importance of demonstrating unity of Islam by commencing
Ramadan and observing the important festivals like the Eids on one and the
same day everywhere. The radio and progress in astronomy make it possible
for us to do so to-day and there is nothing in the Shariat of Islam which could
operate as a superstitious taboo to deprive us of the benefits of either.

Following the quoting of the Qu’ran on the Prophet’s injunction to begin
and end fasting at the sighting of the crescent, the author first explained the
current dilemma as one of geography. The “serious difference to reconcile”, he
explained, emerged from the fact that the sighting of the new crescent in some
regions was “impossible”.31 This raised the question of whether those regions
should “be allowed to rely on the information received from the regions that
have sighted the crescent and commence to fast with them, thereby showing
unanimity in the performance of one of the most important religious duties”.
Taj related that according to the “opinion of the Mazhabs”, the “Imams
from the four schools of thought”, time zone differences should not impede
a unified global fast. Moreover, the article argued, the “spirit” of the tradition
to fast with the sighting of the moon was in no way affected. He concluded
that this evidence should be:
... amply sufficient for the fast to become obligatory on the people of one
region when they receive news of the sighting of the moon from another
region. There is no difference between one region and another when it comes
to the sighting of the crescent, just as there is no difference between one town
and another in the same region.
30 MI Meer, “The crescent moon”, Indian Views, 8 April 1958.
31 The author provides an example that demonstrates the capacity of Astronomers, as well as “Hijazis and
Egyptians”, to sight the new crescent just after sunset when those further East “e.g., India and Indonesia” do not
see it until the next night “bigger in size and higher on the horizon” and therefore not a new crescent.
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Maulanas in Durban were not in agreement with Taj. Nor, quite naturally,
did they represent a united front in agreement with each other. Indian Views
acted opportunistically to publicize dissent. In the same issue that Taj’s article
appear, an article in the Views announced that Maulana Abu Baker Katieb,
Imam of the Grey Street Jumma Mosque, and Maulana Abdur Rehman Ansari,
the Imam of the West Street Mosque, had “agreed before a large gathering of
Muslims in Durban… that news of the new moon broadcast [by specific radio
stations] should be accepted”.32 However, this was a somewhat misleading
representation of much more reluctant and concessionary statements. The
meeting had been organized by the Arabic Study Circle and the Maulanas
had appeared as panelists to provide answers to specific questions – or rather,
to an argument – laid out carefully point by point by the chairman in regard
to the issue at hand: if it “was acceptable to the 100 million Muslims of the
Indo-Pak subcontinent” why not to Muslims in the Union? If the answer
was proximity, this was invalid as “nearness in no way affects the validity
of news about the new moon”. Nor was the “clarity of reception” of radio
communications going to be accepted as a valid objection the Maulanas
might offer. Further, it was “true that in Cairo the new moon is seen through
the telescope of the Government Observatory of Halwan, but no authority
has as yet declared that there is anything wrong about doing this”. Finally, the
Maulanas were reminded:
... of the Fatwa most of them signed in 1934 declaring it as absolutely illegal
and sinful to accept any news of the new moon conveyed over the telephone,
by telegrams, letters or wireless. It now transpires that they were wrong in their
judgment then and by their conduct to-day they tacitly acknowledge that their
Fatwa of 1934 was a blunder. Before they answer the questions asked them
to-day, we would beg them, in all humility, to ponder deeply and carefully lest
they commit another such blunder.

Maulana Katieb’s response was that the matter was out of their hands since
the Ulamas in India had refused to accept telescopic sightings and “we in this
country are subservient to them”. While the Indian Ulama were decreed to
be “very much advanced” in their “piety and strict observance of religion”,
Maulana Katieb suggested that perhaps they had not become “independent of
thought to the requisite extent”. He hoped that they would “become a trifle
more progressive” but thought this would be a matter of time and patience.
For his part, Maulana Ansari indicated a willingness to act on the matter if
certain conditions were complied with. Committees of investigation “should
32 MI Meer, “Important statements by Maulanas”, Indian Views, 8 April 1958.
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be appointed not only in this country but in the countries broadcasting the
news” made up of people who “loved their religion” and who were sufficiently
“trustworthy” to determine whether “those who claimed to have seen the new
moon are people with some degree of faith; people with some fear of God;
with some fear of what they are saying”. He was clear that the Durban Ulama
“cannot accept such news in the ordinary manner. To accept news of the
new moon heard on the radio in the ordinary manner is against our Islamic
tradition”.
The issue of sensory knowledge was taken up in different ways in subsequent
articles. The editor of Indian Views published his disagreement with Ansari’s
declaration that manners of hearing could be deemed contrary to tradition. In
an editorial appearing first in Gujarati and later in English, new scholarship
was offered. Mediated ways of sighting and hearing of the new moon were not
only not against Islamic tradition33 but:34
... in perfect consonance with those traditions because it is written in that
authoritative book of Islamic jurisprudence, the Dur-e-Mukhtaar, Vol. 1, page
503: “The clear fact is that it becomes obligatory for people in the villages
to commence fasting when they hear reports of canons fired in the city, or
see the illumination of lights there, because such signals convince them that
the new moon has been seen and anything of which one becomes convinced
must be acted upon”. Similarly, Maulana Mohanned Abdul Hai has written
in his majmoo-e-fatawa, page 396: “If it be customary in a town to fire a
canon on Eid day, and the sound is heard in the villages, the villages must
break their fast […], For similar reasons, it becomes obligatory to commence
fasting when one hears canons fired to announce the Ramadan new moon”. If
even in regard to things like canons and illuminations it is not required that
acceptance of their testimony must depend on investigations carried out by
two separate committees composed of semi-saintly personages, what right has
anyone to impose such conditions on radio news?

On 20 May 1958, Dr Taj encouraged Muslims to accept the authority of
astronomical science and not the naked eye:35
Why don’t the Muslims the world over accept the calculations of astronomers
as an aid to minimize their task of sighting the moon. Their special knowledge
33 Radd al-Mukhtar ala ad-Dur al-Mukhtar is a book on Islamic Jurisprudence [Fiqh] by eighteenth
Scholar, Allamah Sayyid Muhammad Ameen ibn `Aabideen ash-Shaami. It means “The Answer to the Baffled”
over “The Exquisite Pearl”. Radd al Mukhtar is a super commentary on Imam Ala’ al-Din al-Haskafi’s Islamic
Jurisprudence book Durr al-Mukhtar fi sharh Tanweer al Absaar. It is widely considered as the central reference
for fatwa in the Hanafi Madhab.
34 MI Meer, “The new moon controversy”, Indian Views, 22 April 1958.
35 MI Meer, “The Crescent Moon”, Indian Views, 20 May 1958.
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can indeed assist them in ascertaining the correct position of the crescent and
the period of its visibility on the horizon. For it often happens that without
this people are looking for the crescent at random to the right and the left
while the moon has already appeared and disappeared within a few minutes.
Indeed Allah has made it easy for us in this age to sight the moon because of
the modern scientific inventions that are at our disposal…The Shariat does
not prevent us from utilizing [scientific] means which not only make it
easier for us to sight the moon but which also make it possible to commence
our great religious duty unitedly.

On 7 May, in a special text box, Indian Views published a letter from Moulvi
Abdul Qadir Afriqui, Principal of Madressa Mazahir-ul-Ulum in Durban,
which conveyed that after long and careful consideration, “it is best for us
here in the Union to follow Egypt”. South Africa, he argued, was located
along the same longitudinal meridian as Egypt and, further, “the new moon
is personally sighted by the Shaik-ul-Azar by means of a telescope. News of
the sighting of the new moon could be heard over “Cairo Radio” or “Voice of
Arab”, and I assure you that it is authentic.”36 With an appeal that connected
the authority of technology to the trustworthiness of its users, he urged his
colleagues to follow his lead.
In the months following the launch of Sputnik, the “new moon controversy”,
as it appeared in Indian Views, comprised a challenge to local religious
authority (conservative or traditional Ulama) by a sector of the Durban-based
Muslim public (modernist members of the economic elite), waged through
an opportunistic deployment of the alternative source of authority offered
by innovations of space science. It raised theological issues and questions
about the authenticity of evidence and of visual and aural verification, as
well as highlighting a contest between regional loci of clerical power and
authority in a context where South Africa was in the position of peripheral
“village” in relation to the signals of the Islamic metropole. Into the next
decade, however, local Ulama began to forge a platform of authority through
the constructions of local institutions of Islamic learning. While this did not
resolve the ambiguities around moon-sighting, it began to build leverage for
local orthodox voices.
In 1962, Ismail Manjra of the Arabic StudyCircle, writing in the Capebased Muslim News, again called for steps to be taken to stop this “useless
controversy and confusion.” There was, he said:
36 MI Meer, “Follow Egypt on Moon Question” (Italics original), Indian Views, 7 May 1958.
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... only one solution to this problem and this is [that] we should accept
Astronomical calculations in determining the appearance of the New Moon….
This appears to be the only sane solution to this unwarranted problem and a
way of bringing about unanimity about Muslims.

Manjra argued the Muslims were pioneers in Astronomy and that the Qur’an
did not forbid the use of Astronomy for calculating the months. The three
madhabs (Schools of Law) of Islam that forbade Astronomical calculations
(Hanafi, Malik, Hanbal) did so only because they did not believe that
Astronomy was reliable. Since Astronomical calculations were now reliable,
there was no reason not to use them. The fourth madhab, Shafi, was prepared
to rely on astronomers as Imam Shafi considered computation as definite.37
The “moon problem” surfaced again in January 1965. Ismail M Meer, who
replaced his father MI Meer as editor of Indian Views (now rebranded as News
and Views) lamented the reality, as he saw it, that annually Muslims:
... are invariably subjected to humiliation, arising out of what is commonly
known as the “Moon Controversy” [which] has on more than one occasion
made Muslims not only laughing stock in the eyes of others but have created
unfortunate incidents and dissension in the Muslim community itself.

Meer hoped that in the absence of a central national Muslim organisation,
the Jamiat-Ulama in each province would make prior arrangements to arrive
at a uniform decision and they should arrange with the national broadcaster,
the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) to broadcast their
decision during the 11 p.m. nightly news as well as the early morning news.
If the Jamiats were incapable of such action, they should “readily admit their
difficulties so the Muslim community may appoint a Hilal Committee for the
purpose of this important work”.38 From this we can gather that the old Hilal
committee had ceased to exist.
Despite Ismail Meer’s warning, “unhappily the same old MOON STORY
was repeated” as South African Muslims celebrated Eid on two different days
in February 1965. Meer blamed the “narrow reasoning and interpretation of
Hadees”39 and the “refusal by Ulama to accept science for this chaotic state”.
37 IA Manjra, “The problem of sighting the new moon,” Muslim News, 16 February 1962, p. 4. While most
Muslims only seem concerned about the moon during Eid, Manjra is a man of his conviction and during an
interview (18 August 2013) showed Goolam Vahed a book in which he meticulously records, at the beginning
of each Islamic year, the birth of the moon for each month and compiles his own Islamic calendar. In 2013 he
observed Eid on Thursday 8 August while the rest of his family observed the festival on 9 August.
38 IM Meer, “The moon problem again”, Views and News, 29 January 1965.
39 Hadiths or traditions of the Prophet.
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Meer thought it hypocritical that Maulanas accepted the word of astronomers
for all purposes except moon sighting, when they “are so ‘moonstruck’ that we
want to follow the rule of the word – ‘See the moon and observe your fast’ –
and ‘see the moon and end your fast’”. Meer argued that it was not necessary
for each Muslim to see the moon personally:40
It simply means if you are satisfied that the moon has been sighted or given
birth then you should observe or end your fast. The moon could only be
sighted if it has given birth and if it has given birth then it must be seen if not
by you then by somebody else, if not in Durban then somewhere else. But the
important thing is that it must have been visible – thus the most logical thing
would be to base our reasons on birth of the moon, unless our Moulvies can
prove to us that the Science of Astronomy is open to doubts…. The means are
available in this modern age, and they must be employed instead of keeping
hundreds of people waiting anxiously well past mid-night.

Several people wrote in to complain about moon controversy. One from
“Muslim from Chatsworth”, the apartheid-created Indian township generally
composed of working-class residents outside Durban, emphasized the:
... great difficulties the poorer section of the Muslim community have to
undergo because of the unorganized manner in which the Jamiat Ulama carries
on its activities in connection with the Eid and Ramadan moons. During the
last Eid the maulanas made us wait until midnight before they decided that
there was no moon anywhere to be seen and Durban would celebrate Eid-day
on Thursday.

The letter urged the Jamiat to adopt the astronomical view in the interest
of cross-class solidarity and a sensitivity for the different material conditions
within contexts of poverty:41
The poor man must be taken into consideration, unlike our rich men in the
community we do not have fridges in our homes, and in this time of summer
all the food that our family prepares just goes waste. I do not know if my
wealthy friends can appreciate this; but sir it is a fact that we save up months
ahead for our Eid dinner, and when the Molvies tell us past midnight that
there will be no Eid – the food does not only go waste but we just don’t have
any more money to buy afresh for Eid. This is not any individual case, but
the cases of many, and if our Molvie Sahib can take the trouble for coming to
Chatsworth they may easily ascertain the position.

Two months later, in the 15 April 1965 issue of Views and News, Ismail
Meer described the latest moon controversy as “little more than maddening”
40 IM Meer, “The Moon,” Editorial, Views and News, 15 February 1965.
41 IM Meer, “Moon and the poor,” in “Express your opinion” column, Views and News, 15 February 1965.
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because Muslims celebrated Eid on three different days for the festival of
Bakri Eid: “This is indeed a sad reading for the followers of a religion which
stresses more than any other religion uniformity and brotherhood.” He cited
the example of an individual in Cape Town who sent his “Eid Mubarak
message” to his brother in Durban. While the brother in Cape Town was
celebrating Eid, his sibling was not. “Such is the ridiculous level to which we
have carried our interpretation of perhaps the most simple, straight forward
and common sense religion”.
During the mid-1940s, explained Meer, the Ulama had passed a ruling that
only phone messages up to 500 miles away could be accepted, so even though
messages were received from Kimberley and Cape Town that the moon had
been sighted, this was not accepted in Natal. On this occasion the Ulama
stated that they would accept a sighting from Cape Town, but when the news
was received they described it as “unreliable”. Meer argued:42
If Kimberley and Cape Town had accepted the news of the sighting of the
moon surely the molvies there must have taken all the care to see that the
news was reliable. There are molvies there with turbans big and small and
surely they would not accept any news that had a shadow of doubt. Then what
were the reasons our molvies refused to accept the reliability of the Cape and
Kimberley messages?

Meer was drawing attention to the suspicions about the “authenticity” of
Malay Muslims held by Indian Muslims of Natal. Regional prejudice was
indeed a factor that continued to inform these debates. In 1986, for example,
the editor of Majlis an Eastern Cape newspaper, accused the Cape Town
Ulama of lacking Adl, which is defined as “one who is devoid of habitually
committing sins”, and of not being Mastural Haal, appearing to be pious
but “whose character is now known”. They were accused of, among other
things, shaving their beards, dressing in Western garb, watching television,
and listening to music.43
Moon matters were again raised during the 1966 visit of Professor Yusuf
Ibish,44 a guest of the Arabic Study Circle from the American University of
Beirut, who attracted large audiences during his stay in Durban. Ismail Meer
called on his readers to “ponder over some of the Professor’s observations
on subjects that have become controversial in our midst”. In particular was
42 IM Meer, “The confusion around us on Eid and Ramadan,” Views and News, 15 April 1965.
43 Anon., Editorial, “Cape Town Ulama no good,” Al Balaagh, November/December 1986, p. 6.
44 Also appears as Ibish.
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the “moon question” on which the Professor “made some very alarming
observations”. Alarming to Meer Ibish’s adamance that Muslims should see
the moon with their own eyes and then celebrate Eid even if this would
result in them observing the festival on different days. Meer expressed his
disagreement:45
The Professor’s dismissing of the importance of uniformity in the celebration
of our national occasion is to my mind again not in true Islamic tradition.
Islam more than any other religion emphasises the importance of uniformity,
oneness, universality and brotherhood. And indeed it would be foolish to
deny that in the celebration of our national festivals it would not be better if
Muslims throughout the world observed a uniformity.

Whilst modernist maintained a strong position and voice into the middle
1960s, the sentiments of people like Meer became increasingly marginal
from the late 1960s onwards. The Ulama strengthened their hold on Muslim
society in Natal, through the construction of local institutions of learning and
in the context of a larger, global revival of orthodox religious perspectives.
There would still be be disputation over moon sightings but now it would not
be between “modernists” and “traditionalists”, but between Islamic reformists
inspired by Deobandi / Tabligh ideas and followers of what was referred to as
populist Islam.

Moon sighting disputes: Post-1970s
The period from the 1970s saw those representing a ‘modernist’ perspective
losing ground as conservative Islamic tendencies took strong root among
Muslims. During the 1970s and 1980s, organisations such as the Muslim Youth
Movement (MYM) and the Muslim Students Association (MSA), which took
the baton from the Circle, had some influence among younger Muslims,46
but the mass of Muslims became more inclined towards traditional Ulama
aligned to what can broadly be termed Deobandi and Barelwi traditions. The
former originated in the educational institution established at Deoband, Uttar
Pradesh, in the 1860s. Its Ulama responded to British dominance by seeking
to transform spiritual life through “purifying” Islamic practices. They sought to
eradicate practices located in more mystical traditions such as visitation of saints’
shrines, observing certain public festivals, adopting “Islamic” dress, simplifying
45 IM Meer, “Editorial, Prof Ibish,” The Views and News, 15 July 1966, p. 1.
46 A Tayob, Islamic resurgence in South Africa. The Muslim youth movement (Cape Town, UCT Press, 1995).
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funeral rites and marriage ceremonies, and other practices that they saw as
“ancestral” and populist expressions of religious faith.47
However, a populist Islam, referred to broadly as the Barelwi tradition because
its intellectual articulation was crystallised in Bareilly in Uttar Pradesh,48
continued to resonate with large numbers of Muslims. This tradition was
given organisational expression through the Sunni Jamiatul Ulama of South
Africa, established in 1978 and the Imam Ahmed Raza Academy, formed in
1986. Differences between Deobandis and Barelwis manifested in violence in
the 1970s and 1980s, centred around attempts by each group to seize control
of mosques. One result is that most towns had two mosques, one controlled
by Barelwis and the other by Deobandis. On several occasions during this
period the festival of Eid was celebrated on different days, as Deobandis did
not accept sightings by Barelwis and vice-versa. One example was 1986,
when the moon was sighted by individuals who can be described as Barelwi at
Hazelmere near Verulam on the north coast of Natal. While Barelwi groupings
accepted the sighting and celebrated Eid, Deobandis rejected the sighting.49
These later twentieth century decades witnessed the establishment of local
Darul Ulooms and the emergence of locally trained Maulanas, an embracing
of neo-Sufi tendencies, and more visible expressions of Islam in all aspects of
people’s lives, including diet, education, holiday choices, and finance. While
there are many shades and lines of difference amongst Muslims in terms of
their practices, in this period there began to be a widespread move towards
adherence to the orthodoxy and authority of Ulama.50
Disputes over moon sighting reflected this trend. During August 1986, for
example, Muslims in KwaZulu-Natal (Natal Jamiatul Ulama) and Cape Town
(Muslim Judicial Council) celebrated Eid-al-Adha on 16 August and their
counterparts in the Transvaal on the following day. Maulana Yunus Patel,
of the Jamiatul Ulama Natal, said that the Jamiat accepted moon sightings
anywhere in South Africa and that they had informed their Transvaal
counterparts, “but for reasons best known to them, it was not accepted”.51
47 BD Metcalf, Islamic Revival in British India: Deoband, 1860-1900 (New Jersey, Princeton University Press,
1982).
48 U Sanyal, Devotional Islam and politics in British India. Ahmed Riza Khan and his movement, 1870-1920 (Delhi,
Oxford, 1996).
49 G Vahed, “Contesting ‘Orthodoxy’: The Tablighi-Sunni conflict among South African muslims in the 1970s and
1980s”, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 23(2), 2003, pp. 313-334, 2005, for a detailed discussion of the origins,
causes and course of this conflict.
50 A Tayob, Islam in South Africa....
51 A Akhalwaya, “Muslim trustees resign over Eid row,” Post Natal, 20 August 1986.
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There was a repeat of this in 1988 when most Muslims in South Africa began
observing the month of Ramadan on 18 April while the Transvaal Jamiatul
Ulama ruled that there was no reliable sighting of the moon and began fasting
on 19 April. Maulana Basheer Sanjalvi of the Transvaal Jamiat said that his
organisation did not follow sightings from the other provinces.52 The monthly
Islamic newspaper Al-Balaagh noted the irony that Maulana Sanjalvi, who said
that he would stick rigidly to Islamic principles, had no problem accepting
provincial geographical borders created by non-Muslims. The article pointed
to the anomaly that if the new moon was sighted in Volksrust, which was
in Natal but on the Transvaal border, it would be binding on a town like
Warrenton, 700 kilometres away, but not on Charlestown, two kilometres
away but on the Transvaal side.
Some Muslims argued for unity not only in South Africa but globally. During
July 1989, Sheikh Abubakr Najaar of Cape Town, who was president of the
Islamic Council of South Africa (ICSA), a body formed in the 1970s in an
attempt to unite South African Muslims,53 called on Muslims to observe Eid
on Thursday, in line with the Eid celebration in Saudi Arabia. Sheikh Najaar
said that he wanted South African Muslims to “extend our vision beyond
the boundaries of South Africa”. However, most Muslims rejected the call,
insisting on local sightings, and celebrated Eid on Friday. Sheikh Najaar said
he was not perturbed by the lack of support for this call as it would take “time
and education” to get the Muslim masses to follow suit.54 The MJC, led by
Sheik Nazeem Mohamed, insisted that they would follow the “traditional
way – when the moon is sighted”.55 In 1990, Sheik Najaar again called on
Muslims to observe Eid on the same day as Saudi Arabia. South Africa’s
Muslims rejected his call.56
In an attempt to unite Muslims and speak with one voice to the postapartheid state, the major theological bodies in South Africa, such as
the Jamiatul Ulama South Africa and KZN, the Muslim Judicial Council
52 ASK Joomal, “Hilaal controversy. Ramadan moon splits Muslims”, Al-Balaagh, May/June 1988, p. 3.
53 ICSA was formed in November 1975 marked when 109 organisations met during a visit to South Africa by Dr
Inamullah Khan of the World Muslim Congress and Abdul Muhsin Al-Shaykh of Saudi Arabia. The first officebearers of ICSA included Advocate AB Mahomed (President), Maulana Ansari (Vice-President) and Advocate I
Bawa (Secretary General). Of the major Muslim bodies the Transvaal Jamiat did not join because it held the view
that only Ulama, not professionals, could speak for Muslims. The Ulama and professionals disagreed on many issues,
which muted ICSA’s effectiveness.
54 F Moodley, “Thursday or Friday? Muslims again split on when to celebrate the festival of sacrifice”, Post, 12 July
1989.
55 Staff reporter, “New call in battle over date of Eid,” Cape Times, 3 July 1989.
56 S Isaacs, “City Muslims split over Eid celebration,” Cape Argus, 26 June 1990.
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(MJC), the Sunni Jamiatul Ulama and Sunni Ulama Council, representing
both Deobandis and Barelwis, formed the United Ulama Council of South
Africa (UUCSA) in 1994. One of UUCSA’s aims has been to achieve the
common celebration of Eid. UUCSA constituted a Central Hilal Committee
comprising of two members from each of its seven affiliate organisations. Yet,
there continue to be disputes amongst Muslims.
During 2014 some Muslims objected to UUCSA’s declaring 28 July as Eid
and observed the festival on 29 July. Dissenters pointed to astronomical bodies
suggesting that it would be impossible to sight the moon; others questioned
whether the moon sighting testimony could be accepted. Maulana Afthab
Cassim of the Sparks Road Mosque in Overport, for example, stated that
testimony could not be accepted by Sunnis (Barelwis) because the witnesses
were of Deobandi background. In view of the resulting controversy, including
the publication of derogatory pamphlets, Maulana Sulaaiman Ravat hosted
Maulana Ibrahim Bham, Coordinator of the Hilal Committee, and Shaykh
Taha Karaan of the MJC, on his show on iTV (Islamic Television) on 28
August 2014 to discuss the controversy.
Maulana Bham emphasised that South Africa’s Muslims had made “great
strides” since the 1980s when the community was divided by ideology. He
told Maulana Ravat: “We have come together despite our differences and
have made collective decisions for our mutual benefit. It is amazing that we
can collaborate despite our differences in the past”. He called on Muslims
to “put their foot down and shun the extremists who want to fragment the
ummah for their own motives”. Maulana Bham was pleased that the majority
of Muslims had observed Eid on the same day. Three issues were discussed on
the programme: Does the moon have to be sighted with the naked eye? Can
South Africans accept moon sightings in another southern African country?
Should Muslims globally follow a common lunar month for the sake of
Islamic unity?
Maulana Bham and Shaykh Karaan were adamant that the moon has to be
sighted with the naked eye. They explained the stringent procedure to verify a
moon sighting. A person who sights the moon with the naked eye has to testify
(Shahaadah) the sighting to a local Imam who completes a Shahaadah Form,
which is then forwarded it to the regional Hilaal committee. It is verified and
sent to the coordinator of the national Hilaal Committee of UUCSA who
arranges a teleconference of affiliate members to discuss the sighting. The
decision is announced on Islamic Radio channels, via SMS text messaging to
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affiliates, written notices on mosque boards, and information on the UUCSA
website. New media allows the word to circulate in a manner unforeseen even
in the late twentieth century. During the July 2014 Eid, which was disputed,
Maulana Ravat and Shaykh Karaan pointed out that the moon was sighted by
almost thirty people in seven places in Gauteng - Bekkersdal, North Riding,
Mayfair and Lenasia South. Each witness was questioned by Imams and gave
written testimonies. Shaykh Karaan added that the process was thorough:
“caesarean births of the moon do not exist”.
On the question of moon sightings from other southern African countries,
Maulana Bham said that they could not accept those sightings as the
procedures to verify moon sightings in those countries were not as stringent
as in South Africa. Meanwhile, Shaykh Karaan said that although the world
was becoming a global village it would not make sense to follow a common
lunar calendar based on Makkah. He said that the call “has merit, unity is
good, but striving for unity should not be so absolute that it overrides all
other factors. We need a foundation on which basis everyone can unite. Unity
should be based on something stronger than the aspiration of leadership of
certain countries. We can’t tie the right to lead the Ummah to one country.”
Shaykh Karaan described it as “farcical” that people wanted to base the global
Muslim unity on something “shallow” like moon sighting when “parts of the
ummah was suffering in Burma, Gaza, and other places without any Muslim
country raising this issue. This unity (on lunar calendar) means nothing when
bigger issues are at stake”.

