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“A masterly summary of the major themes which have gone into the making of modern South Africa and of the debates which historians have had about them. It is clear and succinct; marvellously well researched; absolutely up-to-date; and easily accessible to the general reader. It is at once the best book of its kind available.”

  Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History

“Nigel Worden’s book has a good chronology, excellent bibliography and it certainly enriches the literature on South Africa.”
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“Good, scholarly one-volume overviews of South African history are not plentiful. The Making of Modern South Africa is already proving invaluable to students and lecturer alike because it is so up-to-date … the book is admirably organized, remarkably comprehensive and bound to be widely used.”

  The English Historical Review

“Worden’s presentation is always erudite and balanced. He is to be congratulated in providing a masterly history of modern South Africa which should have a wide audience.”

  The Australian Association for Maritime History

“It is well written and balanced in its presentation of the South African history, such as the inclusion of the importance of gender and environmental history.”

  West Africa

“A penetrating analysis of the forces that have shaped South Africa, and written in a style that is engaging.”
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1

Introduction: The Changing History of South Africa


In the late twentieth century South Africa was much in the public eye. Events such as the Soweto uprising of 1976, the virtual civil war of the 1980s, the collapse of apartheid and the ‘small miracle’ (in Nelson Mandela’s