Conclusion
At this writing, the current consensus amongst the overwhelming majority
of Muslims in South Africa is that sighting of the moon with the naked eye
is the only legitimate way to determine the start of a new Islamic month.
Sightings are accepted within South Africa but not beyond its borders. Given
the outcome of past contestations there is a strong possibility that Muslims
will one day accept moon sightings beyond South Africa’s borders. It is highly
unlikely, however, that most Muslims will accept observatory calculations in
order to unify the beginning of lunar months globally, even though the idea
of a global Ummah holds great appeal. Air pollution, aircraft and satellites
sometimes make it difficult to sight the moon with the naked eye, and
Muslims have no problem accepting observatory calculations and making use
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of modern technological advances for other aspects of their faith, such as
calculating prayer times.
In Natal, over the course of the twentieth century, new technology has
been incrementally accepted to convey news of moon sightings (telephone,
telegraph, radio, cellphones) while the geographical area in which sightings
are accepted has gradually expanded. Key issues continue to be raised and
debated. Should Muslims observe festivals and the Hajj (pilgrimage) on
the same day globally to reflect Muslim unity? Should Muslims only accept
sightings with the naked eye? How far geographically can moon sightings be
transferred? Whilst there was a period in the mid-twentieth century when
advocates of science and astronomy were vocal, once the Ulama organised
themselves institutionally and reformist Islamic tendencies began to make
extend their influence, the influence of modernist ideas retreated.
The debates about lunar dates and moon sightings recounted in this
article reflect the changing views and bases of authority regarding Qur’anic
interpretation in the face of scientific innovation and about the reliabiliity
of technologies. The highlight changes in how faultlines have been drawn
and redrawn around the sensory trustworthiness and religious authenticity
imagined between different groups of Muslims, on the basis of both regional
or doctrinal criteria. In this history, we can also see transformations in the
sources and nature of authority drawn upon to legitimate claims about
Islamic truths, and how these articulate with local and global politics, in a
world where the stakes have remained high and are perhaps on the increase.
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Abstract
Die Women’s National Coalition (WNC) is in 1992 gestig om
gelykberegtiging vir vroue in demokratiese Suid-Afrika te verseker. Inligting
oor vroue se behoeftes en aspirasies sou ingesamel word en in ‘n Vrouehandves
saamgevat word wat uiteindelik deel van die nuwe grondwet sou word. Op
hierdie wyse sou vroueregte grondwetlik beskerm word. Die WNC was ‘n
African National Congress Women’s League inisiatief. Vroueorganisasies
dwarsoor die land is uitgenooi om die politieke arena te betree. Die gevolg
was dat ongeveer 100 organisasies by die WNC aangesluit het, van hulle was
ongeveer dertien Afrikanervroueorganisasies. Die grootste groepering was
Afrikanervroue-kultuurorganisasies.
Die verteenwoordigers van die Afrikanerkultuurorganisasies het moeilik by
die WNC aangepas. Daar was talle praktiese probleme, maar dit was veral
haar gebrek aan politieke vernuf, en die vyandigheid van swart vroue wat die
vergaderings van die WNC domineer het, wat haar betrokkenheid in die wiele
gery het. Die gedagte het ook by feitlik al die Afrikanervroue ontstaan dat die
WNC ‘n politieke rookskerm was vir die ANC om sy magsbasis te versterk.
Hierdie artikel ondersoek die moontlikheid of daar wel samewerking
tussen Afrikanervroue en swartvroue in die WNC kon wees. Moontlike
raakpunte, soos moederskap, patriargie, godsdiens, feminisme, susterskap,
ens. word ondersoek. Die slotsom is dat daar nie werklike raakpunte tussen
Afrikanervroue en swartvroue in die WNC was nie.
Keywords: Women’s National Coalition; African National Congress;
Women’s League; Patriarchy; Religion; Feminism; Sisterhood; Motherhood;
Mother-centred; Afrikaner women’s organisations.
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Introduction
In September 1991 the African National Congress Women’s League
(ANCWL) issued an invitation to women’s organisations to enter the political
arena in order to ensure equal rights for women in an imminently democratic
South Africa. The driving force for this action was that there was concern
amongst these women at the time that there was a real possibility that women
could be excluded from the political processes that would determine the
future of South Africa. The Women’s National Coalition (WNC) was officially
founded in 1992. The aim of this organisation was to gather information
on women’s needs and aspirations, and to unify women in formulating and
adopting a Women’s Charter that would become an integral part of the new
South African constitution.1
About 100 organisations joined the Women’s National Coalition
(WNC), including about thirteen Afrikaner women’s organisations,2 as
well as political parties. The Afrikaner women’s organisations that had the
promotion of Afrikaner culture as their main aim were the Afrikaanse Taalen Kultuurvereniging (ATKV), Dames Aktueel, Jong Dames Dinamiek
and Dameskring. The welfare organisation Suid-Afrikaanse Vrouefederasie
(SAVF) also had the protection of cultural heritage as one of its aims. The SA
Women’s Agricultural Union, who promoted the development and education
of women, was a predominantly Afrikaner organisation. Kontak and Women
for South Africa were communication-orientated organisations with a majority
of Afrikaner women as members. There were also Afrikaner women in the
Women’s Bureau of South Africa. The Women’s Outreach Foundation was a
National Party initiative. The National Party Vroueaksie and the Democratic
Party’s Women’s Forum were members of the WNC and were also represented
by both Afrikaner and English women.
A host of literature has been published on the WNC. Most heralded the
success of the organisation in achieving its objectives of mobilising women’s
organisations and producing the Charter.3 Phrases like “WNC … successfully
mobilizes thousands of women to demand equal rights” and “such a show of

1
2
3

Mayibuye Centre, University of Western Cape, Catalogue 22, The Papers of the Women’s National Coalition
(MCH 100) 1.1, The Constitution of the WNC, 6 February 1993.
See Addendum for list of women’s organisations.
L Maritz, “Afrikanervroue se politieke betrokkenheid in historiese perspektief met spesiale verwysing na die
Women’s National Coalition van 1991 tot 1994” (D.Phil, University of Stellenbosch, 2004), pp. viii-xii.
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political unity was unprecedented in the history of South Africa”4 and “the
WNC represented a peak in the expression of women’s collective power”5
abound and suggest that women were indeed united towards achieving a
common goal.
Although most research acknowledges that the diversity of women in the
WNC was problematic, the suggestion has been that this was dealt with
satisfactorily. In the conveners’ report of February 1994 co-conveners Frene
Ginwala and Ann Letsebe admitted that there were many tensions and
anxieties both within its leadership structure and participating organisations
as well as within regions. They suggested that this was quite common in the
formative stages of organisations.6 According to Sheila Meintjies:7
The WNC approached the matter of diversity with sensitivity. Whilst
recognising women shared subordination and oppression, their experiences in
every-day life differed according to their material circumstances. Middle-class
women and working-class women, black and white, Christian, Hindu, Islamic
women saw and experienced life very differently. This recognition of difference
was what in fact made possible the coalition of women across such a broad
ideological and political range.

The reality was very different. Most Afrikaner women in the WNC felt none
or very little of the suggested sensitivity and acceptance – sentiments that they
in most cases also did not return.
When I was presented with the papers in 1995 of the WNC8 as a research
topic for a doctoral dissertation, it soon became evident that although
Afrikaner women’s organisations were in theory members of the WNC,
their representatives were largely uninvolved. Archival research – but more
importantly correspondence, interviews, questionnaires and discussions with
Afrikaner women who represented their organisations on the WNC – revealed
a sobering picture of a group of women who represented a large number of
women, but were marginalised.9
4
5
6
7
8
9

J Cock and A Bernstein, “Gender differences: Struggles around ‘needs’ and ‘rights’ in South Africa”, NWSA
Journal, 13(3), pp. 138-139.
S Hassim and A Gouws, “Redefining the public space: Women’s organisations, gender consciousness and civil
society in South Africa”, Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies, 1998, 25(2), p. 53.
MCH 100 14.3.13.3.2, National Conference on women, reports, convenor’s report to the National Conference,
25-27 February 1994.
S Meintjies, “The women’s struggle for equality during South Africa’s transition to democracy”, Transformation,
30, 1996, p. 59.
MCH 100, The Papers of the Women’s National Coalition.
L Maritz, “Afrikanervroue se politieke betrokkenheid in historiese perspektief…”, pp. 217-220.
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This article focuses on the Afrikaner women in the cultural organisations10
that “officially” joined the WNC. These organisations are important
because they were organised nationwide, and had many branches and large
memberships.11 ATKV-Dames alone claimed that they had 32 000 members.12
Other membership numbers that are available include: Dames Aktueel had
2 380 members and 204 branches in 1992, and Dames Aktueel had 1 500
members in 1987.13 A positive and active participation of representatives on a
national and regional level in the WNC would have had the potential to make
thousands of Afrikaner women politically aware and to prepare them for the
future in a democratic South Africa.
This article explores the possibilities of cooperation between these Afrikaner
women and black women in the WNC. Would it have been possible in 1991,
so soon after the dismantling of apartheid, for Afrikaner women to adapt to
the WNC? Would it be possible for them to work with black women? Would
it be possible for black women to accept Afrikaner cultural organisations? It
is necessary, however, to look at the events that led up to the establishment of
the WNC by the ANCWL. Afrikaner women’s experience in the WNC will
also be discussed briefly.

The ANC women and the road to the WNC
Although the ANC had long recognised that women must be mobilised for
national liberation, the emancipation of women after liberation did not receive
much attention. For the ANC in exile it was through the efforts of the Women
Section and the support of President OliverTambo that several women were given
opportunities within the ANC. In 1987 the ANC formed the Commission for
the Emancipation of Women, albeit with a man, Oliver Tambo, at the head.14

10 For the purpose of this research, Afrikaans cultural organisations are understood to have as their aims: the
promotion of the Afrikaans language and culture and/or the promotion of Christian values. See K Menell and
M Jobson, Women’s rights in South Africa, a guide to national organisations with a gender focus (Pretoria, HSRC,
1995), Chapter 8.
11 L Maritz, “Afrikanervroue se politieke betrokkenheid in historiese perspektief …”, Chapter 3.
12 E-mail: E Jordaan (ATKV-Dames)/L Maritz (Researcher), 30 March 2001.
13 M Pretorius, “Waar kom die dameskring vandaan? 1967-1998”, abbreviated by Dioné Prinsloo, updated by
Riette van der Merwe, June 1998, n.p.; Dames Aktueel, Feesalbum 1978-2003, 25 years, s.a., p. 12.
14 ANC Women’s League, The ANC Women’s League: Contributing to a democratic, non-racist and non-sexist South
Africa (Johannesburg, ANCWL, 1993), p. 4.
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In 1987, during the ANC Women’s Section’s second national conference
in Kabwe, Zambia, women agreed on the need for an umbrella women’s
organisation for black liberation. The idea of a Women’s Charter was also
mentioned.15 At the Malibongwe conference in January 1990 women’s
activists from inside the country met those in exile. The need for a “strong
organisation and structures through which the triple oppression of women
can be addressed” was expressed.16
When the ANCWL was re-established in August 1990, the need for a
national alliance of women’s organisations was reiterated.
But the women from the ANCWL quickly became disillusioned. The first
blow was during the ANC’s national conference in July 1991, when their
demand that 30% of all elected positions in the ANC must be filled with
women was rejected. The second blow was that all women in South Africa had
to face the reality that when the negotiations started for CODESA all parties
included only men in their negotiating teams. The ANCWL realised that for
the women’s voice to be heard an alliance of women’s organisations across all
sectors had to be established. This led to the invitation of the ANCWL to all
women’s organisations that would result in the establishment of the WNC.17
Although it was known that the WNC had close links to the ANCWL,
the claim was that it was controlled by the League.18 The reality was that
the ANCWL played a pivotal, if not hegemonic, role. Hassim states that
the Women’s National Coalition was driven by women within the ANC and
could command the support of the ANC at crucial moments.19 At the first
meeting stalwarts such as Getrude Shope, then president of the ANCWL,
Baleka Kgotsile, secretary of the ANCWL, and Frene Ginwala, deputy of
the ANC National Commission for the Emancipation of Women, took
centre stage.20 The first Steering Committee consisted of Frene Ginwala as
convenor and Ann Letsebe as co-convenor. The National Secretary General
15 SK Abrams, Fighting for women’s liberation during the liberation of South Africa: The Women’s National Coalition
(MA, Wadham College, Oxford, 2000), pp. 15-16 (Note: Abrams’s chronology of events is incorrect).
16 Malibongwe Conference: Programme of Action, 13-18 January 1990 (available at http://www.anc.org.za/show.
php?id=7132, as accessed on 21 May 2014).
17 S Hassim, “‘A conspiracy of women’: The women’s movement in South Africa’s transition to democracy”, Social
Research, 69(3), fall 2002, pp. 696, 700-701.
18 G Waylen, “Women’s mobilization and gender outcomes in transitions to democracy. The case of South Africa”,
Comparative Political Studies, 40 (5), May 2007, p. 530.
19 S Hassim, Women’s organizations and democracy in South Africa: Contesting authority (Madison, University of
Wisconsin Press, 2006), p. 147.
20 Personal collection: Minutes of the meeting called by the ANCWL to discuss campaign for a women’s charter,
Johannesburg 27 September 1991.
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was Thoko Msane.21 Gertrude Shope was at a later stage co-convenor. Jenny
Malan, president of Vroue vir Suid-Afrika, member of KONTAK and former
organiser of the National Party, felt from the beginning that the WNC was
only a smokescreen to get the women’s vote and that the ANC had control
from the beginning and never let go.22
This invitation from the politically experienced women from the ANCWL
who were in exile and those who had to endure the liberation struggle inside
South Africa caught most Afrikaner women off guard.

The experience of Afrikaner women in the WNC
“The WNC was a political coalition,” says Amanda Botha.23 At the beginning
of the 1990s Afrikaner women were not politically engaged. Some of the
most important reasons for this were the Afrikaners’ religion and a patriarchal
ideology that preferred women in subordinate positions. Afrikaner women
also had no sense of the need for political responsibility and, especially after
1940, they were encouraged to play the roles of mother and housewife, and
to leave the exercise of political power to the men.24 These were also women
who had the leisure time to join cultural organisations. The consequence of
this was that most Afrikaner women were not prepared for what awaited them
in a political coalition such as the WNC.
It has been argued that in the early 1990s Afrikaner women were experiencing
an identity crisis. As apartheid was being dismantled and discredited, even by
the Afrikaner churches, there were growing doubts among the women about
their religious values as well as the prospect of a black government; too few
traditional values remained in place to anchor their sense of self.25

21 After the 1994 election nine of the Steering Committee members represented the ANC as members of
parliament.
22 L Maritz (Personal Collection), interview, J Malan (Vroue vir Suid-Afrika and Kontak), 5 March 2006.
23 L Maritz (Personal Collection), interview, A Botha (representative for Kaapse Vroueklub), 18 March 1996. Botha
was one of the few Afrikaner women who adapted comfortably within the WNC.
24 L Maritz, “’KODESA? Is dit ’n nuwe kopseerpil?’ ’n Ondersoek na die Afrikanervrou se politieke ingesteldheid
in die 20ste eeu”, LitNet Akademies, 9(1), 3 December 2012 (available at http://www.litnet.co.za/Article/
kodesa-is-dit-n-nuwe-kopseerpil-n-ondersoek-na-die-afrikanervrou-se-politieke, as accessed on 1 June 2014).
25 L Maritz, “KODESA? Is dit ’n nuwe kopseerpil?...”, LitNet Akademies, 9(1), 3 December 2012.
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It is thus ironic that in 1989 Frene Ginwala26 made the following appeal to
Afrikaner women: “From what we know of the history of our country, there
is more to your culture than an exclusive inward focus and a rejection of
the rest of South Africa … Retrieve the best of Afrikaans culture – it is rich
and the common heritage of all South Africans; you fought against injustice,
colonialism and imperialism”.27 These words may have been political rhetoric,
but they represented a conciliatory gesture directed towards Afrikaner women.
Yet in spite of Ginwala’s positive view of Afrikaner culture, Afrikaner women
were not prepared to defend it themselves.
Many of the Afrikaner women who approached the WNC would have done
so with great uncertainty, not only about the future of whites in South Africa,
or about their own identity, but especially about the reception they could
expect within the WNC. Jenny Malan, a seasoned public figure, said that at
the first meeting she felt uneasy and self-conscious, since she recognised no
one from the “traditional sector” to mingle with; that it was strange to be “in
the enemy’s kraal” without any allies. Malan also found the ANC dominance
intimidating, where most organisations sent one representative, but the ANC
had more than 10 representatives.28 A negative response could have been
expected from the vast majority of black women. A study on intolerance
in South Africa found that, apart from the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging
and the Inkatha Freedom Party, the Afrikaner was the most hated group in
South Africa. This opinion survey was conducted in 1996 and this feeling
was presumably even more intense in 1991. The same study mentions that “a
lingering ‘apartheid memory’ continues to restrict the development of trust
and allegiance”.29 This mistrust was present among black as well as Afrikaner
women.
Afrikaner women experienced hostility in the WNC. Rhoda Kadalie, activist
and academic, said that, “despite their best intentions, Afrikaner women – as
far as the black women were concerned – always said the wrong thing, or said
it in the wrong way, and consequently evoked negative and hostile reactions”.
26 Frene Ginwala was at that stage deputy head of the ANC’s National Commission for the emancipation of
women. She was elected convenor of the WNC in April 1992.
27 R Scheffer, “Women take up the challenge”, Democracy in Action, April 1989, p. 11.
28 J Malan, correspondence, re. first meeting of WNC on 25 April 1992; Jenny Malan, notes re. ANCWL-meeting
on 27 September 1991.
29 JL Gibson and A Gouws, Overcoming intolerance in South Africa (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
2003), pp. 43, 50 and 53. According to Gouws, the findings are based on a sample of over 3 000 people, who
consisted of all four race groups and ten ethnic groups. The methodology required respondents to indicate
which groups they liked least (“least like” methodology).
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According to Kadalie, the behaviour of black women towards the Afrikaner
women was “rude”. Even during the meetings held abroad, the ANC women
already felt that they had the moral high ground over the Afrikaner women,
who were the oppressors. Questions by Afrikaner women were met with a
“shut them up” attitude. The result was they rather remained silent. This was
also the situation in the WNC. According to Kadalie, the ANC’s style was
domineering and in meetings they were authoritarian and manipulative. In
response to a question as to why the convenors did not ensure that everyone
should be accommodated, her view was that Frene Ginwala would do nothing
that would weaken the ANC’s position.30 But this was poor meeting discipline
and led to one group, the Afrikaner women, feeling that they were being
ignored. Such actions reflect negatively on an organisation such as the WNC,
which was specifically advocating the equal treatment of women, but did not
apply this principle among its own members. The leaders of the WNC should
have acknowledged diversity and not allowed one group to dominate or let
one group feel excluded.
Apart from the hostility towards Afrikaner women noted above, there were
various practical considerations, such as inconvenient meeting venues and
times, and cultural differences such as the loud and boisterous behaviour
of black women that also hampered the attempt to adapt. There was thus
intolerance on both sides: for the black women their oppression was still too
fresh in their memories, and for the Afrikaner women it was especially the
unfriendly reception, which in turn meant that they focused on differences
and irritations. The Afrikaner women’s experience of the WNC was
predominantly negative.31

Possibilities of cooperation
Were their possible points of contact between the Afrikaner women and the
black women? What would have motivated Afrikaner women to stay with the
WNC and try to overlook and adjust to it. Mamphela Ramphele, political
activist, medical doctor and academic, said in 1990 that it is much easier for
an African to interact with an Afrikaner than with an English-speaking white
30 L Maritz (Personal Collection), interview, R Kadalie (Women’s Alliance), 11 June 2004.
31 L Maritz, “‘In die vyand se kraal’. Die rol en ervaring van Afrikanervroue in die Women’s National Coalition”,
LitNet Akademies, 7(3), Desember 2010 (available at http://www.litnet.co.za/Article/in-die-vyand-se-kraal-dierol-en-ervaring-van-afrikanervroue-in-die-womens-national, as accessed on 3 June 2014).
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person. She said that English speakers were more “proper” and caught up in
their own class, which served as a kind of protective cocoon.32 Although there
has been no study on the way English-speaking women adapted to the WNC,
Ramphele’s assumption about Afrikaner women and Africans in the WNC
has proved to be wrong. In the politically charged atmosphere the opposite
was in fact the case.
Yet Kadalie believes that points of contact were possible, especially around
common and shared factors such as women as mothers, patriarchy and
religion.

As mothers
Women should have much in common as mothers. Where motherhood
would indicate the private and personal concern with their own families,
motherism would indicate a collective response from women as a result of
their identities as mothers.33 Motherism34 would expect that all women would
be linked, if not united, around women’s issues. This would essentially be an
“ethic of care” linked to children and other close relationships.35 Nevertheless,
there were many obstacles to the development of a mother-centred sense of
community. In Harare, early in March 1989, Gertrude Shope, member of the
National Executive Committee (NEC) of the ANC, said to the white women:
“We may differ on some points, but we are all mothers of that country and
it is our duty to salvage it from its problems”.36 Shope refers to the women as
“mothers of the nation”, but it is doubtful whether the Afrikaner women were
prepared to share a joint vision of South Africa with black women.
During the state of emergency in the 1980s Albertina Sisulu, anti-apartheid
activist, pleaded with white mothers: “Our children are dying in the townships,
killed by your children. You are mothers. Why do you allow your children to
go to train for the army?” 37 It is doubtful whether black women realised that it
was virtually impossible even for white Afrikaners to oppose the government
32 M Ramphele, “As Afrikaner- en Afrika-vroue saamkom …”, Die Suid-Afrikaan, November 1990, pp. 36-37.
33 N Gasa, Women in South African history: They remove boulders and cross rivers (HSRC Press, Cape Town, 2007),
p. 267.
34 It is argued that motherism is an African form of feminism; this argument is not explored in this article.
35 S Hassim and A Gouws, “Redefining the public space …”, Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies,
1998, 25(2), p. 65.
36 R Scheffer, “Women take up the challenge”, Democracy in action, April 1989, p. 10.
37 F Fouche, “Overcoming the sisterhood myth”, Transformation, 1994, 23, p. 81.
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when compulsory military service was introduced.
During an ANC congress in Luanda, Angola, in 1981 Oliver Tambo
expressed his opinion on the presence of the South African Defence Force
(SADF) in the south of Angola as follows:
Which one represents man as having travelled the least possible distance
from the mediaeval ape, which killed and murdered with insatiable relish? Is
it those in Luanda who are discussing the role of women in the development
of human society and the upbringing of children, or is it those in southern
Angola who are savagely bombing women and children, destroying houses,
towns, bridges?

He added:38
Far from the racist regime being subjected to a so-called communist onslaught,
it is the peace-seeking nations of southern Africa who are the targets of a total
onslaught by a minority who came to Africa as foreigners … these racists …
are murdering, pillaging and plundering their way northward still.

This view of the army as murderers and plunderers was heard by ANC
women abroad and experienced daily by black women in South Africa. White
mothers in South Africa seemed to have accepted the status quo and did
not question it – for young men military service was seen as the necessary
transition from boyhood to adulthood. In late 1987 and in 1988, with the
number of deaths escalating, the situation changed and there is evidence
of two Afrikaner mothers who wrote in the Fair Lady about their pain and
confusion after their sons died fighting in a foreign country and not while
doing border service as citizens were led to believe.39 Afrikaner women could
possibly have explained by 1991 that it was very difficult for them to send
their sons to war, but it is also doubtful whether Afrikaner women could have
acknowledged those same sons as murderous terrorists.
Julia Wells has argued that motherhood could bring together women
from less economically advantaged communities with mothers from more
privileged communities. In her words: “Motherist appeals have proven
successful in drawing white women, churches, donor agencies … and
high-profile political leaders into community struggles”. She believes that
motherhood can transcend political and economic hostility. Wells contends
38 OR Tambo, Speech at the conclusion of the conference of the Women’s Section of the ANC, Luanda, Angola,
14 September 1981 (available at http://www.anc.org.za/show.php?id=4392, as accessed on 23 October 2013).
39 MJ Phillips, “The end conscription campaign, 1983-1988: A study of white extra-parliamentary opposition to
apartheid” (MA, Unisa, 2002), pp. 18, 166, 169-173.
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that motherhood should be seen as the first phase of political development.
For this to happen it is necessary that organisations with strong mothercentric values should be mobilised.40 The WNC’s focus, however, was
political and not mother-centric. The ANC leaders who had insisted in
1989 on motherhood as a unifying factor were now in the race for political
appointments. Hassim and Gouws concluded that motherism “may not
be enough to sustain a political identity and solidarity among women”.41

Patriarchy
Was it not possible for black women and Afrikaner women to find common
ground on the issue of patriarchy? In the words of Albie Sachs, “one of the
few non-racial institutions in South Africa is patriarchy … it rears itself with
special and equal vigour in all societies”.42 In the opening address to the WNC
Frene Ginwala said: “We are all part of a very patriarchal society”.43 “But the
patriarchal oppression of black women and white women is very different”.
Although black women, according to Fidela Fouche, were in general poor
since they were economically exploited and racially discriminated against,
they were seen as strong and did not need the protection of men.44 Conversely
patriarchy empowered some black women within patriarchal structures. Even
through black women in South Africa could move only within the boundaries
set by black men, they managed to grow politically and become aware of
their own value, despite the limitations and constraints of patriarchy.45
Deborah Posel has argued that black women redefined patriarchy. As a result
of urbanisation, and the low wages, unemployment and arrests of black
men, black women were compelled to take on ever more responsibilities.
Increasingly black women replaced men as the heads of households, but all
the duties and tasks she had to perform to keep the family together were
represented and defended as extensions of her role as mother. In other words,
all this happened within the discourse of patriarchy, but the social contract
40 JC Wells, The rise and fall of motherism as a force in black women’s resistance movements (Paper, Conference on
women and gender in Southern Africa, University of Natal, 1991), pp. 28-30.
41 S Hassim and A Gouws, “Redefining the public space …”, Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies,
1998, 25(2), p. 72.
42 A Sachs, Protecting human rights in a new South Africa (Oxford University Press, Cape Town, 1990), p. 53.
43 MCH 100, 15.1.5.6 Workshops (National): Speech by Frene Ginwala, National Workshop, April 25-26, 1992.
44 F Fouche, “Overcoming the sisterhood myth”, Sash, January 1994, p. 7.
45 S Hassim, “‘A conspiracy of women’…”, Social research, 69(3), fall 2002, pp. 696-697.
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of patriarchy was renegotiated.46 These were the women who became the
members of the WNC.
On the other hand, white middle-class Afrikaner women were comfortably
cushioned within patriarchy. In the hands of the “protective paternalistic
gentleman”, patriarchy left Afrikaner women dependent and comfortable
but uncertain.47 Although it can be argued that patriarchy disempowered
Afrikaner women, there is also the idea that Afrikaner women were really as
more like the women described by the Indian activist Sarojini Naidu in the
1920s: “Much of this so-called oppression is simply imagined by women. She
can be as free as she wants to be! I tie my dog up with a bit of rope and he sits
there looking at me whining, because he is tied up”.48 The Afrikaner woman’s
apparently resigned acceptance of her role is linked to an absence of feminist
convictions. Amanda Gouws has highlighted the point that it is difficult for
Afrikaner women to be outspoken on gender issues, especially in the home,
because “No woman wants to do battle every day with the people she loves”.49
Patriarchy was therefore also not a point of contact in the WNC, because
the nature of patriarchy differed radically in the experience of black women
and white women.

Religion
Religion has also been mentioned as a potential point of contact between
Afrikaner and black women. Statistics show that almost 80% of South
Africans are Christians, so this was a possibility.50 One of the purposes of
most Afrikaner women’s organisations is acknowledgement of their Christian
faith, and meetings almost always open with a reading from Scripture and a
prayer. According to Estelle Jordaan, representative for ATKV-Dames, “At the
WNC meetings Christian views were not necessarily negated, but avoided”.51
In the first place, most WNC meetings were held on a Sunday afternoon.
Even though urbanised Afrikaners do not always preserve the sanctity of the
46 D Posel, Women’s powers, men’s authority: Rethinking patriarchy (Paper, Conference on women and gender in
Southern Africa, 1991, University of Natal, Durban), pp. 22-23.
47 L Maritz, “KODESA? Is dit ’n nuwe kopseerpil? …”, LitNet Akademies, 9(1), 3 December 2012.
48 ME Rothman, My beskeie deel, ’n outobiografiese vertelling (Tafelberg, Kaapstad,1972). p. 260.
49 J van Zyl, “Amanda Gouws, Maties se subversiewe suster”, Die Burger, 12 September 2002, p. 11.
50 Statistics South Africa 2001 (available at http://www.statssa.gov.za/census01/html/RSAPrimary.pdf, as accessed
on 24 April 2014), pp. 24-25.
51 E-mail: E Jordaan (ATKV-Dames)/L Maritz (Researcher), 30 March 2001.
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Sabbath any longer, Sundays are traditionally a family day, definitely not a
day to attend political meetings. Dene Smuts of the Democratic Party said
that “the National Party (White) women did not always want to attend
meetings on wet Sunday afternoons in the coloured areas – their husbands
and family and they themselves did not want to do it, but it was the only time
that workers in the ‘struggle’ could manage!”52 In the second place, the fact
that the meetings did not open with a reading from Scripture and a prayer
caused unhappiness.53 Estelle Jordaan, however, took the bull by the horns
during a national conference when once again the meeting was not opened
with scripture and prayer. During the conference a report stated that 67% of
women in South Africa regarded themselves as Christians. Jordaan used the
opportunity to say that if that was the case, then the majority of women at
the meeting were probably Christians and the meeting of the WNC should
be opened in the “right manner”. Her comment was received with approval
and applause. According to Jordaan, after that the meetings that she attended
and the projects she was involved with were opened or closed with at least a
prayer.54 But apart from this occasion the issue was apparently never addressed
as a factor.
Within the WNC itself, however, there were several different denominations.
There was also the ANC alliance with the Communist Party. Kadalie believes
that black women followed communist ideology selectively, because even
though the “preached” communism, they were very religious and for that
reason strongly opposed to abortion, for example.55 In 1994 Joe Slovo, head
of the South African Communist Party, commented on the religious leaders
that attended and officiated during the funeral of the socialist atheist Chris
Hani in April 1993. Slovo said that the core values of religion, and more
specifically the practice of Jesus, namely cooperation, human equality, sharing
and liberatory hope, are precisely the core values of socialism. He suggested
that a constructive dialogue between Communists and Christians be opened
“ to find each other through our shared values and principles”.56 White South
Africans grew up with a fear of communist ideology, the red peril (“rooi
gevaar”). “The writing on the wall is red” was a typical slogan, which gave
52
53
54
55

D Smuts, Vraelys, 4 September 2002.
L Geldenhuys (National Party), Questionnaire, 17 May 2001.
E-mail: E Jordaan (ATKV-Dames)/L Maritz (Researcher), 30 March 2001.
L Maritz (Personal Collection), interview, R Kadalie (Women’s Alliance, political activist, academic), 11 June
2004.
56 J Slovo, “Shared values”, The African Communist, 136, First Quarter 1994, pp. 46, 53.
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communism a Biblical connotation.57 Since 1977 the “total onslaught” and
“total strategy” were the catchwords of the beleaguered apartheid ideology.
Sacrifices by whites, such as conscription, were seen as necessary, since the
war was between extremes, “Christendom” against “atheism”, “democracy”
against “totalitarianism”, and “order” against “chaos”. In 1985, with increasing
unrest within the country, the SADF emphasised that the destabilisation was
being orchestrated from Russia, and that the Russians were using the ANC
to achieve their goals, which meant that the SADF was the protector of all
groups in South Africa.58
Afrikaner women were also “conscripted” and made part of the fight against
communism. In 1978/79 the Federal Council of the National Party issued a
pamphlet called “Women our silent soldiers”. The enemy was communism
and women were the “invisible weapon”, “indispensable soldiers”. It was
critical to recognise the enemy and women were warned against the “snake in
one’s bosom”, since the enemy can hide even in the family, and in social and
political circles. In 1986 Vroue vir Suid-Afrika issued a pamphlet in which
women were encouraged to talk to their domestic workers. Examples of such
conversations were provided where domestic workers were warned against the
ANC, the United Democratic Front, the South African Council of Churches
and communism.59
So there are not many signs of Rhoda suggested points of contact in reality.
What would have made the Afrikaner women’s experience of the WNC
positive, despite their unenviable position and lack of a sense of community
with black women? There needs to be a motive to become – and remain –
involved.

Feminism
Could it have been feminism? The WNC could have been seen as a liberal
feminist organisation. Because the WNC as an organisation was primarily
oriented towards the empowerment of women and so had a strong feminist
basis, it is necessary to outline some of the most important feminist views.
57 C Jansen, “Apartheid and religion” (available at http://www.postfun.com/pfp/features/98/may/cjansen.html, as
accessed on 12 June 2004).
58 MJ Phillips, “The end conscription campaign, 1983-1988: A study of white extra-parliamentary opposition to
apartheid”, pp. 22-23.
59 AJ Norval, Deconstructing apartheid discourse (London, Verso, 1996), pp. 203-205.
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Feminism as an ideology refers to ideas advocated by women that aim to
change the position and experience of women in contemporary societies,
according to Andrienetta Kritzinger. Liberal feminism holds that women as
a group are kept in a subordinate position in a male-dominated social and
political system, and deprived of liberal values such as equality, freedom and
justice. Liberal feminists believe that the solution to this problem is antidiscriminatory legislation. The initial goal of the WNC, namely that the
Women’s Charter should form part of the Constitution of South Africa to
protect women’s rights constitutionally, was liberal feminist in nature. Radical
feminism, on the other hand, argues that women’s gender, namely their
sexuality and procreative function, is used by men to oppress them. Women
thus demand control over their own bodies such as, for example, the right
to decide for themselves on abortion.60 Another feminist outlook is black
feminism, which believes, according to Amanda Gouws, that oppression
stems from the lack of recognition of the distinctiveness of the position of
black women. Black feminists blame mainly white middle-class feminists,
who marginalise black women.61
Black women’s political awareness was shaped and developed over a period
of seven decades. The intensified political actions during the 1980s, especially
the “state of war”, took women’s political conscientisation to the next level.
On 12 June 1986 a country-wide state of emergency was declared and
Magnus Malan, the Minister of Defence, was asked to restore order in the
black townships. The inhabitants of the black townships experienced the state
of emergency as a state of war. Given the police presence in the townships,
the raids, murders and harassment, people lives were disrupted and their
property destroyed. Between June 1986 and June 1987 some 26 000 people
were detained and 34 organisations banned.62
By this time many black women were already active on a broad front.
They played a central role in the founding of the United Democratic Front
(UDF) in August 1983 and took part in protest actions on issues that affected
communities, for example, forced resettlements, student harassment and bus
boycotts. As workers they also participated in go-slow strikes and full strikes
60 A Kritzinger, The status of feminism and feminist theory (Paper, University of Stellenbosch, 2004), pp. 1-3.
61 A Gouws’s classification of feminism, M du Toit and A Krog, “Op pad na ’n inheemse feminisme”, Die SuidAfrikaan, 50, October 1994, pp. 22-23.
62 W Esterhuyse and P Nel (eds.), The ANC (Tafelberg, Cape Town, 1990), p. 20; S Dubow, The African National
Congress (Jonathan Ball Publishers, Johannesburg, 2000), p. 92.
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in factories, and made a contribution to the expansion of the democratic trade
union movement and the subsequent formation of COSATU in November
1985. Women also played a part in the strong stand that COSATU adopted
regarding women workers. In addition, women became involved in initiatives
such as child care, adult literacy and self-help schemes such as stokvels (joint
savings schemes).63
Black women became politically engaged when their homes and communities
were threatened, but during the state of emergency a new awareness emerged –
Marcus calls it a revolutionary feminism. During this time women developed
a broader understanding of their oppression as women and realised that the
struggles for the liberation of women and of black people as a whole had to
be waged simultaneously. Leila Patel, education officer at the Federation of
Transvaal Women, said:64
Our understanding of the special abilities of women is that they are rooted
in exploitation, racial oppression and sexism. The battle against capitalism,
racism and sexism cannot be fought as part of a three-stage plan – the struggle
must be waged simultaneously at all these levels. We are committed to building
women’s organisation; to uniting women, to raising the voice of women in the
national democratic struggle led by the working class. It is our task to develop
working-class leadership amongst women and to allow working-class interests
to dominate our women’s organisations.

There is no indication that the Afrikaner women were particularly oriented
towards feminist thinking, but rather tended to be apathetic and left the
struggle for women’s rights in men’s hands. These women, who did not
hold strongly feminist views, found themselves in the midst of the WNC
as an overtly feminist movement that certainly incorporated more than one
feminist line of thinking.
As an organisation the WNC was not of one mind with regard to feminism.
This is evident from the fact that the WNC’s initiative, namely that women’s
rights should be entrenched in the Constitution through a Women’s Charter,
failed somewhere along the line. The reasons for this change of plan can be
explained by, among other things, the differences within the WNC, which
included diverging opinions on the actual purpose of the Women’s Charter.
The more radical group within the WNC wanted to use the Women’s Charter
63 T Marcus, “The women’s question and national liberation in South Africa”, M van Diepen (ed.), The national
question in South Africa (Zed, London,1988), pp. 103-104.
64 T Marcus, “The women’s question...”, M van Diepen (ed.), The national question in South Africa..., p. 106.
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to mobilise the women’s vote, while the more moderate members wanted to
make the Women’s Charter part of the legislative process.65
Examples of the hostility with which Afrikaner women were received by
those who could be labelled black feminists are legion. These black women,
who could certainly blame the harm done to black people on the white ruling
class, did not hesitate to criticise the Afrikaner women for the ideology of
apartheid and in the process also openly rejected the use of the Afrikaans
language. The chances of Afrikaner women developing a shared feminist
vision with black women in the midst of so much hostility were slim. In
contrast, Gertrude Fester66 advocated an indigenous South African feminism
that would incorporate elements from all the feminist schools of thought,
while accepting the diversity of women.67 Was a shared feminism possible in a
capitalist system in which blacks were so superior in numbers? Was it possible
that such a diverse group could hold a shared vision? Black women wanted to
ensure that rights – which they never had in most cases – became part of their
lives in the future South Africa. In contrast, Afrikaner women had to face the
possibility that in future they would lose more than they would gain; their
privileged position in South Africa was being jeopardised. Would Afrikaner
women place themselves in the position of black women and so jointly fight
against discrimination? Afrikaner women regularly gave of themselves for the
sake of the wellbeing others, but that was different because it was on their
terms. It is doubtful that Afrikaner women were sufficiently impassioned to
fight for the political rights of their new-found “black” sisters. The writer,
André Brink, says that the “ravages of apartheid” led to “subtle distortions
of the mind”, which made it difficult, if not impossible, for whites to see a
situation from the perspective of blacks, and this consequently led to lack of
empathy and especially sympathy.68 In 1991 most Afrikaner women were not
ready for a common feminist vision.
Feminism was thus not a unifying factor within the WNC.

65 SK Abrams, “Fighting for women’s liberation during the liberation of South Africa: The Women’s National
Coalition” (MA, Wadham College, Oxford, 2000), pp. 10-11.
66 G Fester, educator, activist, Women’s Alliance, n.d.
67 R Kadalie, “Feminism and the role of black women movements”, Die Suid-Afrikaan, 50, October 1994, pp.
25-26.
68 A Brink, “Dakar: ANC and Afrikaners in dialogue”, Democracy in Action, October 1987, pp. 5-6.
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Focusing on the goals of the WNC
Would it have been possible to focus on the goals of the WNC for the
sake of a positive experience? Hilary Wainwright has argued that a successful
women’s movement has the ability to unite its members in addressing
important issues, yet at the same time respecting political differences, but
also to agree to differ, without causing harm to the movement.69 In the case
of the Afrikaner women in the WNC, they felt alienated most of the time,
largely because of the political background that was associated with them.
Iris Marion Young distinguishes between women as a “group” and women as
a “series”. As a group all the women, including those from Afrikaner cultural
organisations, would have supported the goals of the WNC and as a group
undertake to make it work. As a social collective that came from organisations
that all had the protection of Afrikaner culture and a belief in Christianity,
they would be seen as a “series”. Although the Afrikaner women came from
different organisations, they could act as individuals and at the same time be
united in the goals that were common to the Afrikaner organisations. Young
argues that there can be a relationship between a group and a series, but
suggests that it must be a spontaneous group formation.70 We know that the
group formation was not spontaneous. The ANCWL’s disillusionment that
they were side-lined by the men in the ANC forced them into action to form
a women’s organisation. Afrikaner women were urged by Afrikaner leaders to
move out of their comfort zone and reach out.71
In reality, the actual goals of the WNC were always suspect, because in the
face of charges that it was a political instrument employed by the ANC, and
the associated political intrigues and undertones, it could not do much to
keep members focused. The non-political image of the WNC was seriously
jeopardised, because the WNC did not exist or operate in a vacuum.
Furthermore, the events at CODESA I and II and the multiparty negotiations,
and the eventual breakdown of negotiations, had an impact on the relations
and events within the WNC. Political tactics such as government’s passing
of the Bill of Fundamental Rights which contained clauses on equality and
women’s rights created even more divisions within the WNC. At a meeting in
February 1993 women indicated indignation that the government were still
69 H Wainwright, “Beyond leadership”, J Siltanen and M Stanworth (eds.), Women and the public sphere, a critique
of sociology and politics (Hutchinson, London, 1984), p. 182.
70 IM Young, “Gender as seriality: Thinking about women as a social collective”, Signs, 19(3) 1994, pp. 723-725,
735.
71 See section: If Afrikaner women were united as a group, p. 85.
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making decisions on behalf of women. The NP women defended it as at least
a step in the right direction.72
Despite these political events, Afrikaner women would have experienced the
WNC in a more positive way, if it could have focused on its goals. But one of
the main objectives of the WNC, namely to incorporate a Women’s Charter
into the country’s new constitution, failed. Although this was never directly
stated, the Women’s Charter project was delayed because the problems that
arose during the negotiation process affected the WNC as well. Apart from
the political tensions, the role players on the candidates list of the ANCWL
lost their focus on the task at hand, because the negotiating process proceeded
more quickly than the Women’s Charter campaign.
It is also possible that the charge that the WNC was only a political
smokescreen was true and that the most important task of the WNC was
actually to educate eight million new (women) voters and to canvass their
votes. Although all the political parties could have used this educational task
for their own benefit, there were more accusations that this was in fact done
mainly by the ANC. After the leaders of the ANCWL, who were prominent
in the WNC, obtained seats in Parliament, the ANCWL turned its back on
the WNC. This is sufficient proof that the organisation used the WNC as
a political instrument. It can thus be readily accepted that the WNC was
created to achieve (party) political objectives.
The WNC did eventually carry out its mandate and set up a Women’s
Charter, but the questionable conclusion of the campaign for the Women’s
Charter also made the end result somewhat suspect.
All the political influences and innuendo were problematic for most Afrikaner
women. Apart from the fact that they felt “cheated” as they unwittingly
became part of the political game, the goals of the WNC became irrelevant. 73

Sisterhood
Was there a possibility of the positive involvement of the Afrikaner women
in the WNC in the notion of a “sisterhood” between the women of the
72 MCH 100 3.1.2, National Council, Minutes, 6 February 1993.
73 L Maritz, “Party politics jeopardised the credibility of the Women’s National Coalition for Afrikaner women in
the organisation”, New Contree, 61, May 2011, pp. 116-117.
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organisation?
“Sisters, Delegates and Comrades” are the opening words of Frene Ginwala’s
speech during the inaugural meeting of the WNC on 25 April 1992. With
this greeting she aimed at including all the delegates, but it also differentiated
between them. Afrikaner women did not fall into the category of sisters or
comrades; they were not black sisters and were not comrades in the struggle.
Frene Ginwala later said in her speech that she hoped that there was something
more that brought the women there than a “suddenly felt emotional response
to a notion of sisterhood?” She hoped for “something more substantial that
will help us to override our differences”.74 Ginwala herself seemed to have
discarded sisterhood as a unifying factor.
According to Louise Vincent, the idea of a united “sisterhood” has been
largely discredited these days, precisely because of the diversity of women.75
Shireem Hassim claims that political differences stood in the way of a common
discourse on feminism and thus excluded the idea of “sisterhood”. There was
no shared vision; the most that could be expected was solidarity in striving for
the WNC’s goals.76 This corresponds with Fidela Fouche’s view that women
cannot unite as “sisters” or even as “women”, but there can be collaboration
on issues affecting all women.77 According to Desiree Hanson, feminism is
not only a social theory, but also a political practice. If women do not have
shared political, economic and social interests, and if their respective visions
of liberation are determined by their specific position in social structures, then
women’s liberation becomes a different issue for different women. Gender
oppression is not the same for all women in South Africa.78
It has been suggested that a kind of “sisterhood” can be built where the emphasis
falls on the different kinds of gender oppression; where women who hold other views
are acknowledged.79 But at the time the diversity within the WNC did not allow a
common feminist perspective nor the development of a “sisterhood”. In the words of
Dene Smuts, these differences produced a “Women’s National Collision” rather than
a “Coalition”; in others words, conflict rather than cooperation was the result.80
74 MCH 100, 15.1.5.6 Workshops (National): Speech by Frene Ginwala, National Workshop, April 25-26, 1992.
75 L Vincent, “A question of interest: Women as opposition”, R Southall (ed.), Opposition and democracy in South
Africa (Frank Cass, London, 2001), p. 78.
76 S Hassim, “’A conspiracy of women’”, Social research, 69 (3), fall 2002, pp. 704-705.
77 F Fouche, “Overcoming the sisterhood myth”, Transformation, 1994, 23, p. 79.
78 D Hanson, “Bridging the divides”, Agenda, 1992, 13, p. 35.
79 F Fouche, “Sisterhood”, Sash, January 1994, p. 8.
80 D Smuts, Questionnaire, 8 August 2004.

84

Exploring the possibilities of cooperation between Afrikaner and black women

If Afrikaner women were united as a group
Would it have helped if the Afrikaner women had stood together as a group?
Because Afrikaner women were in the minority, such solidarity would have
empowered them literally and figuratively.
In her analysis of why women’s movements organise, Maxine Molyneux
distinguishes between three types, namely independent movements, associated
linkages and directed mobilisations. Since it has been suggested that the
ANCWL’s initiative to form the WNC was a directive from the ANC, the
WNC would be classified as a directed mobilisation.81 Women are mobilised
to achieve a broader political goal, e.g. voter education of black women, whilst
at the same time advancing women’s interests. Afrikaner women in the WNC
who represented the cultural organisations were also mobilised by Afrikaner
leaders to join the WNC to broaden their vision.
It is very clear that most Afrikaner women’s organisations represented in the
WNC had as their goals the preservation of Afrikaner culture and Christianity.
Afrikaner cultural organisations that were members of the WNC, although
apparently apolitical, were representative of the moderate groups on the
political spectrum, seeing that the more right-wing Afrikaner parties were not
involved. But there were differences even among the moderates.82
With the split in the National Party, when the break-away Conservative
Party was established in 1982, divisions also arose between Afrikaner cultural
organisations and churches. The founding of the Afrikaanse Protestantse Kerk
at that stage, which admitted only whites as members and justified this from
the Bible, is an example of these divisions. Even the Afrikaner Broederbond
split when the Conservative Party also established a secret organisation,
Toekomsgesprek. In an attempt to play a unifying role that would transcend
party politics, the Afrikaner-Volkswag was established in 1984. Among
the most important aims of this organisation were the maintenance of the
Afrikaans language, heightening of the Afrikaners’ historical consciousness
and the protection of Afrikaans educational institutions. But this organisation
collapsed apparently because Prof. Carel Boshoff wanted to make its main
preoccupation the need for an Afrikaner “volkstaat”, an ideal not supported by
all “right-wing” Afrikaners, and definitely not by “left-wing” Afrikaners. The
81 M Molyneux, “Analysing women’s movements”, Development and Change, 29(2), April 1998, pp. 229-230.
82 FAK, “Wie is ons? Afrikanergeskiedenis” (available at http://www.afrikanergeskiedenis.co.za/wie-is-ons/, as
accessed on 25 October 2013).
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consequence was that it became known as an ultra-conservative organisation
and associated with far-right politics. Instead of ensuring Afrikaner unity, it
ultimately created deeper divisions.83
It is evident that in the 1980s and 1990s Afrikaner cultural organisations
were facing a crisis of survival and there was also an underlying fear that
they would not survive as a group in the future. In 1990 the AfrikanerKultuurbond was established to act as the overarching cultural organisation
for “right-thinking” Afrikaners.84 This was an attempt to draw strength from
numbers for the sake of survival.
But there was also pressure on these cultural groups to move away from
exclusivity and reach out to fellow South Africans. The call for Afrikaners to
become involved came mainly from the Afrikaner intelligentsia. On 23 March
1990 the Rand Afrikaans University held a seminar on the topic “Renewal in
Afrikaner thinking”. Speakers were inter alia Hennie van Deventer, editor
of Die Volksblad, Alan Boesak, Dutch Reformed Church minister and antiapartheid activist, Willem Nicol, minister of the Dutch Reformed Church,
Prof. Piet Meiring, head of the South African Broadcasting Corporation, and
the writers Adam Small and André Brink. The goal of the seminar was that all
Afrikaners must broaden their vision and become more inclusive.85
Subsequent speeches by President FW de Klerk and his wife also sent out the
message that Afrikaner women in particular must move out of their comfort
zone and reach out to black South Africans and play a more active role in the
political process. President de Klerk had a meeting with 22 representatives of
Afrikaner culture organisations, including the ATKV, Jong Dames Dinamiek,
and Dames Aktueel. The essence of these talks was that although Afrikaner
culture must be protected and developed, there must be an outreach to the
broad population of South Africa.86
Thus when the invitation came from the ANCWL to participate in the
establishment of a women’s organisation, Afrikaner culture organisations were
forced out of their comfort zone and became involved.
83 Eie kantoor, “Vroue moet kan skiet, maar hulle ook geestelike bewapen”, Die Burger, 8 September 1993, p. 9;
FW de Klerk, Die laaste trek – ’n nuwe begin (Human & Rousseau, Kaapstad, 1998), p. 107.
84 Politieke redaksie, “Kultuurbond verdeel regses meer Carel Boshoff blykbaar uitgedryf ”, Die Burger, 7 December
1990, p. 2.
85 Own correspondent, “Saamtrekke vandag in Tvl oor Afrikaner”, Die Burger, 23 Maart 1990, p. 21.
86 Own correspondent, “A woman’s place”, The Natal Mercury, 28 September 1990, p. 6; Politieke redaksie,
“Kultuurgroepe wil deel hê aan die gesprek”, Die Burger, 24 November 1990, p. 11.
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According to Molyneux, Afrikaner women joining the WNC was – as in
the case of the ANCWL – directed collective action to achieve a general
goal.87 In its encouragement of Afrikaner women’s organisations to join the
WNC, the government had in mind, apart from conciliation, also attracting
prospective voters. The Afrikaner women who were uninterested in politics
were mobilised mainly for political reasons. The result was that when the
Afrikaner cultural organisations become involved with the WNC, they did
not feel at home in the prevailing political atmosphere. There was definitely
not have a shared vision.

Conclusion
In their analysis of the WNC, Cock and Bernstein came to the conclusion
that “one lesson we can draw from the experiences of women and the WNC
is that differences in women’s experiences need not be a barrier to coalition
building”.88 This article argues that for Afrikaner women and black women
these differences were insurmountable. The suggested potential bases of
cooperation proved to be problematic. There was very little common ground
between the Afrikaner women and black women.
The fact that Afrikaner women experienced blatant antagonism definitely
did not facilitate matters. When asked why they did not complain about the
hostility they experienced in the WNC, the answer was they were “shy”.89
They felt this way because there was continual reference to the “apartheid
regime”. Afrikaner women’s guilt about the past disempowered them, because
they did not have the self-confidence to insist on equal treatment within the
WNC. It was precisely with respect to the recognition of cultural groups
in the future South Africa that Afrikaner women in the WNC could have
made a contribution. Afrikaner women also had a golden opportunity to
win back respect for, and trust in, Afrikaners and their culture, but they
let the opportunity slip. The stigma attached to the Afrikaner, along with
the uncertainty as to who exactly “the Afrikaner” was, prevented Afrikaner
women from using the WNC as a platform. It has been indicated that the
87 M Molyneux, “Analysing women’s movements”, Development and Change, 29(2), April 1998, p. 229.
88 J Cock and A Bernstein, “Gender differences: Struggles around ‘needs’ and ‘rights’ in South Africa”, NWSA
Journal, 13(3), p. 151.
89 L Maritz (Personal Collection), interview, R Kadalie (Women’s Alliance, political activist, academic), 11 June
2004.
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hostility which greeted the Afrikaner women played a role in making them
intolerant. 90
It could also be argued that the Afrikaner women also saw themselves as
“victims” of the black women’s intolerance. The Afrikaner women were even
accused of having a “victim mentality”. The implication was that women
preferred to be inferior. It was suggested that the source of this mentality
among the Afrikaner women was their religion.91 This victim mentality could
have led to the focus on the negative factors rather than on the goals. In the
case of the WNC, this consciousness could have immobilised the Afrikaner
women, because as victims they were relieved of their responsibilities, such as
becoming involved, for example. As victims, the Afrikaner women were thus
simultaneously disempowered and free.
The WNC addressed the political changes too hastily, while the Afrikaner
women were not ready for them, because even though they could accept
that change was inevitable, these changes were not yet part of their mindset.
Even though Afrikaners had begun to move out of their cultural cocoon, the
inability of Afrikaner women to adapt was an indication that the process had
not been completed. For the journalist Max du Preez the test was whether the
Afrikaner women could rise above their comfort zones. Could they rise above
local “Boere” politics and help the country advance along the road toward an
open and tolerant dispensation? Could they make a significant contribution
towards the dismantling of apartheid and were they truly concerned about
human rights?92 In most cases the answer was No. Afrikaner women were
caught up in a situation where they had to break away from the past, a
familiar reality, but they could not yet master the new reality. The residue
of apartheid and a “broken” culture were the baggage that Afrikaner women
had to carry with them and that made adaptation difficult. Lack of political
expertise played a large role and led to a focus on differences and problems
rather than on commonalities. In some cases they simply “did not feel like”
becoming involved in an organisation that lay beyond their field of interest.
In her opening address during the official founding of the WNC, Frene
Ginwala said: “Our divisions have become barriers”, but her concluding
90 L Maritz, “‘In die vyand se kraal’. Die rol en ervaring van Afrikanervroue in die Women’s National Coalition”,
LitNet Akademies, 7(3), Desember 2010 (available at http://www.litnet.co.za/Article/in-die-vyand-se-kraal-dierol-en-ervaring-van-afrikanervroue-in-die-womens-national, as accessed on 3 June 2014).
91 J Hambidge, Panel discussion, Woordfees, Stellenbosch, 2004 (L Mariz, personal attendance).
92 M du Preez, “Voorloper op ’n smal paadjie”, Die Burger, 3 February 2003, p. 9.
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words were: “Together we will win”.93 Ginwala’s wish was both optimistic and
idealistic.

Addendum: Member organisations of the WNC
African Christian Democratic Party
African Council of Hawkers & Informal Business
African Women’s Organisation (PAC)
Afro Hairdressing and Beauty
ANC Emancipation Department
ANC Women’s League
Anglican Women’s Fellowship
ATKV-Dames
AZAPO Women’s Organlsation
Black Association of Travel Agents of South Africa
Black Housewives League
Black Lawyers Association
Black Management Forum
Black Sash
Bophelo Impilo Community Association
Catholic Women’s League
Central Islamic Trust
COSATU
Dames Aktueel
Democratic Party
Development Bank
Disabled People of South Africa
Executive Women’s Club
Foundation for African Business
Consumer of Service
Friendship Forum
Girl Guides Association of South Africa
Grail Women’s Leadership Training
IDASA
lkageng Women’s Club
Inkatha Freedom Party
Institute of Contextual Theology

93 MCH 100, 15.1.5.6, Workshops (National): Speech by Frene Ginwala, National Workshop, April 25-26, 1992.
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Interdenominational Prayer Women’s League
Jong Dames Dinamiek
KONTAK
Leadership institute
Methodist Women’s Manyano
Methodist Women’s Network
Municipal Educ. State Health and Allied Union
National Assembly of Women
National Association of Women Business Owners
National Congress of Trade Unions
National Council for the Physically Disabled
National Council for the Blind
National Council of Women of South Africa
National Party
National Spiritual Assembly of Bahai
National Stokvel Association of South Africa
National Union of Metalworkers
National Union of Mineworkers
National Youth Development Coordinating Committee
Ntataise
Pan African Congress
People Opposing Women Abuse
Planned Parenthood Association
Prowaldo
Rural Women’s Movement
SA Agricultural Union (SA Landbou-unie)
SA Association Independent Schools
SA Association of Early Childhood
Educare
SA Association of Occupational Therapists
SA Association of University Women
SA Black Business and Professional Women’s Network
SA Black Social Workers’ Association
SA Black Taxi Association
SA Catholic Bishop’s Conference
SA Communist Party
SA Council of Churches
SA Democratic Teachers Union
SA Domestic Workers Union
SA Fashion Designers Association
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SA Federation of Business & Professional Women
SA Police Service
SA Society of Physiotherapy
SA Student Congress
SA Catholic Bishops Conference
SA Association of Early Childhood Education
Suid-Afrikaanse Vrouefederasie
Soroptimists International SA
The Grail
The Women’s Lobby
TRAC
Transvaalse Landbou-unie
UDUSA
Union of Jewish Women of South Africa
Vroue Diens
Women’s Leadership Institute
Women’s Legal Status Committee
Women for Peace
Women for South Africa (Vroue vir Suid-Afrika)
Women’s Bureau of South Africa (Vroueburo van Suid-Afrika)
Women’s Development Banking
World Vision
Young Women’s Network
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Abstract
This article explores the presence and importance of Rastafari cultural
features in South Africa. These cultural aspects include symbols and language
that have become popular in South Africa from 1997 when the movement
was formalised.1 The symbols include religious signifiers employed in
Rastafarianism such as the colours of Marcus Garvey, which are displayed in
the attires worn by both Rastafarians and non-Rastafarians. While practices of
symbolic investment include the growing of dreadlocks, and the use of “ganja”
(marijuana) as a sacrament – these practices are frequently distilled into visual
signifiers such as equating dreadlocked person with a lion and a “ganja” sign
that appears on T-shirts and car stickers. Rastafarians have also coined a new
language (“iry talk or dread language”) as their means of communication.
In the wake of the democratic transition in 1994, both the language and
symbols of the Rastafarian movement have gained increasing popularity in
South Africa. By analysing specific examples of symbolic practice and visual
signification within a historical framework, the article explores the meanings
of Rastafarian language and symbolism for post-apartheid South Africa. While
Rastafarian symbols have been adopted by various people for different reasons,
their language has become popular among people outside the movement.
Keywords: Dreadlocks; “Iry talk”; Haile Selassie; Symbols; “Babylon”;
“Zion”; South Africa; Marcus Garvey; Rastafari; Language.

Introduction
The emergence of the Rastafarian movement during the 1930s in the
Caribbean was a direct result of, and response to slavery, a malevolent practice
that endeavoured to destroy attempts by slaves to forge their own cultural
1

This article compliments my contribution on the Rastafari in New Contree in December 2012, which looked at
the introduction of the movement in South Africa and its development after 1994.
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identity.2 Comparably it can be argued that the suppression of African culture
during colonial and apartheid periods contributed to the emergence of the
movement in South Africa. The formalisation of Rastafarianism in South
Africa, and its emerging popularity after the end of apartheid are the result
of a number of factors that I consider in this article. These may be related
to the process of constructing either new or alternative forms of identity. In
considering this contention, I trace the origin of Rastafarian cultural identity
in Jamaica and subsequently in South Africa, and show that even though
Rastafarian symbols and language were meant to challenge oppression, their
appearance in South Africa has taken a form of a fashion statement.
The creation of Rastafarian cultural features is largely dependent on the
establishment of symbolic practices and signs. These symbols include
religious codes such as the veneration of Haile Selassie, Star of David and the
Ankh dreadlocks, Rastafarian colours and “ganja”. Rastafarians can also be
recognised by their language.3 Both Rastafarian symbols and language have
become popularised in South Africa to the extent that it has become difficult
for lay-people to distinguish between Rastafarians and non-Rastafarians. This
article explores the specific meaning of Rastafarian language and symbolism
within the post-apartheid South Africa taking into account the typologies of
signs and the historical specifics of these signs in cultural motion.

The emergence of Rastafarian cultural identity
Rastafarian cultural identity arose within what social scientists have described
as the cultural sphere of American plantations, a socio-historical context
of bondage characterised by the lack of democratic institutions in which
individuals or groups could express or resist unpopular beliefs.4 Similarly, in
South Africa, the social and historical context in which Rastafarian cultural
identity arose was also characterised by the lack of democratic institutions that
provided space for individuals or groups (particularly of colour) to express
their own beliefs and exercise political agency.
2
3
4

A Kebede and JD Knottnerus, “Beyond the pales of Babylon: The ideational components and Social
Psychological foundations of Rastafari”, Sociological Perspective, 41(3), 1998, p. 9.
GE Simpson, “Religion and justice: Some reflections on the Rastafari Movement”, Phylon, 46(4), 1985, pp.
286-291. Rastafari differentiate between living in Zion (living good life) and living in “Babylon” (bad life). For
full explanation of the concepts Zion and “Babylon”, see p. 100 of this article.
A Kebede and JD Knottnerus, “Beyond the pales of Babylon…”, Sociological Perspective, 41(3), 1998, p. 6.
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During the periods of the Atlantic Slave Trade (16th-19th century), slaves
were taken from various parts of Africa and found themselves in a foreign
land (America), amongst numerous peoples of different cultural origins,
without any common cultural identity. Attempts by the British authorities
to make British subjects out of these dislocated slaves were frustrated by
the Maroons5 – a term used to describe resistant African-American slaves –
who established autonomous communities and organised themselves along
African tribal patterns.6 When the British took over Jamaica in the middle of
the seventeenth century, most slaves escaped to the mountains, where other
fugitives frequently joined them. They continuously harassed the planters by
stealing, trading with slaves, and incited them to run away. Haiti had its own
Maroons as early as 1620 who were responsible for the uprisings of 1679,
1691 and 1704.7 In Brazil, Maroons established an African state called the
Republic of Palmers.8 In South Africa, they (Maroons) organised a maroon
community at Cape Hangklip and a chain of free slave contacts linking it
with those still in bondage in Cape Town.9
According to Rastafarian ideology, black people in Jamaica were not only
physically uprooted from their original homeland but were also alienated from
their true identity; hence their culture became a blend of African, Colonial
(British) and native (Caribbean) cultures. Black Jamaicans took from these
cultures what they felt was relevant to their course, and created a new cultural
identity.10 Rastafarian identity is thus understood as evolving out of cultural
resistance to the lack of political freedom — “in opposition to an imposed
slave identity”. Mason describes the lack of identity or slave identity as having
emanated from the belief by slavers that slaves:11
Owe their lives to the masters. On their own, they belonged to no legitimate
social order. They had been stripped of all rights and all claims of birth and
family and were connected to society only through their masters. Rightless,
5

R Price, “Maroons: Rebel slaves in the Americas” (available at http://www.folklife.si.edu/resources/maroon/
educational_guide/23.htm, as accessed on 23 May 2013). The word Maroon is derived from Spanish cimarrón.
Cimarrón originally referred to domestic cattle that had taken to the hills in Hispaniola, and soon after it was
applied to American Indian slaves who had escaped from the Spaniards as well. By the end of the 1530s, the
word had taken on strong connotations of being “fierce,” “wild” and “unbroken,” and was used primarily to refer
to African-American runaways.
6 R Price, “Maroons: Rebel slaves in the Americas”…. Maroons were found in most slave societies such as Jamaica,
Haiti, Brazil, and South Africa, where they were active in organising resistance against slavery.
7 JH Franklin, and AA Moss, From slavery to freedom: A history of Negro Americans (New York, 1988), p. 45.
8 JH Franklin, and AA Moss, From slavery to freedom…, p. 51.
9 R Elphick, and H Giliomee, The shaping of South African society, 1652-1840 (Cape Town, 1990), p. 160.
10 R Elphick, and H Giliomee, The shaping of South African society…, p. 10.
11 JE Mason, Social death and resurrection: Slavery and emancipation in South Africa (Charlottesville, 2003), p. 7.
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kinless, and utterly marginalised, they were the most degraded members of
slave-owning society.

Mason goes on to say that, this marginalisation constituted a social death
as opposed to a physical death. However, slaves did not see their condition
as permanent, which is why they refused to accept it. Similarly, the cultural
identity of Africans in South Africa emerged out of opposition to colonial and
apartheid cultures. In order for colonialism and apartheid to be successful, it
was important to destroy or distort traditional African identities by promoting
new symbols and a new language of oppression.12 While some black South
Africans have succumbed, Rastafarians resisted, recasting the intrusive
European forms in their own terms.13 Rastafarians in South Africa such as
Mr B. Bunny, a Rastafarian Priest assert that colonialism and apartheid was
successful not only in dividing black South Africans along ethnic lines, but
also in destroying and distorting African cultural identities.14 Consequently,
the history of Rastafari in South Africa is one of struggle, and one that echoes
the cry of many South Africans during apartheid to end apartheid, putting an
end to artificially constructed ethnic, race and class distinctions. This mirrored
the situation of class and race inequality elsewhere in the world.15
Modern South Africa is built upon a long history of symbolic struggle, a bitter
contest of integrity and consciousness. Colonialism and apartheid sought to
impose a particular way of seeing and being, to colonize their consciousness,
with the signs and practices, the axioms and aesthetics, of an alien culture.
Rastafari identity in the form of symbols and language in South Africa is
therefore constructed and used in protest and defiance not only against the
apartheid system but also the prevailing order.

Rastafari symbolism
Clifford Geertz discusses at length the general role and function of symbols
and ideological systems:16
12 JE Mason, Social death and resurrection…, p. 8.
13 L Olivier, “Racial oppression and the political language of Rastafari in Stellenbosch”, South African Review of
Sociology, 41(2), 2010, pp. 23-31.
14 MH Chawane, The rememory of black oppression: Forging of the Rasta identity with specific reference to the township
of Daveyton, 1994 to the present (PhD, University Witwatersrand, 2008), p. 158.
15 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa as members of minority group with particular
reference to communities in the former western Cape Province” (MA, Rhodes University, 2003), p. 45.
16 C Geertz, The interpretation of cultures (New York, 2000), p. 250.
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Symbol systems, man-created, shared, conventional, ordered, and indeed
learned, provide human beings with a meaningful framework for orientating
themselves to one another, to the world around them, and to themselves.

First, Rastafarians created a symbolic system in which they made otherwise
inconceivable social situations such as their enslavement, oppression and lack
of place in the world meaningful in order to act persistently within them.
This symbolic system provides a context within which they operate in their
worlds and organize social interaction, by which individuals are able to
socially, politically and economically construct a collective identity. Some of
these symbols are rooted in the glorification of Africa (Ethiopia or “Zion”)17
as a promised land and the refusal to participate in the Babylonian system.18
Symbolic practices within this system include the growing of dreadlocks, the
wearing of the symbolic colours of red, green and yellow; and the smoking of
marijuana as a means of reinforcing their identity fairly aggressively against
dominant society.19 Notably symbolic colours relate to the symbolic order of
signification, by convention. These common external symbols are the most
discernible and controversial (particularly dreadlocks and use of marijuana)
characteristics of Rastafari. There are also other specific and recognisable
identity markers related to Rastafari, which include religious symbols, the use
of Biblical texts and spoken language.20

Religious symbolism
An outstanding characteristic of this movement is the religious or biblical
symbolism at the heart of its belief system. Most Rastafarian symbols are given
a biblical origin, and as a result they become sacred. Biblically, Rastafarians
identify themselves with ancient Ethiopia, an East African country that claims
three thousand years of independence.21 The symbolic significance conferred
on Ethiopia is based on an interpretation of various Bible verses, of which
Psalms 68:31 is often cited: “Princes come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon
stretch out her hands unto God”.22
17 Ethiopia is sometimes used to refer to entire African continent. It also refers to as Zion (or heaven as Rastafarians
calls it), implying that they will one day they will return to this land.
18 C Geertz, The interpretation of cultures..., p. 250.
19 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa...” (MA, Rhodes University, 2003), p. 54.
20 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa...” (MA, Rhodes University, 2003), p. 36.
21 GE Simpson, “Religion and justice: Some reflections on the Rastafari movement”, Phylon, 46(4), 1985, pp.
286-291.
22 GE Simpson, “Religion and justice…”, Phylon, 46(4), 1985, pp. 286-291.
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The Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia (1930 to 1974) is the central symbolic
figure of Rastafarian ideology. In 1930, Ethiopian Ras Tafari Makonnen
(Ras meaning “Duke” and Tafari being Selassie’s family name) was crowned
Emperor of Ethiopia under the name “Haile Selassie I” which translates to
The Power of the Trinity. This lineage gave him the titles Lord of Lords, King of
Kings, and Conquering Lion of Judah.23 Haile Selassie was reported to be the
225th restorer of the Solomonic Dynasty and to represent one of the oldest
thrones on earth, more than three thousand years old.24 His coronation not
only signified black political power in an era of early Black Nationalism, but it
also “began” the Rastafarian movement in earnest as some Jamaicans regarded
him as the promised Messiah as preached by Leonard Howell, Archibald
Dunkley and Joseph Hibbert,25 and as “prophesied” by Marcus Garvey.26 Onto
Haile Selassie, the Rastafarians grafted the symbolic ideology of God as black,
God as living and in Africa, the divinity of the black race, Africa as a divine
homeland and place of salvation, and finally communal self-sufficiency. 27 This
began a liberation theology amongst Rastafarians, which is common amongst
the enslaved and oppressed.
There is a connection between Rastafari, Judaism, Ethiopia and Israel
that can be traced back to ancient times. Rastafarians always equate their
suffering during slavery with that of the Jews in ancient Egypt under Pharaoh.
They believe that most enslaved Jamaicans were taken from Ethiopia. This
connection is further reinforced by many religious authorities and the Israel
government who consider the Beta (Falasha) Jews of Ethiopia as bona fide
Jews. For many Jamaicans, the Black Diaspora is a continuation of the
Jewish Diaspora.28 The Rastafarians idea of “Zion” is taken from the Jewish
concept of the “Promised Land” to which Moses was leading them. Like Jews,
Rastafarians’ allegiance is to King Solomon who is believed to have given
23 B Chevannes, “Introducing the native religions of Jamaica”, B Chevannes (ed.), Rastafari and other AfricanCarribean worldviews (The Hague, 1998), p. 9.
24 P Napti, “Jamaicans of Ethiopian origin and the Rastafarian faith” (available at affellem/ napti.html, as accessed
on 23 September 2003). The Chinese throne is considered to be also the one of the oldest in history.
25 A Mains, “Rasta lesson: Archibald Dunkley, Joseph Hibbert, Robert Hinds” (available at http://ashermains.
blogspot.com/2008/05/rasta-lessons-dreadlocks.html, as accessed on 18 April 2003). The three men, together
with Robert Hinds were prominent early Rastafari leaders. All four began preaching independently of each
other in the slums of West Kingston, Jamaica where they discovered each other and a movement was born.
26 B Chevannes, “Introducing the native religions of Jamaica…”, B Chevannes (ed.), Rastafari and other AfricanCarribean worldviews..., p. 10; A Mains, “Rasta lessons: Dreadlocks” (available at http://ashermains.blogspot.
com/2008/05/rasta-lessons-dreadlocks.html, as accessed on 23 September 2013), p. 16.
27 AA Benard, “The material roots of Rastafarian marijuana symbolism”, History and Anthropology, 18(1), 2007,
pp. 89-99.
28 DT Siwek, “Zion Riddims” (available at http://0web21.epnet.com.raulib.rau.ac.za/citation.asp?tb=1&_
ug=sid+3700D3A5%2D89E, as accessed on 18 January 2006).
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a son (Menelik I), prince and heir to the spoils of Judah to the Queen of
Sheba. The relationship between Rastafari and Judaism was reinforced with
the coronation of Selassie in 1930. This relationship was further cemented by
one of his majestic titles that revered him as the Conquering Lion of the Tribe
of Judah.
Image 1: The Lion

Source: Personal collection (MH Chawane), 17 March 2002.

The lion and the lamb (Image 1) are other important symbols amongst
Rastafari adherents. According to them, the lamb symbolises the Lamb of
God and the lion, the “Lion of Judah” (or Selassie himself ), which are both
mentioned in the Bible.29 Other religious symbols include the Ankh (Image
2) and the Star of David (Image 3). Rastafarians share the use of the Star of
David with the Jewish religion, which appears on a lot of reggae CD covers.
The use of which is based on the belief that Haile Selassie was descendent
from King David.30 The ankh also known as key of life, the key of the Nile
or “crux ansata” (Latin meaning “cross with a handle”), is an ancient Egyptian
29 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa...” (MA, Rhodes University, 2003), p. 36. The lion
also represents both Africa (as one of the “big five”) and Haile Selassie (who is referred to as the “conquering lion
of Judah).
30 Anon., “Rastafarianism and Judaism, parallelisms and differences” (available at http://star-of-david.blogspot.
com/2006/06/rastafarians.html, as accessed on 19 April 2013). The Star of David is a six-pointed star also
known as Magen David or Shield of David.
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hieroglyphic character employed in ancient Egypt as a symbol of life, which
remains in use as a Christian cross (“crux ansata”). Rastafarians regard the
ankh as an original cross and a powerful symbol that was first created by
Africans in ancient Kemet (land of blacks) renamed Egypt by the Greeks. 31
Image 2: The Ankh

Source: C Beyer, “Ankh - Ancient symbol of life”, 17 September 2013.

Image 3: The Star of David

Source: P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa...” (MA, Rhodes University,
2003), 17 September 2013.
31 C Beyer, “Ankh - Ancient symbol of life” (available at http://altreligion.about.com/od/symbols/p/Ankh.htm, as
accessed on 19 April 2013).
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Babylon and Zion
The underlying militancy of Rastafarianism is revealed in the concept of
“Babylon” used as an opposite of Zion. “Babylon” is construed as predominantly
white, mainstream society of the middle to upper classes, which are viewed as
being privileged at the expense of poor black people. The word is derived from
the activities of the infamous king of the biblical “Babylon” who, according
to Rastafarians, inspired the Persian, Greek, Roman, British and American
oppressive regimes.32 The term was initially used to refer to slave masters, and
the initial aim of Rastafarianism was to destroy all slavers. Its meaning was
later extended (after slavery was abolished) to include the values associated
with the upper tier of society, the established churches, the official media, the
colonial system, the legal system, the police, political leaders, and the mafia.
The word has also come to refer to a place where evil things, according to
their judgement, take place such as brothels and “shebeens” or to any person
doing “bad things”.33 The term “Babylon” is further used by some to mean
specifically the white “polytricksters”34 that have been oppressing the black
race for centuries through political, economic and physical slavery.35 Rome,
‘the headquarters of the church-state coalition which has exercised dominion
over mankind for the last two millennia symbolises the continuation of
Babylon’s power in the Rastafarian view.36
Notions of “Babylon” are used in dialectical opposition to notions of Zion
(Africa), considered the authentic and holy motherland, referred to as the
“Garden of Eden”, and the “cradle of all mankind”.37 Zion is perceived as
the place, where all gather who haven’t accepted the wrong teachings of
“Babylon”. It’s the point of intersection where Judaism and Christianity meet.
Zion, according to Rastafari, is God’s kingdom on earth.38 Within the South
African context, “Babylon” is represented by the government, alcohol use,
32 JA Johnson-Hill, “Rastafari as a resource for social ethics in South Africa”, Journal for the Study of Religion, 9,
1996, pp. 3-39.
33 A Kebede and JD Knottnerus, “Beyond the pales of Babylon…”, Sociological Perspective, 41(3), 1998, p. 8.
34 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression: Forging of the Rasta identity with specific reference to
the township of Daveyton, 1994 to the present” (PhD thesis, University Witwatersrand, 2008), p. 187. Some
Rastafarians prefer and insist to be called by their Rastafarian names as is the case with Jah Power and Jah Youth.
The word “politrickster” is derived from the word “politricks” which is used by Rastafarians to refer to politics.
Accordingly, politics are seen as tricks by politicians to mislead people into voting for them.
35 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children in South Africa...”, p. 54.
36 GE Simpson, “Religion and justice…”, Phylon, 46(4), 1985, pp. 286-291.
37 L Olivier, “Racial oppression and the political language of Rastafari in Stellenbosch”, South African Review of
Sociology, 41(2), 2010, pp. 23-31.
38 Rastaforever (available at http://rastaforever.tripod.com/rastafari/, as accessed on 19 March 2013). This assertion
is based on the belief by Rastafarians there is no heaven up in the sky that it is here on earth.
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drugs, prostitution and crime.39

Dreadlocks
Dreadlocks40 are one of the most visible marks of Rastafarians. The question
of whether Rastafarians copied their dreadlocks from the Mau-Mau warriors
or other religious groupings is still a subject of speculation. The reason for the
speculation is that dreadlock dates back from biblical times to the present and
appear in cultures worldwide, including those of Maori warriors, the Turkana
of Kenya, Sadhus and Sadhvis of Hindu mystics in India.41 It is believed that
the first Rasta dreadlocks were copied from Kenya in the 1940s, when during
the independence struggle the feared Mau-Mau freedom fighters grew their
dreaded locks while hiding in the mountains.42 However, there are several
groups within nearly every major religion that have at times worn their hair
in this fashion, which means that for Rastafarians dreadlocks are a symbolic
religious practice. In addition to the Nazarites of Judaism and the Sadhus
of Hinduism, there are the Dervishes of Islam and the Coptic Monks of
Christianity, among others who also practice this hairstyle.43 The very earliest
Christians may also have worn this hairstyle; particularly noteworthy are
descriptions of James the Just, “brother of Jesus” and first Bishop of Jerusalem,
who wore them to his ankles.44 They are also believed to have been worn by
African chiefs some 6 000 years ago. Rastafarians emulates the Hebrew tribe
in the way they wear a crown of their hair.45 Rastafarians claim that their
dreadlocks originated from the same source as the Nazarite Vows that note

39 MH Chawane , “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 200. The government is blamed for legalizing same
sex marriages while at the same time not recognizing their movement.
40 A Kebede and JD Knottnerus, “Beyond the pales of Babylon…, Sociological Perspective, 41(3), 1998, p. 8.
Dreadlocks are thick matted thatch of hair that are allowed to grow down the shoulders in ringlets and plaits
like East African warriors.
41 D Johnson, “She’s grown dreadlocks: The fiction of Angela Johnson”, Word Literature Today, SeptemberDecember 2004, p. 75.
42 Anon., “Dread-locked hair” (available at http://www.geocities.com/coolpoete/dreadlocks.htm, as accessed on
31 October 2002).
43 DT Siwek, “Zion Riddims” (available at http://0web21.epnet.com.raulib.rau.ac.za/citation.asp?tb=1&_
ug=sid+3700D3A5%2D89E, as accessed on 18 January 2006), pp. 1-6.
44 A Mains, “Rasta lessons: Dreadlocks” (available at http://ashermains.blogspot.com/2008/05/rasta-lessonsdreadlocks.html, as accessed on 23 September 2013).
45 Anon., “Dread-locked hair...”, 31 September 2002.

101

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

that “in accord with God, the Nazarite grows out their hair and makes sure
‘no razor comes upon his head’, as it says in Numbers 6:1”.46
The most important purpose of dreadlocks for Rastafarians is aligned to
the notion of divinity dwelling within them – symbolising a more spiritual
self-declaration. Another purpose is that they visibly demarcate in-group and
out-group distinctions, thereby acting as part of their external appearance
representing the boundary of group membership. Dreadlocks also reflect the
defiance of Rastafarians against the values of the dominant order (“Babylon”).47
Long hair and long beards are not compatible with work in a factory setting and
set Rastafarians apart from industrial workers. Explaining the importance of
dreadlocks, Johnson-Hill says that they evoke a troublesome and complicated
relationship between Rastafari and “Babylon” and are intended to invoke
sentiments of Black Nationalism.48 According to Gondwe, they symbolise
Rastafarian roots, contrasting the straight, blonde look of the white man
and the dominant western (white) establishment, and has as a result come to
symbolise rebellion against the system and “Babylon’s” standards of beauty.49
Rastafarians do not cut their hair but allow it to grow naturally into long
locks that are symbolic of a lion’s curls. They view the lion as a perfect African
symbol of freedom, power and independence. Dreadlocks have also come
to symbolise the “Lion of Judah”. The lion is sometimes depicted with a
human face sporting dreadlocks and a beard in the manner of Haile Selassie
himself.50 Hair became sacralised through the biblical story of Samson
and was incorporated into Rastafarian ideology in the late 1940s and early
1950s.51 According to the Bible, Samson was a Nazarite who had “seven
locks”. Rastafarians point out that these “seven locks” could only have been
dreadlocks, as it is unlikely that seven strands of hair were meant. In Rastafarian
ideology, to cut one’s dreadlocks would be to cut off one’s strength, a notion

46 DT Siwek, “Zion Riddims” (available at http://0web21.epnet.com.raulib.rau.ac.za/citation.asp?tb=1&_
ug=sid+3700D3A5%2D89E, as accessed on 18 January 2006), pp. 1-6; Anon., “Dread-locked hair” (available
at http://www.geocities.com/coolpoete/dreadlocks.htm, as accessed on 31 October 2002).
47 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 168.
48 JA Johnson-Hill, “Rastafari as a resource for social ethics…”, Journal for the Study of Religion, 9, 1996, pp. 3-39.
49 T Gondwe, “Positivibration: The story of Rastafari in Design Indaba Magazine”, Independent on line, 12
February 2002, p. 10.
50 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, p. 14.
51 EB Edmonds, Rastafari: From outcasts to culture bearers (Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 32.
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in keeping with the biblical tale of Samson.52 Rastafari interpret this as they
should not shave, cut their beards or hair, or cut their flesh in any way. Those
who cut their hair or any part of their body are treated with disdain because
they are perceived as having abandoned “their faith and culture by running to
the barber, so they [could] go searching within the society of slave drivers for
a factory job”. Thus the growing of dreadlocks is another symbolic challenge
to the “ills” of “Babylon”.53
In South Africa today, dreadlocks also mean big business because they
have been commercialised in a manner that makes it difficult to distinguish
between Rastafarians and those who wear them as a fashion statement. In
Gondwe’s view, “Dreadlocks are now considered fashionable, by celebrities,
school children, teachers, and ordinary people in the street, both in and out
of context”.54 This is supported by Emma Conlin who says that they have
become an increasingly popular hairstyle of choice for male and female,
young and old South Africans, a hairstyle that cut across gender and age lines.
The implication of this is that they have become big business with almost
every hair stylist in the cities and townships doing them.55 As big business,
dreadlocks have attracted the attention of criminals who target dreadlocked
people for their hair to support the ever-growing demand for human hair
extensions by hairdressers. The extent of commercialisation is such that you
find in the press media advertisements such as Dreadlock Theft – Do You Need
Hair Insurance? – a full set of natural, human dreadlocks are valued at anything
between R200 and R2500. Women’s dreadlocks are reported to be the most
vulnerable in this trade, perhaps because they are easier to overpower. 56
This commercialisation is viewed as unacceptable amongst Rastafarians.
One Rastafari elder put it that the infiltration of their ranks by “false dreads”
who give the movement a bad name now makes it impossible to identify the
52 S Kitzinger, “The Rastafarian brethren of Jamaica”, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 9(1), 1966, pp.
33-39; EB Edmonds, “Rastafari…”, pp. 32, 34. Rastafarians believe dreadlocks to be supported by Leviticus
21:5 (which states: “They shall not make baldness upon their head, neither shall they shave off the corner of
their beard, nor make any cuttings in the flesh”) and, the Nazarite Vow in Numbers 6:5-6. “All the days of
the vow of his separation there shall be no razor come upon his head until the days be fulfilled in which he
seperateth himself unto the Lord, he shall be holy and shall let the locks of the hair of his grow” (Numerology
6:5). Also to be found in Leviticus 19:26 & 27 is the prescription that “Ye shall not round the corners of your
heads, neither shalt thou mar the corners of their beard. Ye shall not make any cuttings in your flesh for the
dead, nor print any marks upon you”.
53 J Power, interview, MH Chawane, 7 January 2003.
54 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, p. 14.
55 Anon., Dreadlock theft – Do you need hair insurance? (available at http://consultancyafricablog.com/2013/02/15/
dreadlock-theft-do-you-need-hair-insurance/, as accessed on 18 March 2013).
56 Anon., Dreadlock-theft…, as accessed on 18 March 2013.
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true Rasta only by appearance.57 Members of the Rastafari movement are not
happy with this commercialisation. Sister Anjelica explained:58
Dreadlocks are not supposed to be fashion. Look at them - they are dreadful, they look dreadful, and are supposed to put dread into the heart of the
sinner.

The implication of the above quote is that dreadlocks have lost their meaning
of instilling fear in the subjects of “Babylon”. Though Rastafarians are opposed
to this commercialisation, it helped in softening the attitude of those who
have always opposed them. Because dreadlocks have become an acceptable
hairstyle, many Rasta children can now attend school with dreadlocks and
employers have to respect the religious principles of their employees.59

The colours of Marcus Garvey
A further most important symbol that differentiates Rastafarians from the
rest of society is their adoption and wearing of the colours Marcus Garvey
used for the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) flag. These
are black, green and red. With permission from Garvey, they added the colour
yellow or gold.60 According to Garvey, black symbolises the skin colour of
the black man, green represents nature, and red stands for the blood of black
people that has flowed in oppression, while yellow, according to Rastafarians,
stands for wealth.61 Different people interpret these colours differently, for
example, for some the colour red stands for the church triumph, that is, the
church of Rastafarians.62 It symbolises the blood that martyrs have shed. Red
also represents fire and the fierceness, judgement and wrath of The Almighty
against “Babylon”.63 Yellow represents the wealth of the homeland (Africa).
Green represents the beauty and vegetation of “Ithiopia”, the Promised Land.
Sometimes black is used to represent the colour of Africans, from whom

57 H Hamilton, Nyabinghi elders explain principles of their faith (available at http://web.syr.edu/̴affellem/nyah.
html, 14 January 2003).
58 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children…”, p. 38.
59 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children…”, p. 45.
60 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, p. 46.
61 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, p. 47.
62 B Bunny, interview, MH Chawane, 29 January 2013.
63 Y Afari, Overstanding Rastafari: Jamaica’s gift to the world (Senya-cum, 2007), p. 96. Yasus Afari is a world
renowned Jamaican poet, author, philosopher and reggae artist and an international reggae/Rastafari ambassador.
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98% of the Jamaicans are descended.64 These colours recur on just about all
Rastafarian accessories — hats, head wraps, scarves, wristbands, banners,
earrings, beadwork, drums and other musical instruments.65 For Yasus Afari
the colour black represents nothing and everything, the totality of all that
is, was, and is to be. Black for him also represent strength and endurance,
it represents Africa and the power to overcome hardship, struggles and even
extinction.66 Sometimes the colours are reversed for commercial reproduction
but originally red should always appear at the bottom when combined with
the other two (that is they should appear as green, yellow and red).67
There are remarkable similarities between the colours of the South African
flag (and that of the African National Congress in particular) and those of the
Rastafarians. Like the Rastafarian the South African flag contains the colours
black, yellow, green and red with similar meaning and symbolism.68 In the
South African flag, the green colour represents the natural environment and
vegetation of the country, while the yellow represents the natural resources,
particularly gold.69 According to the KwaZulu-Natal Premier Sibusiso
Ndebele, the colour red represents the violence that led to freedom and
as such stands for blood.70 The black colour in both flags represents black
Africans. The colours green, black and yellow as found in the flag of the
African National Congress bears similar meaning.71
The Rastafarian colour combination features in fashion items that appeal
across cultures, especially with the hip-hop generation.72 These colours
have also come to be worn by people who wear African traditional attire.
These people often wear Rastafarian beads or necklaces with their traditional
African attire. Women sometimes wear Rastafarian turbans on their heads to
complement their African attire. This is strong evidence that the colours have
64 Anon., Rastafarian religion (available at http://www.aspects.net/~nick/religion.htm, as accessed on 17 June
2013).
65 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, pp. 46-47.
66 Y Afari, Overstanding Rastafari…, pp. 96-97.
67 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, pp. 46-47.
68 Anon., “Colours of the South African flag” (available at http://msunduzi.gov.za.dedi134.cpt2.host-h.net/site/
user_data/files/colours_of_the_south_african_flag.pdf, as accessed on 14 June 2013).
69 Anon., “What do the colours of the South African Flag represent?” (available at http://www.southafrica.org.za/
south-africa-general-faq_p3.html, as accessed on 18 September 2013).
70 Official speech by the KwaZulu-Natal Premier Sibusiso Ndebele, Pietermaritzburg, 2008 (available at http://
www.kzneducation.gov.za/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=6_aIaNihNfU%3D&tabid=88, as accessed on 18 September
2013).
71 Anon., What do the colours of the South African Flag represent? (available at http://www.southafrica.org.za/southafrica-general-faq_p3.html, as accessed on 14 June 2002).
72 T Gondwe, “Positivibration…”, Independent on line, 12 February 2002, p. 14.
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been commercialised. Commercial items bearing the colours are sold in open
markets, small shops inside and outside some shopping centres. These items
are mostly sold by vendors in the street. Non-Rastafarians also buy and wear
Rastafarian hats, caps, belts, snickers, and T-shirts as fashionable items.73

Ganja (Marijuana)
One of the most important cultural aspects of Rastafari that permeated
South Africa is the use and smoking of “ganja” (known as dagga in South
Africa) for sacramental purposes.74 Rastafarians in South Africa, like those of
Jamaica and elsewhere in the world have also created an oral tradition around
the use and smoking of “ganja”. One of these myths comes from portions
of psalms in the Bible and from Ethiopian tales that goes back to Solomon’s
time as the king. One of these suggests that “ganja” plants sprang out of
Solomon’s grave after he was buried. This myth is repeated during a unique
mode of discourse known as “reasoning or session”75 that took place during
congregation when defending the stance that “ganja” should be legalised.76
By sacralising it, they both explain and reject the existing social and political
order that they perceive as responsible for their oppression and poverty.77

73 J Youth, interview, MH Chawane, 18 July 2003. Some of the people who wear these colours do so unaware that
they have a symbolic meaning for Rastafarians.
74 B Chevannes, “Introducing the Native Religions…”, p. 31; Marijuana and Religion (available at http://www.
religionfacts.com/rastafari/marijuana_and_religion.htm, as accessed on 4 June 2013). Rastafarians also use
“ganja” for medical reasons. They believe marijuana to be a panacea to treat such varied illnesses as “dysentery,
sunstroke, phlegmatic tempers, indigestion, lack of appetite, lisping, and muddled intellect, among others”.
Ancient Chinese medical texts from 100 A.D. also recommend the use of “ganja” for medical purposes. Its use
for similar purposes however, dates back to the second millennium B.C. and still continues today. In the past,
ancient Chinese belief systems, the Scythian people group of Central Asia, ancient Germanic paganism, and
Hinduism, all used marijuana for religious reasons.
75 Anon., “To mark the centenary of the birth of Tafari , the son given unto Ian’I on 23rd 1892”, Jahug, 2, 1992,
p. 9. Reasoning is the democratic process of verbal engagement on philosophical matters in order to reach a
conclusion on a specific matter.
76 Pace Magazine, July 1995. Other basis for its general use is Biblically substantiated by the following texts:
Genesis 1:11 “And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree yielding
fruit after his kind, whose seed is in itself, upon the earth: and it was so”. Genesis 3:18 “... thou shalt eat the herb
of the field”. Proverbs 15:17 “Better is a dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred therewith”.
Psalms 104:14 “He causeth the grass to grow for the cattle, and herb for the service of man”. The book of
Revelations 22 “We must eat the fruit of the tree that bears fruit 12 times a year”.
77 AA Benard, “The material roots of Rastafarian…”, History and Anthropology, 18(1), 2007, pp. 89-99; Anon.,
“To mark the centenary of the birth of Tafari...”, Jahug, 2, 1992, p. 9. Apart from its sacramental value, “ganja”
is thus for Rastafarians an important barrier that separates them from “Babylon”. As stated in the Jahug “by
means of the holy herb which The Creator give man for meat, HIM servant separates himself from ‘Babylon’
midst. Man purify man temple by burning this divine Ishence within”.
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Image 4 is a popular representation of marijuana in Rastafarai visual culture.78
As a symbol, Rastafarians use “ganja” to challenge the prevailing order of
things. The “ganja” symbol has also been commercialised as it can be found
in T-shirts and car stickers. The importance of “ganja” in South Africa can be
seen in its stimulation of debate and confrontation between Rastafarians and
the government about its legality. The debate and confrontation centres on
the issue of classifying “ganja” as a drug and as such deemed illegal to use or
possess.79 Rastafarians demand that the government should legalise it, which
is, according to them, a claim based on freedom of worship as enshrined in
the South African Constitution.80 Its use, they argue, should be recognised by
the government as religious sacrament, and its criminalisation is seen to be
against the spirit of the constitution.81

Rastafarian language and music
The adherents of Rastafari teachings believe that their original African
languages were stolen from them when they were taken into captivity as part
of the slave trade, and that English is an imposed colonial language.82 Their
remedy for this situation has been the creation of a modified vocabulary
78 B Chevannes, “Marijuana and religion” (available at http://www.religionfacts.com/rastafari/marijuana_and_
religion.htm, as accessed on 4 July 2013); AA Benard, “The material roots of Rastafarian…”, History and
Anthropology, 18(1), 2007, pp. 89-99; Anon., “Religious and spiritual use of cannabis” (available at http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_and_spiritual_use_of_cannabis, as accessed on 4 June 2013). It was first
mentioned in the Rig-Vedas of India 1000 years before the Common Era. Gaja, or “ganja” (as they call it
then) was known to be a favourite drink of the god Indra (a Vedic god of war and rain). The Greek historian
Herodotus (484-425 B.C.) mentioned that the Scythians (an ancient nomadic people group in the geographical
proximity of modern-day Iran), whose religious beliefs included mythology and horse sacrifice, used marijuana
in sacred ceremonies. Alfred Dunhill (1924) wrote that Africans have had a long tradition of smoking hemp in
gourd pipes, asserting that by 1884 the King of the Baluka tribe of the Congo had established a hemp-smoking
cult in place of fetish-worship. Ancient Germanic Paganism associated marijuana with the Norse love goddess,
Freya who was believed to live in the plant’s flowers, so consuming them meant being filled with divinity.
79 E Goode, “Marijuana and the politics of reality”, Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 10(2), June 1969, pp.
83-94. Like elsewhere in the world where “ganja” is illegal, its criminalisation is based on medical, psychological
and legal arguments. Medically, it is believed to, increases heart rate, increases risk of chronic cough, bronchitis
and cancer of the lungs. Psychologically, it is argued that it causes psychotic episodes, impairs memory and
learning skills, sleep impairment; that it can lead to addiction and may increase risk of anxiety, depression, and
amotivational syndrome. Legally, the legalization of “ganja” is opposed because it is thought to leads to the use
of more dangerous drugs, because it causes crime, because it makes a person unsafe behind the wheel, because
it creates an unwillingness to work which is the cause of crime.
80 J Power, interview, MH Chawane, 7 January 2003.
81 Pace Magazine, 1995. The South African constitution under Chapter 2 of the Bill of Rights stipulates that
“everyone has the right to freedom of conscience, religion, thought, belief and opinion”.
82 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 163.
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and dialect, reflecting their desire to take forward language and to confront
“Babylon”. Thus, the origin of Rastafarian language was the result of their
unwillingness to adopt the language of their oppressor, and the meanings
inherent in particular words or phrases. This resistance to the oppression
embedded in language is accomplished by avoiding words and syllables seen
as negative, such as “back”, and changing them to positive ones.
Rastafarian language, like most languages, can take many forms, from being
used ritually, and symbolically, to being spoken.83 Ritually, Rastafarians often
use their language during certain contexts or situations to convey specific
meaning. For example, they will say “Word, Sound and Power”84 to bring
peace between people who disagree on a certain topic. Symbolically, there are
non-verbal signs Rastafarians use in their day to day communication. One
common sign is instead of shaking hands, they will touch with clenched fists.
This style of greeting has developed into the touching of a closed fist with the
thumbs rubbing. The most recent style of greeting that is not yet copied by
non-Rastafarians is that of making a sign of Africa.85 As a spoken language,
Rastafarianstyle of communication is known as “iry talk, lyric language, soul
language, or dread talk”. Language is used as another boundary marker by
Rastafarians to set them apart and reject “Babylon”. The vernacular of the
Rastafarians is based on an alteration of the lexical structure of Jamaican
Creole language.86 The use of “I” instead of “me” stems from the days of
slavery, and reflects the divine personhood of blacks who had been captives of
“Babylon” and whose personhood had for so long been denied.87
This manner of speaking in the first person is one of the most important
innovations of Rastafarian linguistic syntax. The use of the phrase “I ‘n I”
(meaning literally “I and I”, and referring to “me and you”) emphasises the
importance of the first person (granting him/her equal first person status
rather than the second or third person status of English personal nouns.88 “I
‘n I” is an expression that totalises the concept of oneness, the oneness of two
persons, suggesting that God is within all people, rendering a unity of being.
83 P Bain, “The experience of Rastafari children…”, p. 51.
84 B Chevannes, “New approach to Rastafari”, B Chevannes (ed.), Rastafari and other African-Caribbean worldviews
(The Hague, 1989), pp. 20-41, p. 227. Word, sound and power is referred to trinity by Rastafarians the word is
both sound and power because it is capable of quality, capable of being “sweet” and of thrilling the hearer. It is
power because it can inspire responses such as fear, anger or submission
85 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 164.
86 V Pollard, Dread talk: The language of Rastafari (Kingston, Jamaica, 1994), p. 23.
87 EB Edmonds, Rastafari, p. 33; A Kebede and JD Knottnerus, “Beyond the pales of Babylon…”, Sociological
Perspective, 41(3), 1998, p. 510.
88 M Denis-Constant, “The choices of identity”, Social Identities, 1(1), 1995, pp. 1-12.
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The phrase “I ‘n I” thus suggests that God is in all men; a notion supported
by the use of this phrase to refer to “me and you” or “we”, “us” and “them”,
suggesting that it can also be analysed as a collective word emphasising that
the self is more than a single, individual self. This decentralising phrase also
suggests that the self encompasses others as well. This holistic concept of
“I” has come to be applied in many instances: when referring to Selassie the
First, he is referred to as “Selassie I”, which implies that he is “one” with all
Rastafarians.
The word “I” has also come to be used as a replacement for most of the
initial letters of original English words. For example, the words vibration or
creation have been changed to “iration” (depending on the context within
which they are used), assemble to “issemble”, unity to “inity”, and praises to
“ises”. The usage of “I” in this way is not applicable to specific words because
everybody is free to use these linguistic amendments in a manner that he or
she deems fit.89 Words such as “Idren” (relating to children?), or “Bredren”
(relating to men), and “Sistren” (relating to women) refer to the oneness of
all Rastafarians regardless of gender and age and are used to describe one’s
peers.90 Rastafarians feel that some words are wrongly applied. Instead of
using the words “international” and “understand” they prefer to use the
words, “outernational” and “overstand”.91 Although the word international
starts with an I, it is changed for the sake of meaning suggesting that once
other nations are included together with one’s own nation; it should be
nations coming from the outside, hence “out” instead of “in”. With regard to
the word “overstand”, as proof that someone is following what is being said
one has to stand over, above or in control of knowledge, and not under it,
hence the use of the word “overstand” instead of understand.
Rastafarians have also examined the word/sound structure of Standard
English for negative connotations in the spelling and pronunciation of certain
words. For example, the word “sincere” includes the syllable sin, and is,
therefore changed to “incerely” or “icerely”. The word “dedicate” emphasises
a sound similar to that of the word “dead”, and is replaced with the positive
word “livicate”. The word “appreciate” is changed to “apprecilove” because the
intonation on the “ate” syllable resembles the sound of the word “hate”. In
89 MH Chawane , “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 168.
90 Anon., Important.ca major religions & spiritual beliefs home: Religion: Rastafari main page: Rastafari iyaric
language, vocabulary (available at http://www.important.ca/rastafari_dreadlocks.htmlhttp://www.important.ca/
rastafari_dreadlocks.html, as accessed on 12 May 2014).
91 MH Chawane, The rememory of black oppression…, p. 164.
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Rastafarian language, the pronoun “I” replaces the “me” of Standard English
speech and takes on special significance. The new “I-words” represent a new
perception of self as Man and as nothing less, as subject and not as object.92
An important issue for all South Africans is the lack of a single language
that can be used to express common meanings. “Iry talk” enables Rastafarians
from different language groups to communicate with each other. The process
of “reasoning” would be hampered if there were no common language. In
the South African context, “iry talk” is sometimes used in conjunction with
African languages to facilitate understanding, make a comment, or stress a
certain point during reasoning. That said, African languages do not eclipse
the employment of “iry talk” by Rastafarian practitioners. “Iry talk” remains
an important philological tool in eroding ethnic and linguistic boundaries
that would make communication difficult; while the application of African
languages in conjunction with “iry talk” makes the use of an interpreter
unnecessary. What makes “iry talk” understandable and easy to speak for
Rastafarians and others who are not Rastafarians is that, unlike all other
languages, there are no rules governing the usage, pronunciation or spelling
of words.93
Stressing the importance of a common language for South Africa, Manganyi
argues that language can be an instrument of oppression. All languages in
South Africa have been made “partisan” or have been linked to a particular
ethnic group and, as a result, there is no common language to communicate
a common meaning for all South Africans:94
In our history, those amongst us blacks who became alienated from their
Africanness did so partly because they became absorbed into a new language
idiom – a new way of experiencing, thinking and doing. It is significant
that the state of culture and identity in South Africa is such that there is no
‘language’ free of partisan interests to communicate the new meanings that
await South Africa in the future.

Several Rastafarian words have migrated into mainstream English usage in South
Africa, or even widespread global usage. The term “dreadlocks”, for example, is
used worldwide to denote the unique hairstyle which was popularised by the
Rastafarians such as Bob Marley and other early Reggae musicians. Phrases
form the Rastafarian language has become popular among the youth who have
92 GE Simpson, “Religion and justice…”, Phylon, 46(4), 1985, pp. 286-291.
93 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression…”, p. 164.
94 NC Manganyi, Looking through the keyhole: Dissenting essays on the black experience (Johannesburg, 1981), p. 70.
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incorporated it into their “township lingo”95, without necessarily understanding
the significance of syllabic symbolism. “Rastafarian lingo” has also becoming
popular in a written form since the introduction of Short Message Services (SMS)
where messages sent through cellular phones are shortened or sometimes written
in a language that is meant to impress the reader with the “hipness” of the writer
thereby pointing further to the migration of Rastafarian spiritual tenets into the
banality of popular culture and fashion. Like the “iri talk”, the language used in
SMS is not governed by rules. Most of these messages (whether with or without
the knowledge of the sender) are written in Rastafarian language, for example
“luv” (for “love”), “de” (“the”), “dread” (“bad”), or “cool” (for “fine”), “mo-faya”
(“more fire” – used in appreciation).96
Rastafarians also use physical signs (gestures) and expressions that are part of
their daily interaction. These were initially meant to serve as a boundary separating
them from society. One common sign is instead of shaking hands when greeting
each other; they will touch with clenched fists.97 The most recent style of greeting
that is not yet copied by non-Rastafarians is that of making a sign of Africa (as
can be seen in Image 5, a printed representation of this gesture on a T-Shirt).98
The Black Fist, raised or clenched is another sign used to signify solidarity, power
or resistance. It should be noted here that the symbol of a Black fist is broader
than Rastafarianism. It has been used by blacks around the world as symbol of
resistance and Black Power. In South Africa, it has been used during the struggle
against apartheid where it a fist was raised together with the shout of “Amandla”
(power).
Image 4: The “Ganja” sign

Source: Personal collection (MH Chawane), 15 September 2013.
95 Youths in the townships of South Africa have developed their own style of communication that is informal. This
language can also be called street language.
96 These words have also become popular within advertising industries.
97 This style of greeting has become popular amongst the youth and has developed into the touching of a closed
fist with the thumbs rubbing.
98 MH Chawane, “The rememory of black oppression...”, p. 165.
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Of importance is that they have also come up with certain expressions
that only Rastafarians can interpret, such as “yes I” (as for “yes I see” or
“agreed”) and “Word Sound and Power” (known amongst Rastafarians as
having the meaning of “making peace between two disagreeing members”).
For Rastafarians, this phrase draws its meaning from the reference to both
“sound” and “power”, notions equally capable of referencing qualities such as
“being sweet” and “of thrilling the listener”. It is power because it can inspire
responses such as fear, anger or submission.99
The Rastafari language, which is often expressed through Reggae music100
and dub poetry, a specialised mode of expression intended to reflect “the
people’s voice”is a vehicle that “carries” and spreads the “iry” language to all
corners of the world. It is mostly through listening to Reggae music that
Rastafarians in South Africa came to learn the “iry talk”. Reggae music has
the function of what Johnson-Hill calls “musica franca” for Rastafarians
internationally, transcending ethnic, national and regional boundaries. It
expresses the oppression of blacks in exile and their longing for home.101
Though “iry” language was/is used by Rastafarians to show resistance against
oppression during apartheid and to challenge prevailing social and political
order after apartheid, when used outside Rastafarian context, it loses its
symbolic meaning as a language resistance.
According to Johnson-Hill the large-scale transfer of Rastafarianaism from
Jamaica to South Africa, as in other parts of the world, was caused largely by
reggae music,102 which preached Garveyism and Ethiopianism, the bedrock
of the Rastafarian movement. Of the early stages of the movement in Cape
Town, Papa Sam (one of the Rastafarian elders) says that because there were
not many Rastafarians or reading materials then, Reggae music was the
main source of information.103 Reggae music also became popular amongst
freedom fighters (those involved in the struggle against apartheid), including
those in exile and the township youth.104 For freedom fighters in exile, Reggae
99 B Chevannes, “Introducing the native religions of Jamaica…”, B Chevannes (ed.), Rastafari and other AfricanCarribean worldviews..., p. 227.
100 Reggae originated in Jamaica during the late 1960’s. It is music characterised by deep bass rhythms punctuated
with heavy drumbeats.
101 JA Johnson-Hill, “Rastafari as a resource for social ethics…”, Journal for the Study of Religion, 9, 1996, pp. 3-39.
102 JA Johnson-Hill, “Rastafari as a resource for social ethics…”, Journal for the Study of Religion, 9, 1996, pp.
3-39. Reggae is characterised by deep bass rhythms punctuated with heavy drumbeats. Reggae music has the
function of what is called musica franca for Rastafarians internationally, transcending ethnic, national and
regional boundaries.
103 N Tolsi, “The rise and rise of the Rastafari”, Mail & Guardian, 14 September 2011.
104 JA Johnson-Hill, “Rastafari as a resource for Social Ethics…”, Journal for the Study of Religion, 9, 1996, pp. 3-39.
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music became a motivational factor while for township it became a symbol of
resistance against apartheid.
The apartheid system led to the emergence of “protest” artists. Amongst
these were the Jamaicans Peter Tosh and Bob Marley. South Africa saw the
emergence of reggae during such as Carlos Jeje, Dr Victor and Lucky Dube
to mention a few.105

Conclusion
Many cultural aspects of Rastafarianism that are identified as acceptable in
South Africa seem to have been largely borrowed from other cultures and
organisations dating from ancient times. An example is religious symbolisms
that are not original to Rastafarians but have been copied from other religious
organisations. Though not clear where Rastafarians copied dreadlock, it is
clear that their hairstyle was derived from other pre-existing cultures. Another
aspect is that of their colours and meaning of these colours that are that are
not unique to them.
From 1994, the cultural aspects of Rastafarianism have been adopted by
the general populace of South Africa as a fashion statement and have become
more popular especially amongst business people who are selling these items.
Perhaps the most outstanding Rastafarian cultural features in South Africa
are dreadlocks and their language. While dreadlocks are favoured hairstyle,
the Rastafarian language and signs have been adopted and are used in daily
communication and interaction. Thus, in a multicultural South Africa,
Rastafarian symbols and language is playing a great role in creating a common
cultural identity.

105 Anon., “Lucky Dube biography” (available at http://www.luckydube.net/biography.htm, as accessed on 20
November 2012).
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Abstract
This article argues that pre-colonial indigenous knowledge placed restrictions
on the use of certain animals and perceived them as sacred. This policy was
often successful as several species of wildlife are to be found “in many black
African areas” today. Communities with chiefs worked together to ensure
preservation of sacred animals. Such sacred animals had mythological
connotations attached to them – with the purpose of preservation of such
fauna. The article deals with the mythic animals among the indigenous SothoTswana group of South Africa and expounds their roles and how they were
perceived by the community under study throughout history in a dynamic
manner. The article proposes the defiance of some colonial-time interpretations
of mythic animals as “superstitious” and “a belief in magic”. It contends that
journeying back to the colonial and apartheid era by retelling, reinterpreting
and redefining mythic animals showing the history in a changing historical
manner will be a step towards a dynamic study of socio-environmental history
of sacred animals. The approach of the article is multi-disciplinary drawing
from religion, environment, history, linguistics, philosophy, psychology and
Africanist genre to show that, mythic animalistic history is not a closed official
document as received in the frontier but is dynamic.
Keywords: Mythic animals; Environment; Conservation; Indigenous
knowledge, Humanness, Scientific, Sotho-Tswana.

Introduction
South African history has pivoted itself around the premise of power
struggles against the indigenous people by the colonisers. The same power
struggle permeated the field of knowledge, whereby indigenous knowledge
1

Paper presented at the Historical Association of South Africa Biennial Conference, Hosted by the History
Education Programme, University of KwaZulu Natal, in Durban, on 26-28 June 2014.
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was not accredited and western or scientific ways of knowing dominated the
arena of what constitutes official knowledge. Western epistemology has been
accepted as the benchmark of knowledge, relegating indigenous knowledge
as unscientific and the “other”. This marginalisation was done to subjugate
indigenous people of South Africa ensuring that their ways of knowing
are pushed to the periphery while those of colonisers are positioned in the
centre. In order to reinforce control over indigenous people of South Africa,
apartheid ideologues strengthened those divisions and separations during the
twentieth century by trusting in the findings of European human and social
sciences interpretations.2 This resulted in a tendency of separating indigenous
knowledge and western knowledge – which most recent scholars vehemently
dispute on the basis that, there are no simple or global benchmarks that can
be utilised to separate the two epistemologies.3 Hence Agrawal argues that
indigenous knowledge “is scientific not because there is anything self-obviously
true about it, but because it conforms to the procedures whereby science is
reproduced and some statements are termed knowledge”,4 illustrating that
much research, rewriting and reconstructions in historical studies focusing
on indigenous knowledge has to continually occur using Agrawal views of
scientificity of indigenous ways of knowing and its significance in knowledge
formation globally. The same challenge has been posed by the new democratic
government of South Africa for the leaders of the Science Councils to
investigate how indigenous knowledge can assist in knowledge-generation in
areas such as science councils and higher education institutions.
This plea brings to the fore the importance of acknowledging all knowledges
as important in contributing to global economic, social, political and
environmental sustenance signifying that universally, all knowledge is an
inheritance and resource for humanity to subsist harmoniously with one
another and the surrounding environment. It is an important challenge to
western science’s historical pompousness of relegating the “other” as inferior,
while on its own it failed and still fails to resolve many global disasters such
as: environmental degradation, escalating diseases and moral decline. Hence
Odora Hoppers argues that the fact that an Italian, Galileo came up with
the basis of nature to be mathematical and as a result his theory formed part
2
3
4

D Chidester, Savage systems: Colonialism and comparative religion in Southern Africa (Charlottesville, University
Press of Virginia, 1996), p. 215.
R Ellen et al, Indigenous environmental knowledge and its transformations: Critical anthropological perspectives
(Armsterdam, Harwood, 2000), pp. 1-6.
A Agrawal, “Indigenous knowledge and the politics of classification”, International Social Science Journal,
54(173), 2002, p. 293.
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of what constitutes science, does not mean that we should narrowly equate
science as western because Galileo was from the west. Inferring that Galileo’s
views were conceivable only because of his interaction within the globalised
world – being made possible to some extent by the economic, social and
intellectual advancement within and outside Europe at the time.5
This then sheds light on the fact that, research on indigenous knowledge has
to be done from within its own culture and studied not as a tabula rasa but
as dynamic and important in its own accord. It is a challenge that this article
grapples with that, analysing indigenous knowledge that emerged out of the
Enlightenment legacy and vicious history of colonization and subjugation
of black Africans. The article focuses on the theme “mythic animals” to
show that some history received from colonisers imagined obscure and
contestable explanations of indigenous knowledge as irrational, magical,
and superstitious.6 More recent contributions from scholars such as Van
Damme and Neluvhalani, Dei and Hoppers, among others, have all attested
to the important place of indigenous knowledge in bringing progress and
environmental preservation.7 These scholars have obstinately focused their
writings about indigenous knowledge constructively, and cautioned against
easy dismissals of the worth and utility of indigenous knowledge. Such scholars
are trying to defy, correct and reinterpret the received knowledge from the
colonial and apartheid period. This shift in the writings about indigenous
knowledge is to be applauded as it is derived from the frontier of denials and
misrepresentations of indigenous knowledge and what it denotes.
This article emanates as a response to the challenges posed by the recent
scholars mentioned by analysing indigenous ways of knowing by drawing
it from the informal arena to the formal sector of knowledge so it coexists
with other ways of knowing. The emphasis in this article is on the theme;
“mythic animals” and their roles for the Sotho-Tswana of South Africa in
ensuring sustainable development economically, socially and environmentally.
Hence in this article the word “systems” is not used in relation to indigenous
5
6
7

CA Odora Hoppers, “Indigenous knowledge systems: A profound challenge to human development in the
twenty-first century”, CA Odora Hoppers (ed.), Indigenous knowledge and the integration of knowledge systems:
Towards a conceptual and methodological framework (Claremont, South Africa, New Africa Books, 2002), p. 27.
D Chidester, Savage systems…; E Casalis, The Basutos, twenty-three years in South Africa (Cape Town, C Struik,
1965), pp. 156-157.
LSM van Damme & EF Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge in environmental education processes:
perspectives on a growing research arena”, Environmental Education Research, 10(3), August 2010, pp. 353-370;
GJS Dei, “Re thinking the role of indigenous knowledges in the academy”, International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 2000, 4(2), pp. 111-132; O Hoppers, “Indigenous knowledge systems and academic institution in
South Africa”, Perspectives in Education, 19(1), 2001, pp. 73-84.
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knowledge as Van Damme and Neluvhani have argued “the word system does
not only reify indigenous knowledge, but it also reduce indigenous knowledge
to a treasure box of some clever ideas that have been excavated from a rare
source (indigenous communities)”.8 From literature survey no research about
emotions and symbolism about the relationship between the ideology of
“humanness”, environment and “mythic animals” in a changing historical
context has been undertaken. Mythic animals form an important knowledge
making process among the indigenous people of South Africa especially in
terms of environmental conservation and identity construction. They need to
be unearthed and studied historically because such a study cannot find its way
until it can relate to its past in a dynamic narrative form. The article insinuates
an innovative kind of history for the academic study of mythic animals by
decolonising indigenous mythologies and “opposing to contrast it to western
knowledge as two distinctly different ways of knowing”.9
The research method employed in this article is a qualitative, naturalistic
approach which is phenomenological, because it allows the researcher to
produce rich information and to understand community beliefs from within
and not judge their beliefs or practices10 – which Ryba argues, is not possible
with scientific endeavors.11 The strengths of the method include its ability to
classify and group widely divergent data in such a way that an overall view
can be obtained of the group’s beliefs and historical experiences with mythic
animals.12 Tosh mentions a major limitation of oral history when he states
that, “it is naïve to suppose that the testimony represents a pure distillation of
past experience, for in an interview each party is affected by the other”.13 So
this methodology is used in conjunction with archival and other secondary
sources in order to fill the gaps created by interviewees’ forgetting and the
myths created by their nostalgia. The research based on previous experience,
employs open-ended interviews because, in the current researcher’s experience,
many interviewees prefer open discussions to a prescribed format and thus
8
9
10
11
12
13

LSM van Damme & EF Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge in environmental education processes…”,
Environmental Education Research, 10(3), August 2010, pp. 353-370.
R O’Donoghue, & E Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge and the school curriculum: A review of developing
methods and methodological perspectives”, E Janse van Rensburg (eds.), EEASA: Monograph: Environmental
education ethics and action in Southern Africa (Pretoria, EEASA/HSRC, 2002), pp. 121-134.
E Husserl, L Cohen et.al, Research methods in education (London & New York, Routledge Taylor & Francis
group, 2011), p. 18.
T Ryba, The essence of phenomenology and its meaning for scientific study of religion (New York, Peter Lang
Publishing, 1991), p. 34; L Cohen et. al, Research methods…, p. 20
T Ryba, The essence of phenomenology…, p. 240.
J Tosh, The pursuit of History: Aims, methods & new directions in the study of modern history (London and New
York, Longman, 1991), p. 213.
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much information is attained via this process. But, as Philip Abrams and
others observe, such close encounters have some limitations because: “they
make the voices louder and does not make their meaning clearer. To that end
we must turn back from ‘their’ meanings to our own and to the things we
know about them, which they did not know, or say, about themselves”.14
Interviews were conducted in Ga-Rankuwa in June 2004 and in March and
April 2014 mainly among the Sotho-Tswana. The sample was constituted of
17 men and women over the age of 25. The number chosen was determined
by the availability of interviewees. The criteria used in choosing interviewees,
was that it had to be people who belong to the Sotho-Tswana group and
had knowledge about mythic animals and their roles. Data was collected and
analysed using close reading techniques and weighed in terms of the archival
research, which proved vital in contextualising and bridging logical gaps.

Myth and mythic animals
Mythic animals form an important component of indigenous people of South
Africa’s worldview. They are found in folk stories, poems, idioms, proverbs,
praise names, and songs. Myths were used to promote environmentalism
and identity constructions. Waardenburg argues that through myths “world
and life can be seen in their real nature. Profound truth is communicated in
the form of a story”, and that “in myths what is authentic is not the details
of the story itself but the deeper meanings which become present to both
teller and listener only in the act of telling”.15 It implies that what is chiefly
communicated through mythologies is the meaning of life and how people
can engage in that cosmos through the use of stories, rituals, actions and
gestures. More so expounding that only through such communication can
those involved in telling and listening understand the gist of the stories.
Hence Mason, argues that:16
[one]…[m]ight perceive myth to be not a mere untruth but a story rooted
in a place where one has been in the past and that one has to reach urgently in
the present and that someone at a crucial point on the way says does not exist.
14 J Tosh, The pursuit of History…, p. 214.
15 J Waardenburg, “Symbolic aspects of myth”, AM Olson (ed.), Myth, symbol and reality (University of Notre
Dame and London, University of Notre Dame Press, 1980), p. 53.
16 H Mason, “Myth as an ‘ambush of reality’”, AM Olson (ed.), Myth, symbol and reality (Notre Dame and
London, University of Notre Dame Press, 1980), pp. 15-19.
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It is a story, like most, of facts familiar to oneself but to which, until something
happens to make returning to them impossible in the familiar way one gives
almost no thought. Furthermore it is in a foreign world beyond them that one
discovers the possibility of an entirely gratuitous and perplexing challenge to
one’s assumption about their reality.

There has been much disagreement over the authenticity of myth in terms
of historicity, with historians and anthropologists such as Raglan17 arguing
that myths are simply untrue historically. Arguments such as these obscure
what is perhaps the central aim of myth in all societies: being a teaching tool
for past, present and future generations. This means that myth has history
in itself and gives people a sense of identity and direction.18 Ray supports
this by contending that: “African mythology contains a good deal of what
we would call history. Indeed, in African oral tradition ‘myth’ and ‘history’
generally overlap and shade into one another”.19 Mason takes this further by
arguing that the history in myths is illustrated in the way it “brings us across
such artificial distances as time and space, and translating us from ourselves to
them”.20 Myths tend to die if they do not play a role in supplying people with
answers concerning questions such as those pertaining to the meaning of life.
Waardenburg argues that myths take time to disappear if they have religious
dimensions because religion is a powerful tool used by people to understand
the meaning of life.21 This is also the case in relation to mythic animals as
they are used on a day to day basis as a means of constructing identity and
preservation of the environment.
Despite the colonial and apartheid discriminatory attitude towards the SothoTswana belief in sacred animals, they kept their knowledge of their sacrosanct
animals as they “hold an African in awe of unseen powers, and cast their halo
around the sanctity of tribal morality”.22 In this article the analysis of the
Sotho-Tswana perception of mythic animals moves away from the notion of
indigenous knowledge as a generalised institutionalised knowledge which is
entrenched in people’s lives to a continually ever-changing meaning-making
progression of one within his/her milieu. This is an interchange from “genesis
17 G Schrempp, “Introduction”, G Schrempp & W Hansen (eds.), Myth: A new symposium (Bloomington &
Indiana Polis, Indiana University Press, 2002), p. 3.
18 E Wiesel, “Myth and History”, AM Olson (ed.), Myth, symbol and reality (University of Notre Dame & London,
University of Notre Dame Press, 1980), pp. 20-30.
19 B Ray, African religions, symbol, ritual and community (New Jersey, Prentice Hall, 1976), p. 24.
20 H Mason, “Myth and History”, AM Olson (ed.), Myth, symbol and reality..., p. 16.
21 J Waardenburg, “Symbolic aspects of myth”, AM Olson (ed.), Myth, symbol and reality..., p. 41.
22 WC Willoughby, “Notes on the totemism of the Becwana”, Addresses and papers read at joint meeting of the
British and South African Associations for the Advancement of Science 3, 1909, pp. 263-293.

119

New Contree, No. 71, December 2014

amnesia” which Van Damme and Neluvhalani describe as “a naïve illusion
that things have always been the way they are, which leads to eternalizing
and naturalizing relations which are, in actual fact, products of history”.23
This article tries to show that indigenous people did not only internalise their
belief in mythic animals but proactively engaged in making their history.

History of mythic animals
Literature surveyed for the purpose of this research depicts a dearth in
written work based on the history and importance of animal symbols among
indigenous people of South Africa. Written sources say that before the 1840s
information on sacred animals among the Sotho-Tswana was not evident
because colonial officials saw indigenous people lacking a belief process and
referred to them as “savages without a religion”.24 Subsequently, from the
1840s European writers portrayed mythic animals in their reports – as belief
that forms the basis of the religion of the Sotho-Tswana but credited the belief
to that of ancient Egypt. Chidester describes the work of Samuel Rolland
that occurred around the same period, where he depicted mythic animals as
important among the Sotho-Tswana and how they were linked to the original
emergence of humanity from a mash of reeds and each indigenous group was
given an animal as a symbol of god-protector.25 This illustrates that the history
of mythic animals was used as an ideological tool to dominate indigenous
people.
In the pre-colonial period mythic animals occupied an important
environmental,26 social and political role of conserving the biosphere,
unifying clans and elevating people in the social stratum. Chidester
mentions that “in praise names, sacred animals configured power relations
of alliance and hierarchy. If animal titles could elevate, however, they could
also subordinate”.27 The label dog dintsa tsa kgosi meaning chief ’s dogs, for
instance, was used as a sign of integration and subservience when applied
23 LSM van Damme & EF Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge in environmental education process…”,
Environmental Education Research, 10(3), August 2010, p. 357.
24 JM Orpen, History of the Basutus of South Africa (Mazedon, Lesotho, Mazedon Book Center, 1979), p. 24.
25 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 200.
26 J Kunnie, “The future of our world: Indigenous people’s, indigenous philosophies, and the preservation of
mother earth”, JM Reid (ed.), Religion and global culture: New terrain in the study of religion and the work of
Charles H. Long (USA, Lexington Books, 2003), p. 138.
27 D Chidester, Savage systems …, p. 214.
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to chief ’s subjects. Moreover a dog was also used to refer to equals and close
friends. But, with regard to enemies it served as a sign of marginalization and
defamation.
With closer contact with Europeans animal emblems were seen as
“superstition” while the Boers perceived themselves as the chosen people with
authentic beliefs.28 In the words of Eiselen it was because the black Africans
were “irrational and their mentality was infused with magic and superstition”
that they were consequently viewed as inferior.29 The Sotho-Tswana were then
also seen as worshiping such sacred animals – some form of totemism. This
was another measure of disregarding the existence of a belief system that was
not acceptable in accordance with western standards. Whereas the British on
the other hand had problems with Transvaal’s Boers and saw them as similar
to indigenous people, because they severely ill-treated the Sotho-Tswana
and were not progressive and were termed as “almost purely animal”.30 Such
ideological wars between the British and Boers made matters worse for the
indigenous people because they faced ideological disregard from both groups.
The ideological war of disregard of the Sotho-Tswana belief in mythic animals
is explicitly highlighted by the war the Boers waged against the Bagananoa
under chief Malaboch in 1894 and captured their animal emblem, a crocodile
and put it in a museum in the Transvaal.31 This was a sign of defeat as the
Boers saw the animal as a god for the Bagananoa, implying that the Boers even
in the late 19th century recognised that animals had sacred importance for
indigenous people. Chidester mentions that even though the carved crocodile
symbol was captured and Bagananoa never disbanded their honour to such a
mythic animal they reconstructed another similar animal symbol as resistance
to defeat and subjugation. Around this period animal labels such as dogs were
then used as a sign of resistance against subjugation to refer to colonisers and
to unite indigenous people as “tribes” hence the use “bana bathari entsho”
(children of the same clan).32 This indicates that mythic animals changed to
adapt to the status quo of the time. But, what is maintained in this lingua
of animal labelling is that among the indigenous people of South Africa they
play an important role in humanizing and dehumanising a person throughout
28 D Chidester, Savage systems …, p. 173.
29 WM Eiselen & I Schapera. “Religious beliefs and practices”, I Schapera, The Bantu-speaking tribes of South
Africa (London, George Routledge, 1937), pp. 247-270.
30 HL Tangye, In new South Africa: Travels in the Transvaal and Rhodesia (London, Norace Cox, 1896), pp. 54-55.
31 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 176.
32 GM Setiloane, African theology: An introduction (Johannesburg, Braamfontein, Skotaville Publishers, 1985), p. 8.
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history. For example, a missionary, Sonntag explained that he worked among
the Batswana around 1894 and as they became comfortable with him they
gave him a praise name – ape. He said in Europe that is demeaning but from
the context of the Batswana it meant sacredness referring to the chief ’s “coat
of arms”. In this South African context Sonntag said, he felt he was accepted
as one of the community and the labelling sounded heavenly to him.33
The Sotho-Tswana in the northern region were hit hard by denials of their
knowledge process because their areas were highly contested by the Boers
and British well into the 1890s. These denials of sacred animals as knowledge
process of the Sotho-Tswana was a strategy used by colonialists to subjugate
and dispossess them of their land. By the beginning of the twentieth century
acceptance of sacred animals materialised and was regarded by colonialists
as a form of “savage” or “primitive” religion or “totemists”.34 For example, in
this era Europeans of the calibre of Roberts started to accept sacred animals
as representing a particular black African group such as the Sotho-Tswana.35
During this epoch segregation was rife and whites wanted to enforce ethnic
divisions of black Africans so as to rule them better. They then enforced such
beliefs to ensure separate development of black Africans. Hence the report of
the War Office in 1905 promulgated that “totemism as tribal system needed
to be restored for effective native administration because it enforced tribal
separation which was beneficial for white domination in South Africa”.36
In addition the reason for accepting mythic animals thereafter in the 1900s
was because of the reserves systems allocated for indigenous people which
provided whites with cheap labour.37 This notion concurs with the views of
Adora Hoppers on colonisation which entailed ideological prejudices and
that “ideological discourse went hand in hand with repression”.38 The politics
of sacred animals changed dramatically as whites were gaining more political
power in Africa in the second decade of the 20th century. During this era
animal emblems that used to describe different black African groups were
now used to degrade, discriminate and subjugate black Africans. For example
an ape that Sonntag saw as praise to him was now used to define a black
33 C Sonntag, My friend Maleboch: Chief of the Blue Mountains (An eyewitness account of the Maleboch War 1894)
(Pretoria, Sigma Press, 1983), pp. 8-9.
34 D Chidester, Savage systems …, p. 178.
35 N Roberts, The Bagananoa or Ma-Laboch: Their early history, customs, and creed”, South African Journal of
Science, 13, 1915, pp. 256 & 241.
36 Great Britain War Office, The native tribes of the Transvaal, prepared for the general staff, War Office, 1905
(London, Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1905), pp. 121, 125.
37 K Shillington, The colonisation of the Southern Tswana, 1870-1900 (Johannesburg, Ravan Press, 1985), p. 188.
38 CA Odora Hoppers, “Indigenous knowledge systems…”, CA Odora Hoppers (ed.), Indigenous knowledge…, p. 25.
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African as an inferior being. As Winter has attested an ape analogy signified
the integration and suppression of Africans in a new political economy of
segregation and apartheid.39
The end of apartheid presented challenges of liberation from colonial
interpretations and introduced a highly contested and correction arena of
the past. The emergence of post-colonial interpretations called for animal
symbols to permeate the discourse of environmentalism, politics, history
and religion in South Africa. In addition the belief in sacred animals has
constantly undergone modifications in terms of how the Sotho-Tswana
make meaning even though scant work has been done in this area.40 Hence
Chidester maintains that “myth is not a story with canonical closure. Rather
than being subject to timeless repetition, a myth is opened and reopened by
interpretation”.41 It infers that, mythical animals for the Sotho-Tswana must
be understood as a way of life that helps them to adapt and cooperate with
surrounding communities. The history as revealed above shows that mythic
animals must not only be understood as a repetition of their original meaning
but as a dynamic work in progress. This is because different knowledges to
which the Sotho-Tswana became accustomed continually influence each
other and indigenous knowledge as part of the “hybridity” of knowledge’s is
also impacted in the process.42

Indigenous people and their heritage - Fauna
The Sotho-Tswana believed that Modimo (God) gave them animals as their
heritage to preserve for the benefit of their own and future generations. Hence
Kunnie argues that “indigenous peoples are the original biodiversity teachers
of our world” because of their traditional conservation ethics that precluded
killing certain animals.43 The indigenous people used animals in many ways.
39 JA Winter, “The mental and moral capabilities of the natives, especially of Sekukuniland (Eastern Transvaal)”,
South African Journal of Science, 11, 1914, p. 371.
40 See the work of D Chidester, Savage systems …, pp. 173-218, MC Kgari-Masondo, “A socio-environmental
analysis of land alienation and resettlement in Ga-Rankuwa, circa 1961 to 1977”, Journal for Contemporary
History, 38(2), 2013, pp. 21-45 and MC Kgari-Masondo, “‘A superstitious respect for the soil?’: Environmental
history, social identity and land ownership – a case study of forced removals from Lady Selborne and their
ramifications, c.1905 to 1977” (PhD, US, 2008), pp. 92-93 & 113; AF Hean & NC Mokhehle, “Some Basuto
beliefs about wild life”, African Wild Life, l (1-4), 1947, p. 69.
41 D Chidester, Savage Systems…, p. 261.
42 GJS Dei, “Re thinking the role of indigenous knowledges …”, International Journal of Inclusive Education,
2000, 4(2), p. 113.
43 J Kunnie, “The future of our world… ”, JM Reid, Religion and global culture…, p. 138.
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Animals were very important to the Sotho-Tswana as they provided food,
material and herbs.44 Leopard were specifically killed to clothe kings and
chiefs, and ostriches were used for umbrellas.45 Blankets were made from
kudu, gemsbok and domestic goats, and cloaks were made from birds.46 Some
animals were used medicinally, for example jackals’ bladders and snake skins
were combined with herbs to combat bewitchment and snake’s poison was
used to heal someone bitten by a snake.47 Specific fauna such as the lizards
and chameleons were seen as used by the ancestors to deliver messages to
people about death.48
The Sotho-Tswana attached great economic and symbolic value to their
livestock. There has been debate over the ownership of cattle before the arrival
of European settlers. Huffman disputes their presence but Wilmsen maintains
that the Khoi-San owned cattle before any Bantu-speaking peoples arrived in
South Africa.49 They used cattle as currency, for example only cattle were used
for bride wealth,50 and transport. Horses were also used as transport,51 because
they were easy to maintain.
Western influences diluted the importance of the fauna in the SothoTswana culture but, animals continued to be seen as heritage52 in the form
of identity formation and environmental conservation. Timberlake also
describes wildlife as part of Africa’s heritage.53 However there were instances
where people damaged the environment, for example Ellenberger reports that
Chief Moshweshwe told Dr A Smith in 1836 that some of the Basotho people
migrated from Ntsuanatsatsi because there was poverty caused by a scarcity
of game.54 Nonetheless they continued to follow their belief in sacred animals
and preserved them.
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WJ Burchell, Travels in the interior of Southern Africa..., p. 403.
WJ Burchell, Travels in the interior of Southern Africa..., p. 416.
FD Ellenberger, History of the Basuto ancient and modern (New York, Negro Universities Press, 1969), p. 249.
MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, A Mosetle (entrepreneur, Ga-Rankuwa), 22 March 2014,
F Tsimane (senior Accountant, North West Province Government), 21 March 2014.
AB Smith, “Southern African pastoralists”, JO Vogel, Encyclopaedia of pre-colonial Africa: Archaeology, History,
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MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, I Mvula (domestic worker, Johannesburg), 22 March
2014.
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Role of mythic animals
Mythic animals deal primarily with the origin of people and certain social
and ritual institutions that account for real-life situations and explain the
basic conditions of human life as perceived by their authors. They humanise
people by giving them identity and animalise humanity by drawing them
back to their roots; their history of origin-environment. Moreover they also
have the role of instilling values such as respect and responsibility for the
environment.

Mythic animals as pointers to history
Mythic animals point to the way people originated historically on earth. For
example the southern Sotho group believe that the first people emerged from
the ‘the hole in the ground’.55 The myth states that men, women, children and
animals emerged together from the hole. The Batswana locate the hole at GaDitshweni (the Place of the Baboons) in Bophuthatswana, at Ga-Loowe in
Botswana and near Orangeville in the eastern Orange Free State.56 Some claim
that there is evidence of humanity’s origin in such places because there are
footprints of people, animals and a one-legged person in the rocks. The large
one-legged footprint, according to the Sotho-Tswana, was that of Loowe, the
agent of Modimo. They still believe that Loowe took the animals and people
out of the hole to the surface before returning underground to live with
Modimo and the ancestors. Setiloane places great importance in the mythical
“hole” location in the east and argues that the Sotho-Tswana are of one nation,
hence the saying “bana bathari entsho”.57 To illustrate the belief in the myth
even to date the dead are buried as if they are equipped for their journey
back to their origin “hole”, and food, seeds, utensils, clothes and blankets will
be put in the grave and eulogies would include greetings and requests to the
ancestors and Modimo. The Sotho-Tswana would normally say “remember
us where you are going! Ask ancestors to bring blessings and protection”.58
“Them” even includes animals as they are part of the community of the dead.
Such sayings indicate a belief that in some way the dead including animals
55
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GM Setiloane, African Theology: An introduction..., p. 7.
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have control and power over living beings.59 This myth was widely held in the
1970s60 even today as the interviewees exclaimed,61 especially among those
practicing African traditional religion. The importance of the myth is that it
teaches people their history and how they originated from the earth. It also
has significance in enforcing communal unity with animals because it states
that people and animals emerged from the ground simultaneously.
These myths vary, for instance the southern Sotho group believe that the first
people together with their animals emerged from the “bed of reeds”.62 They
declared that the site of humanity’s origin was Ntsoana Tsatsi, a hill in the
eastern Orange Free State. Ellenberger and Abbouset around 1836 confirmed
that the Basotho legends identified a cave surrounded by marshes and reeds
from which they believe themselves to have emerged.63 Other Sotho-Tswana
groups consequently adhered to the myth by performing rituals to mark the
coming of every new life into the world; such as the birth of a child, which
was celebrated by cloistering both mother and child for ten days or more in an
isolated room where only old women and pre-pubescent girls were permitted.
The reed is placed next to the room or hut to symbolise the emergence of the
first people on earth. The myth is evident even to date among the northern
Sotho and Batswana who treat the new mother as taboo until the child’s hair
is cut after some months. Setiloane cites examples of Batswana households
as late as the 1970s practicing the rituals of celebration when a baby is born.

Mythic animals and identity
Mythic animals “defined a system of allegiance, cutting across chiefdoms,
that bound people together under the sign of a common object of communal
59 GM Setiloane, African Theology: An introduction..., p. 7.
60 GM Setiloane, African Theology: An introduction..., pp. 6-7.
61 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, I Mvula, 22 March 2014, F Tsimane, 22 March 2014,
A Mosetle, 22 March 2014, Maphalare (housewife), 21 March 2014, M Kekana, 21 March 2014, R Maponya
(entrepreneur, Johannesburg), 21 March 2014, M Lobelo (teacher, Mafikeng), 20 March 2014, H Ntsoko
(entrepreneur, Mabopane), 22 March 2014, N Pheha (police officer, Pretoria), 21 March 2014, M Sebaatseba
(housewife), 22 March 2014, W Kgari (retired), 21 March 2014, P Mathekga (entrepreneur, Ga-Rankuwa), 21
March 2014, T Papo,10 April 2014, P Tshweni (priest, Soshanguve), 15 April 2014.
62 The myth of origin from the “reeds” as held by the Sotho-Tswana is similar to the Nguni group but most could
not locate the actual place as the southern Sotho’s did. Members of the amaZulu still celebrate the myth by
organizing uhlanga (reeds) dance once a year where women and men will carry reeds parading and dancing.
Such a celebration is a symbol of commemorating their Zulu culture and origin. Cited in GM Setiloane, African
Theology: An introduction..., p. 6; AT Bryant, The Zulu people (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter and Shooter, 1949), p.
27.
63 FD Ellenberger, History of the Basuto ancient and modern…, p. 18.
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reverence, honor, and praise”64 to a particular animal. This raises the question:
When does a person separate from animals become motho (a person) or less
human? Most interviewees subscribe to the notion that a person becomes
‘less human’ when he or she is barely aware of his/her humanness, or when
others in the community regard him or her as not fully human.65 According
to an interviewee, H Ntsoko, “a moSotho or moTswana who does not have
an animal totem is not human enough because they do not have a history
of their genealogy”. This suggests that totems and identity go hand in hand,
and give people a sense of dignity (seriti). Seriti may be described as an “aura
or a force behind every human being that depicts people’s perception about
his or her identity or personality”.66 A person gains power through seriti that
affects everything with whom a person comes in contact. This accounts for
the perceived interconnectedness between humans, the land, animals, plants
and environment as a whole; because, as with humans, plants, animals and the
land also have seriti.67 A person becomes more dignified because of the way
he/she participates with others and the totem animals. Hence the Comaroffs
argue that:68
Personhood was everywhere seen to be an intrinsically social construction.
This in two senses: first, nobody existed or could be known except in relation
with reference to, even as part of, a wide array of significant others, and,
second, the identity of each and every one was forged, cumulatively, by an
infinite, ongoing series of practical activities.

It is important to note here that the Basotho cherish the spirit of inclusion
through surnames (seboko) (plural liboko) which is referred to as praise.
For example, interviewees explained that if people share the same surname
they would unite with them because they are family. According to Rolland
sacred animals as symbols can be traced back to the myth of the origin of
humanity from Molimo through a marsh covered with reeds.69 He argued that
each black African group was given a different animal as an insignia which
would be for it a deity guardian. It is believed that the spirit of ancestors can
appear through such animals hence people were prohibited from killing or
eating their totems. The animal is called seano (plural diano) to designate a
64 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 176.
65 GM Setiloane, African Theology.., p. 40; MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, N Pheha, 21
March 2014.
66 GM Setiloane, African Theology: An introduction..., p. 13.
67 GM Setiloane, African Theology: An introduction..., p. 15.
68 J & J Comaroff, “On personhood: An anthropological perspective from Africa”, Social Identities, 7(2), 2001, p.
268.
69 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 200.
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sacred animal under which a particular person falls. For example: Bataung
sacred animal is a lion, Bakwena a crocodile,70 Bahurutse and Batshweneng
a baboon, Bakgatla a monkey,71 Barolong a kudu,72 Basiea a cat, Batlhaping
a fish, Bangwakeetsi and Batloung an elephant.73 Two interviewees, Tsimane
and Malebo argued that being disrespectful to an animal totem renders a
person less human: “selo”. This corroborates the Comaroffs’ argument that
“contemporary Tswana personhood is not referred to as a state of being but to
a state of becoming. No living self is static”.74
The above shows that identity is a complex phenomenon with mythological,
psychological, sociological, political and historical dimensions. Identity refers
to how an individual views him/herself and how others view that individual.
Identity is a basic component of human social relations – to each other and
the environment. Identity can be constructed from below in search of the self,
for honor, for the idea of sameness or for material reasons such as increase of
power, career opportunities and other privileges.75 During the apartheid era
black Africans changed their surnames so as to be identified as coloureds and
receive second class treatment in a racist South Africa but they would still
maintain their seboko.
But identity construction can also be from above, mainly by people in power
in order to stay in power or to secure and conserve their privilege.76 This
is clearly put by Mengara when he argues that, in justifying colonisation,
whites declared that “the inhabitants of Africa had to be expropriated of their
own identity and constructed in the western mind as objects of devastation,
ignorance and primitivism that needed to be saved by the West”.77 Hence
colonialists refused Africans identity and saw totems as superstitious and
heathen. By vilifying the Sotho-Tswana in the process the white settlers
were elevating themselves to the superior strata of society. Interviewees saw
communal unity and the animal kingdom as vital in ensuring the progress
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77

MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, R Kgari (domestic worker), 25 June 2004.
MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, A Mosetle, 22 March 2014.
MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, F Tsimane, 22 March 2014.
MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, R Maponya, 21 March 2014; M Kekana, 21 March
2014.
J & J Comaroff, “On personhood…”, Social Identities, 7(2), 2001, p. 271.
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. 62.
S Horstmeier & S Cornelissen, “The social and political construction of identities…”, Journal of Modern African
Studies, 40(1), 2002, p. 63.
DM Mengara, “White eyes, dark reflections”, DM Mengara, Images of South Africa stereotypes and realities
(Eritrea, Africa World Press, 2001), p. 3.

128

Sotho-Tswana mythic animals and environmental conservation

of history and life, because through a community an individual acquires
empowerment.78 Unity between the community, animal kingdom and the
individual allows an individual to share life with others and the environment79
hence the sacredness of liboko. A person without a surname or animal totem is
ascribed as less human and is relegated to things (dilo).80 This is expatiated in
the classification of people and animals in Sesotho and Setswana. People and
mythic animals in Sesotho-Tswana fall under Mo–Ba, person–people (motho
– batho), while they are classified as Le – Ma; thief - thieves (legodu - magodu) if
deemed less than human. Mythic animals are humanised Mokwena-bakwena.
Humanity is conferred by the power of speech. Ellenberger argues the SothoTswana word motho indicates “the power of speech, a speaking being distinct
from monkeys or baboons, which have something like human shape, but
cannot speak”. For humanity a pre-vocal baby is called ngoana but is termed
mothoano after speech is learned.81 The belief is embedded in contemporary
Sotho-Tswana culture via language. Mythic animals are seen as possessing that
power of speech through dreams and symbolism as they are ancestors. For
example an interviewee, P Tshweni stated that if one belongs to the Bakwena
clan even if a father disappears the identity of the child will be known. She
claimed that the crocodile will be used by ancestors as a messenger in the
dreams of a child to communicate messages of blessings and protection.
People would know the real Sotho-Tswana group to which a child belongs
through the continued appearance of the totem to a said child. As Shooter
observed, “ancestral spirits are believed to revisit the earth and appear to their
descendants in the form of certain serpents”.82

Mythic animals and people’s blessings
Animals that are chosen for communication with the ancestors are regarded
as sacred. Livestock such as goats, cattle, and chickens are normally used for
rituals.83 For such livestock to be rendered sacred for rituals; words are said
78 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, T Papo, 10 April 2014, P Tshweni, 15 April 2014 and
M Lobelo, 20 March 2014.
79 A Shutte, Ubuntu: An ethic for a new South Africa (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster Publications, 2001), p. 8.
80 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, V Maphalare, 21 March 2014, I Mvula, 22 March 2014,
M Sebaatseba, 22 March 2014 and M Lobelo, 20 March 2014.
81 FD Ellenberger, History of the Basuto ancient and modern..., p. xxi.
82 J Shooter, The kaffirs of Natal and the Zulu country (London, E Stanford, 1857), pp. 162, 211.
83 M Wilson, “The Sotho, Venda and Tsonga”, M Wilson & L Thompson, A history of South Africa to 1870 (Cape
Town and Johannesburg, David Philip, 1982), p. 142.
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over them and they are sometimes given concoctions or African beer.84 Bones
of ritualistic animals are normally burnt and a part of the flesh is burnt as an
offering to ancestors.85 Such livestock are socially upheld as cleansing animals
for the misbehaviour of the living. They reinstate morality in the homestead;
when the blood is shed it is believed they avert the ancestors’ wrath.
As with the ritual fauna; animal emblems were used as a stamp of protecting
and thanks giving of people’s material possessions. In Chidester’s words,
weapons, cattle, shields, skin cloaks and households implements were marked
to ensure that they are secured.86 It infers that the totem acts as a safety
measure upon the material possession of a clan. Today stamps and other
marking systems are used. However there are those who would use a totem
picture or sculpture for security of their properties. Equally, to safeguard any
blessing oaths were taken using the animal emblems to show appreciation to
the ancestors. By using the emblem it implies that, an ancestor will continue
to guard the blessings given to an individual because they acknowledged
the ancestors and also made thanks giving by praising the dead through the
animal emblem. An interviewee, P Tshweni mentioned that “to keep her car
protected from thieves and accidents he has a picture of a baboon as it is his
ancestor and guardian angel”.87
To prevent miscarriages of blessings the Sotho-Tswana would avoid killing
their totem because they believe it will inhibit blessings from the ancestors.
Hence John Barrow a traveller from Europe in the 1800s explained that
the observance of the animal emblems was a way of avoiding fury of the
ancestors.88 Rain is an important resource for the Sotho-Tswana and
communal misbehaviour such as the killing of such a totem is believed to lead
to scarcity of rain. To reverse the fury the mythic animal has to be appeased.89
A report in 1905 by the War Office staff entailed that, indigenous people of
South Africa believed that dead relatives and friends regularly visited them
in the form of animals to deliver messages.90 Such ancestors could appear as
a sacred animal of the person’s clan – crocodile, lion, baboon, etc. implying
84 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, R Maponya, 21 March 2014 and M Kekana, 21 March
2014, M Lobelo, 20 March 2014,P Tshweni, 15 April 2014 and M Sebaatseba, 22 March 2014.
85 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, I Mvula, 22 March 2014 and H Ntsoko, 22 March
2014.
86 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 200.
87 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interview, P Tshweni, 27 March 2014.
88 J Barrow, An account of travels into the interior of Southern Africa in the Years 1797 and 1798, 2nd ed. (London, T
Cadell and W Davis, 1806).
89 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 201.
90 Great Britain War Office, The native tribes of the Transvaal…, pp. 121, 125.
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that before receiving a blessing people were warned by their ancestors and as a
result communities had to constantly revere their mythic animals as they were
seen as messengers of hope and blessings.

Mythic animals and environmental conservation
The Sotho-Tswana relationship with the environment was embedded in
their way of life, mokgwa wa go etsa dilo (“the way we do things”), as “the
Tswana people have a long tradition of nature conservation. The customs and
taboos, which promoted the preservation of indigenous fauna …, were not
based on modern conservation principles but they certainly contributed very
much to the fact that in many tribal areas several species of wild game … are
still to be found”.91 Indigenous people have many traditions of environmental
conservation92 that are not based on modern conservation principles.93
Timberlake considers the challenge of conservation to be “the saving of the
vast amount of human knowledge of African wild life possessed by people
of Africa”.94 The concept of environmental conservation is called Goboloka
tlhago (Sotho-Tswana), which means to preserve, care, sustain and respect
nature. Tlhago (to emerge) implies everything that has been created by God
such as the soil, mountains, trees, stones and people. This means whether a
person is in the urban, slums or rural areas, tlhago is still in their midst and has
to be preserved. Animals are regarded as part of tlhago as they emerged with
people from the “hole in the ground”.
The Sotho-Tswana enforced conservation of animals through the ethic
of respect: go hlompa by means of respecting and avoiding certain sacred
people, places, objects and animals.95 Some animals were accorded with great
respect and used as totems, which is an environmental didactic device that
teaches people to look after animals and avoid abusing or depleting them.
Unauthorised large-scale hunting rendered the offender liable to cattle

91 Anon., The Republic of Bophuthatswana (South Africa, Johannesburg, Van Rensburg Publications (Pty) Ltd,
1977), p. 183.
92 AF Hean and NC Mokhehle, “Some Basuto beliefs…” African Wild Life, 1-4, 1947, p. 69; Anon., The Republic
of Bophuthatswana…, p. 183.
93 Anon., The Republic of Bophuthatswana…, p. 183.
94 L Timberlake, Africa in crisis…, p. 135.
95 H Kuckertz, “Ukuhlonipha as idiom of moral reasoning in Mpondo”, P McAllister, Culture and the common
place, p. 312.
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confiscation.96 Depletion of fur animals was prevented by prohibiting their
hunting during summer when they were breeding.97 Respect for adults was
another strategy used to curb large-scale killing of animals, as boys were not
allowed to eat their prey unless they offered portions to elderly people. Certain
reptiles and insects were also conserved through taboos and traditional rules.
For instance, a grasshopper with bright red under-wings was believed to bear
messages from the ancestors, often of imminent fire.98
These conservationist and preservationist tendencies do not preclude
pragmatic decisions but do mean that indigenous people (on the whole)
wilfully waste, despoil or exhaust their environment. Of course some negative
impact on the environment was inevitable, and we cannot romanticise precolonial South Africa as an untouched utopia because the environment was
a scene of daily conflict as people struggled for survival against nature. Precolonial populations were small which minimised environmental damage.
For example, there were 10 000 to 15 000 people at Dithakong in 1801
while there were 13 000 to 16 000 people at Kaditshweni in 1820.99 Written
descriptions of the fauna found by early callers at the Cape and accounts left
by travellers to the interior attest to light pre-colonial environmental impact100
and elucidate that some of the measures used for curbing fauna depletion
worked and is still effective through the use of totems and mythic animals.

Conclusion
Indigenous knowledge as has been shown in this article using the theme
of ‘mythic animals’ as an example has been entangled in ideological wars
of disregard by colonialists and pushed to the periphery as irrational and
superstitious. In this regard western ways of knowing were upheld while
the ‘other’ knowledges were marginalised and perceived as unscientific. This
ostracism was done to subdue indigenous people of South Africa ensuring
that their ways of knowing are pushed to the unofficial knowledge arena
while those of colonisers are positioned in the core or the centre. In order to
96 FD Ellenberger, History of the Basuto ancient and modern..., p. 271.
97 Anon., The Republic of Bophuthatswana…, p. 183.
98 AF Hean & NC Mokhehle,“Some Basuto beliefs…”, African Wild Life, l (1-4), 1947, p. 69.
99 M Wilson, “The Sotho, Venda and Tsonga”, M Wilson & L Thompson, A history of South Africa..., p. 153.
100 R Raven-Hart, Before van Riebeeck: Callers at South Africa from 1488 to 1652 (Cape Town, Struik, 1967), p.
123.
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reinforce control over indigenous people of South Africa, apartheid ideologues
underpinned those tendencies of divisions and partings of western from
indigenous knowledge during the twentieth century by trusting the findings of
European human and social sciences discriminatory interpretations. However,
the end of apartheid brought rewriting and reinterpretation of the received
colonial writings about indigenous knowledge. Most such scholars employed
post-colonial interpretation in their writings about indigenous knowledge
and embraced western and indigenous knowledge as pivotal in their own
accord and argue that they cannot be separated.101 Such recent writings are
key in illustrating the significance of all knowledge as heritage, dynamic
and complex and that in subduing the other as in the case of indigenous
people as inferior condones ideological prejudices. Hence Agrawal’s views are
pivotal in the conservation of indigenous knowledge in knowledge making
for the reason that it “is scientific not because there is anything self-obviously
true about it, but because it conforms to the procedures whereby science is
reproduced and some statements are termed knowledge”.102 Subsequently,
this is a call for more work to be done following Agrawal and the examples
posed in this research of revising and reconstructing historical writings on
indigenous knowledge and people displaying its significance in knowledge
formation globally.
Mythic animals, as part of the knowledge process of the indigenous
people as has been displayed in this article, have undergone the process
of ideological wars of disregard throughout history in the hands of
colonialists. For the indigenous people as has been illustrated by the
interviewees, mythic animals explicate their identity, history, blessings
and helps in the conservation of the environment – an inheritance to the
living.103 Totems warranted the interconnectedness of the Sotho-Tswana
community and simply allowed each individual to become a unique centre
of shared life inferring that; the individual is thus ensured of “fulfilment”
and the establishment of “viable environment” that affirms humanness.104
101 R Ellen et al, Indigenous environmental knowledge and its transformations..., pp. 2, 6.
102 A Agrawal, “Indigenous knowledge…”, International Social Science Journal, 54(173), 2002, p. 293.
103 MC Kgari-Masondo (Personal Collection), interviews, I Mvula, 22 March 2014, F Tsimane, 22 March 2014,
A Mosetle, 22 March 2014, Maphalare, 21 March 2014, M Kekana, 21 March 2014, R Maponya, 21 March
2014, M Lobelo, 20 March 2014, H Ntsoko, 22 March 2014, N Pheha, 21 March 2014, M Sebaatseba, 22
March 2014, W Kgari, 21 March 2014, P Mathekga, 21 March 2014, T Papo, 10 April 2014, P Tshweni, 15
April 2014.
104 Anon., The Republic of Bophuthatswana…, p. 183; F Khan, “Black environmental experience as a facet of current South
Africa environmental perceptions” (Department of Environmental and Geographic Science, University of Cape Town,
1992), p. 5.
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The disregarding of indigenous knowledge through colonisation resulted in
a negative impact in the historical formation of indigenous people as has
been shown in this article about the Sotho-Tswana and their belief in mythic
animals. It is only now, during the new post- apartheid dispensation that they
are trying to rekindle their indigenous knowledge.105 This can be attainable
because for the Sotho-Tswana “a person is constantly a work-in-progress,
not a state of being but a state of becoming”.106 It indicates that, the SothoTswana definition of a person through mythic animals was disrupted and
arrested through the colonial period by undermining their belief in mythic
fauna. However fieldwork undertaken for the purpose of this article indicates
that the Sotho-Tswana have agency as they fought and tried to manoeuvre
and adapt through such historical politics of ideological repression. Hence
Peterson argues that, “not only are ideas of humanness and of nature wrapped
up with each other, but they also shape ethical systems and practices”.107
Attesting to Van Damme and Neluvhani’s views that “indigenous knowledge
process involves far more than simply ‘extracting’ available knowledge from
available sources”108 because as with any other knowledge it is dynamic and
is affected by historical developments showing that indigenous knowledge
is manifold and draws on personal experience and historical stories of the
community and cannot be contained in one specific source.
Thus, indigenous knowledge as has been shown in this article using sacred
animals, can never be a story that is closed from further interpretation. It
requires “to be opened and reopened”109 unearthing it using appropriate
scientific research tools such as phenomenology. It is hypothesised that
researching indigenous themes in such a manner will be a step towards
journeying forward and backwards in reinterpreting, retelling and redefining
indigenous knowledge received from history. This is a breakaway from reifying
indigenous knowledge but: “seeing indigenous ways of knowing as being
located in peoples and their environments, by recognising the living dynamism
inherent in indigenous ways of knowing and the rights of people to make
informed decisions in response to changing context and circumstance”.110 As
105 FD Ellenberger, History of the Basuto ancient and modern..., p. xxi.
106 J & J Comaroff, “On personhood…”, Social Identities, 7(2), 2001, pp. 269, 271.
107 A Peterson, Being human: Ethics, environment and our place in the world (Berkeley, University of California Press,
2001), p. 1.
108 LSM van Damme & EF Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge in environmental education processes…”,
Environmental Education Research, 10(3) , August 2010, p. 366.
109 D Chidester, Savage systems…, p. 261.
110 LSM van Damme & EF Neluvhalani, “Indigenous knowledge in environmental education processes…”,
Environmental Education Research, 10(3), August 2010, p. 364.
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a way forward this article suggests – is to go backwards in history through
the historically situated discourses and practices of analysis that have
constituted the colonial and apartheid era discourses and reinterpret, retell
and redefine mythologies as dynamic and not static. Through conceivably
going backwards in history mythologies can be researched as historical and
some more new information might emerge in the study of mythologies and
socio-environmental history.
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Abstract
In 1951 Churchill assumed office for the second time as Prime Minister of
Britain and renewed the effort to sway once again a Commonwealth sentiment
on a Nationalistic DF Malan in their atomic relations. The period marked the
beginning of an increased quest for uranium residue for peaceful and military
purposes by the principal state actors in the World Wars. It is suggested that
Britain used its Commonwealth links with the Union of South Africa to
gain an edge in the atomic field for the first decade after the Second World
War, and became a gate-keeper through which the United States had to seek
authorisation. After consulting multi-archival sources in Britain, Canada and
South Africa, I argue against this assertion by Richie Ovendale. The British
Commonwealth connection was not so imperative in the late 40s and between
1951 and 1954, It was not so much a Commonwealth instinct that saw to
collaboration between Britain and South Africa, but rather Malan’s decision
to use its uranium as political leverage, particularly when global attention was
shifting to Australia as an alternative uranium supply.
Keywords: Atomic relations; Britain; Churchill government; Commonwealth;
DF Malan; Richie Ovendale; Union of South Africa; United States; Uranium.

Introduction
This article investigates Winston Churchill’s government’s atomic relations
with South Africa under Daniel François Malan in a Commonwealth1
perspective after the Second World War, and spans the period 1951-1954.2
In 1951 Churchill assumed office for the second time as Prime Minister and
1
2

The Commonwealth of Nations, commonly known as the Commonwealth is an international organisation of
53 member states that had mostly been territories of the former British Empire.
Sir Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill was the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 1940 to 1945
and again from 1951 to 1955 (available at WinstonChurchill.org). The Churchill Centre and Museum at
the Churchill War Rooms, London, 16 November 2010 (available at http://www.winstonchurchill.org/learn/
biography, accessed 31 December 2014). Daniel François Malan, more commonly known as DF Malan, was
the Prime Minister of South Africa from 1948 to 1954; S Weinberg, A fish caught in time: The search for the
Coelacanth (New York, HarperCollins Publishers, 2006).
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renewed the effort to sway the Commonwealth agenda on a Nationalistic
DF Malan. Malan assumed office as Prime Minister with full awareness of
the effects and triggers of the Cold War which started immediately after the
Second World War, in 1945.3 The currency of the Cold War era was the
nuclear weapons technology. This marked the beginning of an increased
quest for uranium residue for peaceful and military purposes by the principal
state actors in the previous World Wars – and uranium was a resource South
Africa had in abundance. With the advent of an international system driven
by the nuclear weapons technology, Malan was very inclined to seek what
political and economic advantages he could from South Africa’s possession of
uranium.4
This article is a historical outlook at the atomic relationship between the
government of Churchill and that of Malan in the aftermath of the Second
World War. South Africa was the supplier of uranium products required for
the fuelling of the Western nuclear industry.5 Britain hoped to act as the
gate-keeper by using its supposed Commonwealth influence to determine
outcomes; and the United States of America (US), using limitations set
by an agreement signed with Britain to limit the latter’s influence with the
Union government.6 Thus the focus of this article is to determine how Britain
established atomic collaboration with South Africa, through the mechanisms
of the Commonwealth connection, against the US, between 1951 and 1954.
A critical-descriptive methodology is employed to discuss and analyse evidence
obtained in several archives in Britain, South Africa and Canada.7 Historical
evidence is presented here on the extent to which Churchill’s government was
able to use South Africa’s uranium residue for political leverage. For historical
correctness’s sake, the conclusion of this article contrasts with Ritchie

3
4
5
6
7

AM van Wyk, “Apartheid’s atomic bomb: Cold War perspectives”, South African Historical Journal, 62(1), 2010,
pp. 100-120; AM van Wyk, “South Africa’s nuclear programme and the Cold War”, History Compass, 8(7),
2010. pp. 562-572.
L Asuelime, “Uranium politics of gatekeeping: Revisiting the British government’s policy vis-à-vis South Africa,
1945-1951”, Historia, (58), 1 May 2013, pp. 33-50.
L Asuelime & S Francis, “Drivers of nuclear proliferation: South Africa’s incentives and constraints”, Journal for
Contemporary History, 39(1), June 2014, pp. 55-68.
W Taya, Progress or proliferation? South Africa’s nuclear future (Washington DC, Center for Strategic and
International Studies, 2008), pp. 139-153.
The archival documents referred to in the text consulted at the Seeley Historical Library in Cambridge. Sources
from the National Archives (hereafter NA) in London include those of the Ministry of Supply, including the
Department of Atomic Energy and the UK Atomic Energy Authority (hereafter AB); the Cabinet minutes
and memoranda (hereafter CAB); the Dominions Office (hereafter DO), the Commonwealth Relations Office
(hereafter CRO); and the Foreign Office (hereafter FO).
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Ovendale’s argument in 1983.8 That the British Commonwealth connection
helped to secure atomic collaboration with and influence on South Africa was
incorrect and certainly not absolute during this period. Instead, it was rather
a decision by the Malan administration to collaborate with Britain who was
seen to be seeking an alternative source in Australia and for political leverage
into the future. The article establishes a background to the British need and
efforts to secure a uranium supply from South Africa in the early 1950s, in
the following section.

Churchill and finding a secure source of uranium
In the post Second World War era occasioned by the manner in which
the war ended through the detonation of two atomic bombs on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki in 1945, Britain saw the need to increase its nuclear power
significantly. Also US power was on the rise and British power was seen to be
in decline. Britain sought to balance this asymmetry with the US. A British
Commonwealth relationship in the atomic field with South Africa was a good
way to achieve this objective.
Atomic collaboration within the Commonwealth was advanced significantly
by Churchill’s Conservative government in the 1950s. Initially, any increased
devotion to the empire at the ministerial level was more than offset in the
atomic field by Churchill’s conviction that the Anglo-American atomic
partnership (the decline of which he blamed on the Labour government) could
be revived through an exertion of his own personal influence in Washington.
Projects based on the assumption that American assistance would not soon be
forthcoming were held up by Churchill while awaiting personal contact, first
with Truman, and then with Eisenhower.9 It was well into 1953 before the
British government agreed to proceed with its own full-scale atomic project
both to produce the weapons called for by the Chiefs of Staff and to develop
industrial power. The central problem became one of finding a long-term
source of uranium that was not controlled by the United States. It was at that
point that the British government’s attention focused on the Commonwealth,
8
9

R Ovendale, “The South African policy of the British Labour Government, 1947–1951”, International Affairs,
59, 1983, pp. 41-58.
Harry S Truman was the 33rd President of the United States. See C Clark & R Holbrooke, Counsel to the
President (New York, Random House, 1991). Dwight David Eisenhower was the 34th President of the United
States from 1953 until 1961. See DE Janiewski, “Eisenhower’s paradoxical relationship with the military
industrial complex”, Presidential Studies Quarterly, 41(4), December 2011.
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and more particularly on Australia and South Africa.10
For South Africa on the other hand, Malan and his government sought what
political and economic advantages they could from South Africa’s possession
of uranium. Advantages were certainly there to be had, with an apparently
insatiable American demand. As the US government pressed forward to fulfil
the raw materials requirements of its ever-expanding weapons programme,
the British government was forced to take positive steps (often entailing an
additional strain on an already weak financial position) in order to compete
with American influence in South Africa.11
British representatives in Washington, D.C. learned, in the autumn of
1951, that the Americans were considering spending an additional $75100m in order to double or even triple South African uranium output
on American-invested mines in South Africa. Proportionately large sums
would have to be put up by the British side if it were going to maintain its
position as a full partner in the Combined Development Agency’s (CDA)
operations in South Africa.12 In Whitehall, where Britain’s external financial
position was a pre-eminent concern, doubts were raised about taking on this
additional expenditure. The British High Commissioner to the Union, Sir
John le Rougetel, advised his government that the American plan should be
supported. First, there was the general need to foster good Anglo-American
atomic relations. Second, American goodwill was required in order for Britain
to obtain its requirements of uranium through the CDA. Third, additional
expenditure would be offset by increased dollar income from the sale of
material purchased from South Africa with sterling, and then resold to the
Americans for dollars. (This third reason was a persuasive one, especially with
the British Treasury). Furthermore, it was thought to be unfortunate from the
point of view of Anglo-South African relations if Britain abandoned the field
to the United States.13

10 M Gowing, Independence and deterrence: Britain and atomic energy, 1945-1952, 1, Policy making (London,
Macmillan, 1974), pp. 405-421; JA Seldon, Churchill’s Indian summer: The conservative government,1951-1955
(London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1981), p. 30.
11 JA Seldon, Churchill’s Indian summer…, p. 30.
12 The Combined Development Agency (CDA) (formerly the Combined Development Trust) was established by
the US and Britain in 1944 to procure uranium for British and American nuclear weapons programs. See also
W Taya, Progress or proliferation? (Washington DC, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2008), pp.
139-153.
13 AB 16/517, Eaton to Davidson, 7 September, 1951; AB 16/262, note by Marten, 9 October 1951; Le Rougetel
to CRO, 7 November 1951; M Gowing, Independence and deterrence, pp. 405-421.
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Much British scepticism of the American plan remained. If it could not be
opposed, then perhaps it could be scaled down. RA Butler, the Chancellor
of the Exchequer, and Lord Cherwell, the minister responsible for atomic
energy, concluded that the plan should be confined to what was reasonable
and economically practicable. The American proposal for a tripling of
production was thought to be impracticable for the British. Moreover, the
attempt to achieve this aim might have had an unfortunate unbalancing
effect on the general economy of the Union. Le Rougetel was accordingly
instructed that he should, as he himself had suggested, act to ensure that the
South Africans were not persuaded, against their better judgment. The British
High Commissioner was thus left with considerable leeway to defend what he
considered to be the interests of both South Africa and Britain.14
The South African government was in fact concerned about shortages of
technical personnel, European artisans, native labour, power, transport, and
water. Assurances were sought from the British and American negotiators
about the provision of the required capital funds and equipment, even
since 1944 when Winston Churchill had asked the South African Prime
Minister, Jan Smuts, to survey South Africa’s uranium deposits.15 By the
end of November 1951, Malan’s cabinet had agreed to expand production
of uranium residue despite the expected serious impact on the economy.
Output would rise from an expected 800-1000 tons per year by 1955, to
3000 tons per year by 1956 . A strong financial incentive for expansion had
been provided by the Americans. A new formula involved a 30% increase in
the average price. The required capital, amounting to $126m over the years
1952 to 1956, would be two-thirds supplied by the US and one-third by
Britain. As before, one-third of the output would be paid for by Britain in
sterling. As the British government was discovering, the commercial basis of
a collaborative relationship could not be acquired cheaply, particularly when
American dollars were pushing up the prices.16
Financial constraints impinged on almost every aspect of British external
policy. They were a determining consideration in the review of the defence
policy and the global strategy which took place during the first half of 1952.
14 AB 16/262, CRO to Le Rougetel, 13 November 1951; Le Rougetel to CRO, 7 November 1951.
15 F David, “South Africa as a nuclear supplier”, WC Potter (ed.), International nuclear trade and nonproliferation:
The challenges of the emerging suppliers (Toronto, Lexington Books, 1990), p. 273.
16 AB 16/262, note by FW Marten, 9 October 1951; Le Rougetel to CRO, 8 November 1951; Anon., “Makins
to how” (British Archives, London), 29 November 1951; M Gowing, Independence and deterrence (London,
Macmillan, 1974), pp. 383.
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The rearmament programme initiated by the Labour government at the
outbreak of the Korean War had, in the absence of sufficient United States
assistance, imposed too heavy a burden on the British economy. The Chiefs
of Staff (CoS) had undertaken to review strategy in the lightof both economic
limitations as well as the growth of the American and Soviet nuclear weapons
capabilities.17
The central conclusion was that Britain had had to place increased reliance
on the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons. In the absence of an agreement
to obtain the required weapons from the United States, Britain would have
had to expand its own production capabilities. Production of fissile material
should, thought the CoS, have been doubled within three years. An increase
of this magnitude in plutonium output could have been achieved in Britain.
U-235 might have been produced elsewhere in the Commonwealth where
electrical power resources were more abundant. At relatively small cost,
Britain could in this way have increased its atomic warfare capabilities.18
The gradual revival during 1952 of British interest in Commonwealth atomic
collaboration was due in part to its desire to disperse production to strategically
safer locations, as well as to draw upon the physical and economic resources
of the countries linked through their association with the Crown. More
significant, perhaps, was the feeling that American technical collaboration
was as remote a possibility as ever.19Finance, as usual, was a major constraint.
Cherwell ruled that on grounds of capital expense alone, the proposal to
produce U-235 elsewhere in the Commonwealth should be abandoned.
More promising had been the proposals for increasing plutonium production
as part of an expanded civil power development programme. This, in turn,
might have provided the basis for increased commonwealth collaboration.20
The major problem confronting long-term British plans for civil power
development was (rather paradoxically considering the growth of uranium
17 L Asuelime, “Uranium politics of gatekeeping...”, Historia, 58, 1 May 2013, pp. 33-50.
18 JA Seldon, Churchill’s Indian summer..., pp. 30-32; M Gowing, Independence and deterrence, pp. 440, 441-443.
Note that this was all part of an exposé towards Cold War armament.
19 Churchill’s meeting with Truman in January 1952 failed to produce the dramatic revival in atomic relations
which had been hoped for. M Gowing, Independence and deterrence, pp. 421; JA Seldon, Churchill’s Indian
summer..., p. 390; USA, Foreign relations of the United States, 1952-1954, II(2), pp. 1142-1151, 1221-1224,
1285-1292; (Hereafter cited simply as FRUS).
20 M Gowing, Independence and deterrence, pp. 418-419, 446. There was a growing feeling among senior British
and Canadian officials that civil atomic power development and wider co-operation within the Commonwealth
should not be held back in the expectation that a change in the American attitude might drastically alter the
situation. AB 16/358, 6 November 1952.
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production in the Commonwealth) one of finding a secure source of
uranium. Britain did not have access to uranium other than through the
CDA. Allocation was a matter for negotiation with the United States. The
existing policy was that CDA raw materials could only be used for research
or weapons production. Up until 1953, the Americans had regarded existing
supplies as having been insufficient for their military requirements.21

Australian interest motivates South Africa
By the late summer22 of 1953, the British government had pinned its hopes
on the possibility that Australia might have made the output from her newly
discovered deposits available to Britain alone. No one in Whitehall doubted
that Britain would have to make a generous offer to satisfy the Australians. The
US would have been competing for the same material and seemed prepared to
pay almost any price in money or collaboration for uranium. Collaboration
in an atomic power development programme was something which Australia
had long been seeking. It might, moreover, have been an area where Britain
had had more to offer than the US. Cherwell was sent on a special mission to
Australia in the autumn of 1953. Any schemes for wider atomic collaboration
with the Commonwealth had to await the outcome of his visit.23
The Union government itself had begun in 1953 to show an increased
interest in the civil aspects of atomic power development. A memorandum
prepared by Schonland and Naude (two senior South African atomic officials)
proposed that as soon as the various nuclear power groups had taken shape,
it would have been advisable to negotiate with one of them for membership.
This may well have been the British Commonwealth group consisting of
Britain, Canada, Australia and South Africa. This, however was a decision to
be made by the South African Government.24
21 Nothing would have pleased the British government more than for uranium to have been found in the colonial
empire. Northern Rhodesia had, for some time, been viewed as a promising potential source. British policymakers differed over whether the US should, as an act of good faith, be invited to participate there. AB 16/982,
Davidson to France, 29 September 1952; AB 16/980, Ward to Gautry, 4 September 1953.
22 The seasons here and in subsequent connotations refers to the Northern Hemisphere.
23 CAB 31/12, D 6(53)11, 22 July 1953; AS 16/1580, Pritchard to How, 15 August 1953. CAB 129/65, C (54)7.
24 Considerable British effort had gone into maintaining close ties with Schonland. He was scientific adviser to the
South African Chiefs of Staff. The British Chiefs of Staff, although worried about South Africa’s ability to protect
atomic secrets, agreed that Schonland should make annual visits to British defence research establishments.
South African authorities would not be told about these arrangements. DO 35/2562, Bendrett to Jacob, 25 July
1952.
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The Union treasury initially refused to fund any further development
of South Africa’s small nuclear physics effort. Schonlond wrote a special
memorandum to Malan and Havenga advocating that a research effort
should be sustained and that a move should be made to associate the Union
with the Commonwealth in the atomic field. This plan was, he informed
the British government, almost certain to receive the blessing of the Union
cabinet. Officials in Whitehall were not so sure. The strength of Schonland’s
affection for the Commonwealth had cast some doubt upon the value of his
judgments.25
A further and more significant indication of the Union government’s
intentions emerged at the beginning of August 1953 from a talk between
the British High Commissioner and Douglas Forsyth. The secretary to the
Department of External Affairs indicated that the industrial use of atomic
power was naturally of great direct interest to South Africa. His impression
was that Britain had been on board so far as research in this field was
concerned, and he hoped that as far as possible, future development should
be on a Commonwealth basis. This, Forsyth said, was an expression of his
private thinking. Le Rougetel thought that it was more than this:26
I doubt very much whether Forsyth would have broached a subject of such
importance to me in this way entirely on his own initiative, bearing in mind
that the suggestion would be unpalatable to the more fanatical members of the
Government, and that of course Forsyth himself is intensely Commonwealth
minded.

Malan and Havenga, as well as Van Rhijn, the Minister of Mines, were in
fact aware of Forsyth’s views. Le Rougetel was sure that South Africans had
always been apprehensive about the stranglehold which the Americans were
likely to establish upon uranium production in their country. This, thought
Le Rougetel, might well have prompted the Prime Minister to put out feelers
through Forsyth.27
The British government had no desire to discourage South Africa’s interest
in atomic collaboration. The basis on which a bargain could have been struck
was, however, unclear. If atomic collaboration had been offered to the Union
without a substantial quid pro quo, Australia would have expected the same
treatment. Britain’s main bargaining counter in its efforts to secure Australian
25 AB 16/1580, Schonlond memorandum to Malan and Havenga, n.d.
26 AB 16/1580, Le Rougetel to Liesching, 5 August 1953.
27 AB 16/1580, Pritchard to How, undated.
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uranium for its power programme would thus have been lost. The advice
from the Commonwealth Relations Office (CRO) was that even if Britain
had to be very cautious for the time being, it would have been in Britain’s
long-term interests to have taken advantage of the South African initiative.
Pritchard also advised that Britain certainly needed to do its utmost to avoid
appearing to brush them off.28
As the British government recognised, the existence of South Africans in
positions of authority who were anxious to promote close Commonwealth
relations, could have increased British influence in political and commercial
affairs. Their existence was, nevertheless, no substitute for having a British
representative on the spot advancing Britain’s interests. In order to save Britain
the cost of a senior official’s salary, the office of the CDA in the Union had
been left in the hands of an American. After suggestions from the British High
Commissioner that there would have been a real advantage, both on political
and trade promotion grounds in having a first-class United Kingdom assistant
in the Agency, Whitehall conceded that a British subject should be found
for the job. It was less than willing to admit that trade promotion should be
one of his responsibilities. Warnings from sympathetic South African officials
and businessmen were needed to convince the CRO and the Board of Trade
of this. Professor Taverner, the director of the South African government
metallurgical laboratory, insisted more than once in the autumn of 1953
that British trade had been suffering due to the lack of representation in the
CDA office. AW Snelling, the acting High Commissioner, hoped that OB
Soskice, the British appointee, would have been fully briefed by the Board of
Trade and that he would have worked with their Trade Commissioner’s Office
in Johannesburg. Snelling’s thought was that uranium production was the
biggest thing happening in the Union which was at that moment the United
Kingdom’s second best customer. Snelling warned of the major interests that
were at stake: the United Kingdom had been losing literally millions of pound
worth of orders because they had no-one on the inside to push their interests.
Whitehall was shaken into action. It was agreed that Soskice might take a
discreet interest in trade promotion if, in fact, the American representatives
had been found to be doing the same.29
Once Soskice had taken up his position in the Union, Whitehall learned
that the warnings from sympathetic South Africans had been well-founded.
28 AB 161 1580, Pritchard to How, 15 August 1953.
29 DO 119/1161, Snelling to CRO, 18 March 1953, Kemp to Percival, Snelling to Pritchard, 9 December 1953.
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Soskice reported that the CDA quite openly assisted all representatives of
American manufacturers. Britain had been missing out despite the strong
sentiment in favour of British manufacturers and a desire to help British
exports. Some members of the mining industry had apparently been
concerned and even perturbed at the hold which “vested interests” in the
U.S.A. had established in connection with the supply of plant and equipment
for the uranium programme. The absence of a British representative on the
CDA (which had proved to be so advantageous to American interests) had
been due to little more than the desire to save £3 - 4000 per year. Financial
constraints had proved to be the weak link in Britain’s efforts to maintain its
international position.30
The Union government’s interest in atomic collaboration led, in August
1953, to a decision to send VH Osborn, the secretary of mines, to Britain
to raise the matter on an official level. Only Malan, Havenga and Van Rhijn
were involved at this stage. Schonland reported that the matter was being
kept secret, presumably for local nationalist political reasons. In London,
Neil Pritchard, a senior official in the CRO, had been particularly struck by
what Anthony Hamilton, of South Africa House, had told him. Hamilton’s
impression was that South African Ministers really believed that there was
something in it for South Africa and that their imagination had been struck
by the general idea of co-operation in the field with the United Kingdom.31
From the meeting with Osborn in London, it emerged that the South Africans
had had only very vague ideas at that time about their future programme.
They had been becoming anxious about the demand for uranium in the
1960s. Beyond a request for assistance in training key personnel in reactor
work, Osborn had few specific proposals. The Union government might,
he thought, have sought a higher price for uranium intended for industrial
use. On the other hand, the South African cabinet was likely to attach more
importance to a quid pro quo in terms of U.K. help, within the framework of
a Commonwealth programme, in developing a power programme in South
Africa. Osborn said that the Union had been approached by several other
30 DO 119/1161, Report by Soskice, 12 May 1954, Harrison to Bryant, 15 May 1954; AB 16/1501, Ward to
Pritchard, 7 January 1954.
31 AB 16/1580, Schonland to Cockcroft, 10 August 1953, Pritchard to How, 16 November 1953, Pritchard
to Liesching, 16 November 1953. The British Ambassador in Washington ‘took a firm line’ that any direct
approach to the Americans on the question of releasing CDA uranium for power purposes was ruled out.
The “big thing” so far as they were concerned was the need for assured supplies after 1964 (when Union
commitments to the CDA expired). AB 16/1580, British ambassador in Washington to the foreign office, 2
November 1953, Pritchard to Liesching, 16 November 1953.
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nations (most notably France) with offers to build plants in exchange for
uranium. Co-operation with Commonwealth countries was preferred (The
emphasis on the Commonwealth aspect of atomic development was, perhaps,
an indication that the Union government wanted an arrangement made less
vulnerable to criticism from Anglo-phobic Nationalists by the inclusion of
Canada or Australia.) The South African policy-makers who favoured such
co-operation wanted the British government to make an approach at a high
level.32

Unconditional atomic relations
The whole issue of atomic collaboration with both South Africa and Australia
came before the British Cabinet in January 1954. A memorandum presented by
Lord alisbury (the minister responsible for the Department of Atomic Energy)
recommended that Britain should agree to increased technical co-operation
in atomic energy with Australia and South Africa, without seeking to impose
bargaining conditions designed to give them an assured supply of uranium.
Lord Cherwell’s visit to Australia had revealed that the Australian government
was, and would remain for some time to come, unwilling to commit itself to
supply uranium exclusively to Britain. There were, nevertheless, good reasons
for making an offer of technical collaboration.33 First, a close association in
the development of such a potentially important source of electrical power
was bound to be advantageous from the broad economic, political and
defence points of view. Second, the chances of obtaining uranium supplies in
the future would have been much enhanced. Third, if technical information
were withheld, the Americans may have stepped in instead. Finally, if power
plants were constructed in the Commonwealth, they could have been used to
produce plutonium also and would have become a valuable strategic source
of supply.34
The cabinet was apparently satisfied with these arguments. South Africa
and Australia would be given assistance in the hope that this would have

32 AB 16/1580, note of meeting with Osborn, 17 November 1953; note by CRO and ministry of supply, 16
December 1953; AB; 16/1795, 5 September 1953; AB 16/15.80, Cockcroft to Plowden, 1 December 1953.
33 These arguments were put forward in the memorandum in specific reference to Australia, but they applied with
equal force in the case of South Africa.
34 An additional point that applied only to Australia was that her goodwill was needed in the provision of testing
facilities. CAB 129/65, C(54)7, 9 January 1954; CAB 128/27, CC2(54)3, 12 January 1954.
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marked the beginning of a great Commonwealth effort in atomic energy.35
Previous proposals for Commonwealth atomic collaboration had foundered
on fears of possible damage to Anglo-American atomic relations. Under
the terms of the modus vivendi, American concurrence was needed before
information could be passed on to a Commonwealth country, even if the
information had not been of American origin. By the end of 1953, the British
ambassador in Washington was confident that such concurrence could be
secured. The softening of the American attitude on this subject was probably
due less to a greater willingness on the part of the Americans to collaborate
with Britain, than to an American recognition that a more open policy was
an essential part of Eisenhower’s proposals for the international exchange of
information on the peaceful uses of atomic energy. The British government
finally brought itself to embark on a programme of atomic collaboration with
the Commonwealth in no small measure, because the US government was on
the verge of adopting a similar policy itself – albeit in a much more grandiose
and idealistic framework.36
With respect to South Africa, the specific recommendation endorsed by the
British cabinet was that an offer should be made to receive Union technicians
for training in Britain. By late April 1954, the way had been cleared with the
United States and Canada. In Whitehall, there had been some debate about
how full the offer should be, and whether specific reference should be made
to Britain’s interest in securing uranium for industrial purposes. On the first
issue, the prevailing view was that the South Africans should only be offered
what they could usefully take advantage of. When it was pointed out that
this meant that South Africa would, in effect, be offered less than Australia,
it was argued that the two dominions were at different stages in their atomic
development programmes. Any differences arose only from South Africa and
Australia policies, and not from any discrimination by Britain. On the second
issue, there were worries that it would be unwise to disturb a very delicate
situation by mentioning uranium supplies.37

35 CAB 129/65, C(54)7, 9 January 1954; CAB 128/27, CC2(54)3, 12 January 1954.
36 There were material reasons for the British government’s increased interest in the Commonwealth in 1954.
Tritium – a key item for the production of thermo-nuclear weapons - could be obtained from Canada.
Heavy water could be produced in New Zealand. RG 2, A5a, Vol. 2654-2656, 30 June 1954; CAB 130/101.
FRUS, 1952-1954, II(2), pp. 852-1292; R Bothwell, Eldorado: Canada’s national uranium company (Toronto,
University of Toronto Press, 1984), pp. 379-381.
37 AB 16/980, How to Jenkins, 21 April 1954; AB 16/1580, Jenkins to How; AB 16/980, Ward to Jenkins, 3 April
1954 and How to Jenkins, 21 April 1954.
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Le Rougetel apparently concluded that the offer of technical collaboration
should be kept separate from the uranium procurement question. The letter
which was eventually sent from the Secretary of State for Commonwealth
Relations to Malan seems not to have gone much further than to offer to
train scientists and engineers. Reference was made to South Africa’s position
as a uranium supplier, but no conclusions were drawn.38 As a preliminary
to discussion about a full programme of technical collaboration, the South
African government proposed sending a small mission to Britain.39
Britain’s hard-won technical achievements were apparently too valuable
a commodity to be disposed of, all at once, in a fit of affection for the
Commonwealth. With an eye both to strengthening Commonwealth ties and
to ensuring long-term sources of supply, special care was given to the selection
of countries from which uranium would have been purchased in 1954. (This
same concern for the material basis of Commonwealth relations had been
evident in 1952 when RA Butler, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, ruled that
Britain should not participate in any further CDA projects unless they were
within the Commonwealth.) In February 1954, Butler advanced the view that
Britain should not get itself so far committed to obtaining uranium supplies
from the CDA that they no longer had the need or the resources to buy from
the Commonwealth. It had been a mistake to have allowed the Americans
to monopolise Canadian supplies. The official committee on atomic energy
decided that the largest proportion of Britain’s 1954 CDA allocation should,
despite the extra cost involved, be taken from South Africa. Purchasing the
entire allocation from the Belgian Congo would have saved £730,000. Cost
was considered less important than various political factors. First, Congo ore
could not have been used without revealing to the Belgians and the Americans
the embarrassingly low rate of British uranium metal production. Second,
Commonwealth sources of supply were to have been developed as part of the
effort to foster close relations in atomic energy matters. Third, South Africa
was expected shortly to have become the largest producer of uranium in the
world and could therefore become a valuable and reliable long-term source of
supply. Fourth, particular aspects of Britain’s collaborative relationship with
the Union were thought to be involved: South African mining companies
were dominated by men with pronounced British sympathies and there was
38 AB 16/1580 Garner to How, 7 May 1953; Havenga to Le Rougetel, 22 July 1953.
39 From the Union, Snelling reported the “murky story” that the South African cabinet had approved sending a
“sensible mission”, but then Louw had been to see Malan. It had come up again at another cabinet meeting
when “four Ministers who, according to Osborn, have the right ideas, were away”. Osborn then had another
struggle to get matters “back to the right lines”. AB 16/1580, Snelling to Garner, 15 September 1954.
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little doubt that they, and probably the South African government too, would
have been greatly disappointed if Britain had failed to take an appreciable part
of the South African output. Moreover, if too little uranium were taken, the
South Africans would have realised that the sterling paid to them was repaid
to Britain in dollars by the CDA. British motives in supporting the project
at all might have then become suspect. In the end, 400 tons were purchased
from the Union and 100 tons from the Congo. The Churchill government
had, in effect, instituted an informal system of imperial preference with the
acknowledged aim of strengthening the Commonwealth.40
Despite the increasingly heavy financial burden involved, the British
government saw no alternative to maintaining its stake in CDA operations in
South Africa. Capital expenditure was expected, in December 1953, to rise as
high as £51-53m for the period 1952 to 1956, and both the Americans and
South Africans were interested in a further expansion. The British government
had to provide one-third of this. The significance of such a sum can be seen
if it is compared to the cost of Britain’s reactor programme - £17m for the
first reactor, and £8m spread over five years for the second; or the cost of
producing hydrogen weapons - £10m in additional capital.41

Conclusion
Throughout 1954, the need to foster South African goodwill had been a
major factor in British atomic policy. This was evident with regard to Britain’s
desire to obtain monazite/uranium from the Union.42 In the formulation of
British tactics for the negotiations over contractual details between the CDA
and the Union government, Sir Edwin Plowden, chairman of the United
Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority, took the view that:43
On purely commercial grounds our negotiators would naturally take a tough
line but this might not suit the tactics of our subsequent approach to the
40 M Gowing, Independence and deterrence, p. 391; CAB 128/27, CC9(54)5, 14 February 1954; AB 16/248, Draft
paper for the atomic energy executive, 26 April 1954; DO 119/1169, Curson to Snelling, 17 June 1954. Capital
expenditure was expected, in December 1953, to rise as high as £51-53m for the period 1952 to 1956, and
both the Americans and South Africans were interested in a further expansion. The British government had to
provide one-third of this.
41 CAB 131/12, CAB 128/27, CC48(54)2, 8 July 1954.
42 Monazite was a source of thorium which had become more valuable since the discovery that this element was
needed in the department of atomic energy, and it was of concern that once informed, the Union government
might be more reluctant to part with it, and might seek a higher price.
43 AB 16/319, Plowden to British embassy in Washington, 23 November 1954.
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South Africans on uranium for power purposes. Nor might it be advisable in
view of our wider relations with South Africa and the fact that in the original
negotiations she did not take full advantage of her strong bargaining position.

Despite this, it was not so much the Commonwealth links that brought the
Union of South Africa to Britain, but rather, the inclusion of Australia as a
possible alternative and competition for the Union government. Malan did
not want his government to be left out and so without much ado agreed to
the establishment of a Commonwealth atomic collaboration. Also, contrary
to Ritchie Ovendale’s view that the US relied on the British Commonwealth
connection to obtain uranium from South Africa between 1945 and 1950,
this was only partially correct in the second half of the 1940s.44

44 L Asuelime, “Uranium politics of gatekeeping...”, Historia, 58, 1 May 2013, pp. 33-50.
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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:
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The taking of the slaver Meermin, 1766
(Cape Town, Africana Publishers, 2013, 159 pp., bibl, index. ISBN:
978-0-620-58141-7)
Dan Sleigh and Piet Westra

Barend van der Merwe
Free State Provincial Archives
vandermerwe.bj@sacr.fs.gov.za

The taking of the slaver Meermin, 1766 was originally published in 2012 in
Afrikaans, under the title Die aanslag op die slaweskip Meermin. The colonial
era remains of great importance to historians and the general public. Strange
as this era may be to us today, its legacy continues to influence our culture.
Trademarks such as “Microsoft” or “Blue Bulls”, so much a part of modern
life, were once largely unknown. One of the greatest trademarks, the VOC
(Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or Dutch East India Company), founded
in 1602 and therefore older than the Dutch state, remain influential today.
The officials of this company left us a treasure of records that are still harvested
for their information and insights, not only by historians, but by linguists
and novelists, among others. The documentation spanning many kilometres
and recording the administration of the company, contains data from three
continents, including the several sea routes travelled. It has been appropriately
elevated by UNESCO to the status of “Memory of the World” (p. 13).
The taking of the slaver Meermin, 1766 is a careful study of primary and
secondary sources, bringing one of the colourful stories of this period to life.
The text details the story of a slave uprising and is, in the words of the authors,
“one of the most dramatic tales of Cape maritime history in the days of sail”
(p. 9). While lying in mid-ocean, slaves on board the Meermin took control
of the vessel, resulting in many deaths in a struggle that continued for days.
By modern standards slavery is a crime and a tragedy not to be tolerated,
although it is and will perhaps always be with us in one form or another. The
case under scrutiny concerns the transportation of slaves from Madagascar,
bound for the Cape Colony. Owning slaves was considered a right at that
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time, and one that had to be defended. Taking them captive was not a crime,
but instead a responsibility that rested with officials. It was actually a crime to
hinder this process in any way.
Whether legally acceptable or not at any time, the experience of being taken
captive is painful to humans. Notably in this book, reference is made to the
Amistad case. In both instances slaves tried in vain to be transported back
to their country of origin, putting their lives at risk to do so. The cruelty of
colonial slavery will always be incomprehensible to the modern mind that
takes this liberty for granted.
The taking of the Meermin is placed in a broad historical context, starting
with a chapter on the role of the Company at the Cape and moving on to its
slave trade with Madagascar. There is also a chapter dealing with the nature
of the Meermin in terms of its construction, as well as a discussion of midocean slave revolts. The text is liberally supplemented with colourful reprints
of artwork that include drawings, paintings, and maps, and there are also
photographs of accessed records. A chronology of the events, the ranks on the
vessel, and its construction plan, are useful addenda.
The events surrounding the taking of the Meermin were cause for a lengthy
legal process. This forms a separate chapter in which some of the court
proceedings are transcribed. These narrate the aftermath of the revolt, and
highlight crucial developments in the legal system of the day. In studying the
events, the court found negligence on the part of the VOC officials, considering
their role in the tragedy and, according to Sleigh and Westra, the ruling was
“a victory for the Roman Dutch legal system” (p. 132) because it showed
sympathy for the accused slaves, and condemned their poor treatment neglect
by company officials. This suggested the early questioning of the institution
of slavery.
The system of slavery had a significant influence on the economy. To a great
extent the economic success of the colonies rested on the labour of slaves
whose lives were defined by exploitation. The taking of the slaver Meermin,
1766 is a welcome addition to the historiography of the colonial era and
of slavery. It is a well-researched book, written in accessible language and
making the tragedy not only of this event, but of slavery in general, more
attractive to the modern reader.
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Brothers in war and peace: Constand and Abraham Viljoen and the
birth of the New South Africa
(Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2014, 258pp. ISBN: 9781770226005)
Dennis Cruywagen
Emile C Coetzee
Mafikeng Campus of the NWU
24117889@nwu.ac.za

The transitional period (1989-1994) in South African history is considered
to have been a time of great uncertainty and anxiety. During the De Klerk
administration, South Africans were not always sure what would be decided
at the negotiating tables and within the secret meetings of the National Party
(NP) government, the African National Congress (ANC) and the right-wing
organisations. It was especially the different Right-wing organisations that
concerned Nelson Mandela and he searched high and low for any member
of these organisations who would be willing to negotiate. It is now clear that
he did not find it in the bolstering Eugene Terre’blanche of the Afrikaner
WeerstandsBeweging (AWB), the outspoken Dr Ferdinand Hartzenberg (the
successor to the late Dr Andries Treurnicht of the Conservative Party of South
Africa) or in the members of the smaller, yet not unimportant, Right-wing
parties and cultural institutions such as the Afrikaner Volkswag of Dr Carel
Boshoff, the Boere Krisis Aksie paramilitary group or the dissidents from the
Afrikaner Volksunie.
Cruywagen, a political journalist and analyst who was once a spokesperson
for the ANC, succeeds in revealing the only member within the right-wing
realm of power-hungry organisations that were willing to sit down and
continue negotiations with the ANC. His name was Constand Viljoen, a 20th
century South African Army general who climbed the hierarchy of command
to serve as the Chief of the Defence Force during the first years of the 1980s.
Constand Viljoen was however not alone in any of his dealings with the ANC.
His identical twin brother, Abraham, was the true instigator who wanted to
persuade his brother to stop any designs for war by the right-wing. Abraham
was, unlike his brother, a pacifist who did not consider war to be an option
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at all. A theologian by training, who was ostracised by the Dutch Reformed
Church and the other powerful bodies of the “Afrikaner establishment”,
Abraham was once called a traitor by the Afrikaners, a painful accusation
which would also haunt his brother when the latter decided to register his
candidates for the 1994 election.
Cruywagen begins the story of the Viljoen brothers by sketching the sociohistorical background of the town of Standerton in which the twins were
raised. He is successful in showcasing the military service undertaken by
the Viljoen family dating from the late 19th 20th century. In these first three
chapters, the reader is able to discern the influence of the political ideologies
espoused by the Standerton MP, Jan Smuts, and his party leader, Louis Botha
from the South African Party, on the minds of the Viljoen twins. Interestingly
enough, this political influence had contrasting effects regarding the past woes
of the Afrikaners and their role in the building of a united South Africa. It is
clear within these first chapters that the Viljoen brothers, like so many of their
fellow Afrikaners, grew up with only the bare essentials at hand because they
placed greater importance on intangible desires such as religion (especially
within the Calvinistic perspective) and also the opportunity to receive a level of
tertiary education. After spending a year together in the military gymnasium
in Pretoria, Abraham decided that his calling was in theology and Constand
craved the discipline and supposed camaraderie of the Defence Force. Both
the twins would receive different opportunities during their time spent at the
University of Pretoria - Abraham being able to travel to several countries in the
West to enrich his knowledge of Christianity and consequentially adopting
views about Apartheid from different international perspectives.
It is in this chapter about Abraham’s awakening about the strong and untested
influences of the Afrikaner establishment that Cruywagen shows his sympathy
towards Abraham. Noting that Cruywagen has served the ANC before, the
reviewer wonders if the author was willing to fully grasp the conservative
views of the young Constand. It might be quite provocative to state that it
was obviously easier to understand the mentality of the anti-apartheid brother
rather than the one who sacrificed his youth for the sake of the Apartheid
state. Yet, the author is nonetheless able to bring a balance towards his proAbraham views when he touches on the misfortunes and mistakes which
Constand had to face when the general became the politician. Starting out as
an advisor to the Afrikaner Volksunie, Constandlater became the “champion
of the right-wing” after being asked to lead the right-wing akin to a modern
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day Pompey Magnus. It seems that Constand the soldier was unsuited for
a war in the coliseum of politics. The chapter on Constand’s final military
defeat in the former homeland of Bophuthatswana, in particular, gives a clear
and basic picture of the great blunders which Terre’blanche and his armed
mob caused when Constand had to support President Lucas Mangope. This
defeat and utter humiliation became his own personal Operation Valkyrie, but
unlike General Ludwig Beck, Constand had another option. After consulting
with the former Commander of the infamous 32 Battalion, Colonel Jan
Breytenbach, Constand sent Pieter Groenewald to register his candidate list
at the IEC Headquarters and thus the Freedom Front became a contender
for the 1994 elections. Cruywagen makes this registration seem like an anticlimax and even ridicules it with the comments made by the late Jakes Gerwel
about why he voted for the Freedom Front. Yet, there was nothing funny
about this decision and the impact it would have on the rights of minority
groups within South Africa after 1994.
Cruywagen’s illusive objectivity in the final chapters is also enriched with
several incorrect facts such as the date of Dr. Andries Treurnicht’s suspicious
death in the Groote Schuur Hospital in Cape Town. Maybe one could
argue that an incorrect date is not all that important. Yet, the mistake that
Cruywagen makes by stating that only Mr Mandela made a statement to
the South African public after the assassination of Mr Chris Hani on the
10th of April 1993 and that President De Klerk did not, is in the opinion
of the reviewer unforgivable. It is widely known that both the leaders of the
NP and the ANC made sincere requests during special broadcasts to the
public to remain calm and not derail the efforts made to negotiate for a new
political dispensation. The only difference was that Mr Mandela’s speech
was broadcast live and President De Klerk’s was recorded but both messages
were broadcasted directly after each other with De Klerk’s recorded message
following Mr Mandela’s speech.
The book ends with the final struggles faced by the Viljoen twins in their
own special capacities. After serving one term in the South African parliament,
Constand returned to his farm in Mpumalanga, able to think about the
roads-not-taken (such as his desire for a “Volkstaat”) and it is clear from the
interviews which Cruywagen had with several relevant contemporaries of the
Viljoens, that Constand is now facing a total onslaught of regret. The work
by Cruywagen narrates the story of the Viljoen twins and their contrasting
experiences in 20th century South Africa for the first time. However the
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macro-historical scope, enjoying more attention in several parts of the book,
is not entirely successful in being interwoven with the biographical story of
the Viljoens. That said, this book should be seen as a new and informative
source on two South Africans who have received little attention by historians
thus far. It is therefore a worthy contribution that will lay the foundation for
further work on the Viljoen brothers.

Christiaan de Wet Annale 11: Die Anglo-Boereoorlog in die
Potchefstroom omgewing
(Bloemfontein, Oorlogsmuseum van die Boererepublieke (in
samewerking met die Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir Wetenskap en
Kuns), 2013, 278pp. R 170.00)
Gert N van den Bergh
Danell de Wet
Potchefstroom
ddewet@live.co.za

Prof Van den berg se boek handel, soos die titel dit stel, oor gebeure tydens
die Anglo-Boereoorlog (Suid-Afrikaanse Oorlog) wat tussen 1899 en 1902 in
spesifiek die Potchefstroom omgewing afgespeel het. Besondere klem word
geplaas op die betrokkenheid van die Potchefstroom-kommando by die
oorlog. In hierdie verband is dit belangrik om te onthou dat daar, soos vermeld
in die inleiding van die boek, na Potchefstroom in daardie jare verwys is as die
groter area wat Ventersdorp, Klerksdorp, Coligny, Hartbeesfontein, Koster en
Carletonville ingesluit het. Die boek is dus hoofsaaklik ‘n streeksgeskiedenis.
Die studie dek ‘n wye oorsig van die hoofgebeure tydens die AngloBoereoorlog met spesifieke verwysing na die Wes-Transvaal, wat insluit
die ontstaan van die Potchefstroom-kommando, die Britse besettings van
Potchefstroom, die verskroeide-aarde- en konsentrasiekampbeleid, en die
Bittereinders. Die gebeure word vertel in chornologiese volgorde, en daar
word deurlopend in die boek van interessante feite en staaltjies vertel.
Van den Berg gee die lot van die Potchefstroomse burgers van daardie tyd
weer. Die voedsel situasie, wat insluit die verdeling daarvan, asook die tekorte
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wat tydens die oorlog geheers het word vermeld in die vorm van ‘n sosiale
geskiedenis. Die situasie waarin vroue en kinders hulself bevind het in die
Potchefstroomarea word beskryf, en daar word nie net op Boeregesinne
gefokus nie, maar ook die lot van hul werkers se gesinne wat ‘n bydrae tot die
historiografie lewer. Voorts vertel die skrywer dat daar aanvanklik twee beleide
was rakende vrouens en kinders gedurende die oorlog. Een daarvan was die
normale konsentrasiekampbeleid soos ons almal dit ken, maar aanvanklik het
die beleid slegs gegeld vir vrouens en kinders op die plase. Die ander beleid
was vir dorps vrouens en kinders, wat gestipuleer het dat hul huise geplunder
word, en hulle uit die dorp gejaag is. Die twee beleide het later egter dieselfde
geword, nadat die dorpsvrouens hulleself by die naaste kommando’s aangesluit
het en so gevang is waarna hulle na konsentrasie kampe toe gestuur is.
Die boek gee dus nuwe insigte oor die situasie in die distrik tydens die oorlog,
en in sekere gevalle waar ‘n spesifieke plek betrokke is, gee die Van den Berg
aanduidings waar die area vandag geleë is met die oog op ‘n groter waardering
van die geskiedenis wanneer hierdie plekke besoek word.
Ten spyte van die sterk chronologiese onderbou fokus Van den Berg meer
op die gebeure van 1900, met amper die helfte van die boek wat slegs daaroor
handel. 1901 en 1902 word meer vlugtig behandel in die oorblywende
hoofstukke. Daar word ook soms teruggespring na 1900 in die laaste
hoofstukke van die boek en dit lei daartoe dat die boek hier en daar moeilik
verstaanbaar is, en in sekere gevalle lomp en deurmekaar voorkom. Verder
mag die boek ook moeilik lees vir die normale leser, wat nie noodwendig
kennis dra van die gebeure van die Anglo-Boereoorlog nie, aangesien die boek
op verskeie plekke aanneem dat die leser oor genoegsame agtergrondskennis
beskik.
Alhoewel daar vermeld word dat die boek oor die hele Potchefstroom area
handel, word daar met die verduideliking van die konsentrasiekampbeleid
grootliks gefokus op die dorp, Potchefstroom, se konsentrasiekamp,
terwyl Klerksdorp, wat ook deel gevorm het van die distrik, ook oor ‘n
konsentrasiekamp gehad het. Hierdie uitlating vernou die fokus van die boek.
Van den Bergh slaag wel in die doel van die boek, deurdat die gebeure van die
oorlog in die Potchefstroom area, en waarby die Potchefstroomse kommando
betrokke was, op weergegee word en gebou is op ‘n sterk argivale basis.
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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, tables 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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FOOTNOTES
Only the footnote method for references is accepted in articles for New Contree.
Footnote references should appear at the bottom of each page. Footnotes should
be numbered sequentially throughout the article and starting with 1. No other
numerical system is allowed. Archival sources/published works/authors referred
to in the text should be cited in full in the first footnote of each new reference.
Thereafter it can be reduced to a shorter footnote reference. Do not refer to the exact
same source and page numbers in footnotes that follow each other.
No exact repetition of a footnote reference on the same page is allowed. For example, if you refer to Y Krone’s source as in footnote 1 and then also in footnote 2, the
page references must at least differ. They can’t reference the same pages.
The use of the Latin word “Ibid” is not allowed. Rather refer to the actual reference
again (or in its shortened version) on the rest of a page(s) in the footnote section.
The titles of books, articles, chapters, theses, dissertations and papers/manuscripts
should NOT be capitalised at random. Only the names of people and places (and in
some instances specific historic events) are capitalised. For example:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77;

NOT
P Erasmus, “The ‘Lost’ South African Tribe – Rebirth Of The Koranna In The Free State”,
New Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

PLEASE NOTE: Referencing journal titles imply that every word of the journal
must start with a capital letter, example: Yesterday&Today Journal.
Only the first letter of the surname of authors should be capitalized, not the complete surname. No names of authors, in full, is allowed. The following practical examples will help:
Avoid punctuation between initials IN footnotes (and in the article text).
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Examples of an article in a journal
R Siebörger, Incorporating human rights into the teaching of History: Teaching materials,
Yesterday&Today, 2, October 2008, pp. 1-14.
S Marks, “Khoisan resistance to the Dutch in the seventeenth and eighteen centuries”, Journal of African History, 3(1), 1972, p. 76.

Example of a shortened version of an article in a journal
From:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

To:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe…”, New Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

[Please note: ONLY the title of the article is shortened and not the finding place]

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

[Please note the reference variety to page numbers used]

Example of a shortened version of a reference from a book
From:
JA Conforti (ed.) or (eds.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the Congregational Ministry, and reform in New England between the
Great Awakenings (Washington, Christian University Press, 1981), p. 23.
To:
JA Conforti (ed.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement…, p. 23.
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Example of a reference from a chapter in a book
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means: SWAPO’s liberation war”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle: The two-edged sword (London, Oxford University
Press, 1995), pp. 19-39.

Shortened version:
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means…”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle…, pp. 19-39.

Example of a reference from an unpublished dissertation/thesis
MJ Dhlamini, “The relationship between the African National Congress and the Pan Africanist Congress, 1959-1990” (Ph.D, NWU, 2006), pp. 4, 8, 11.

Examples of a reference from a newspaper
P Coetzee, “Voëlvlugblik ATKV 75 op ons blink geskiedenis”, Die Transvaler, 6 Januarie
2006, p. 8.

or
Zululand Times, 19 July 1923.

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

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

or

K Rasool (Personal Collection), interviews, R Vahed (housewife, Gugulethu)/S Dlamini
(researcher), 13 August 1948; JA Conforti (policeman, Vaalwater)/S Dlamini
(researcher), 13 August 1948.
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• Example of shortened interview reference (after it has been used once in article)
K Rasool (Personal Collection), interview, K Kotzé/E Schutte , 12 March 2006.

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

• National archives (or any other archive)
National Archive (NA), Pretoria, Department of Education (DoE), Vol.10, Reference
8/1/3/452: Letter, K Lewis (Director General) / P Dlamini (Teacher, Springs College), 12 June 1960.

[Please note: After the first reference to the National Archives or Source Group
for example, it can be abbreviated to e.g. NA or DE]

A source accessed on the Internet
A Dissel, “Tracking transformation in South African prisons”, Track Two, 11(2), April 2002
(available at http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za/two/11-2transformation.html, as accessed on 14 January 2003), pp. 1-3.

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

Shortened version:
D Dollar, “Asian century...” (Paper, GDN Conference, 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: ...” (Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: ..., University of Johannesburg [or UJ]), p. 7.
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GENERAL
Submission requirements
Articles finally submitted to the New Contree for publication, after approval, must
be editorially revised and a submission must be accompanied by a memorandum
from a qualified language practitioner. No article will be published without such a
memorandum of approval.

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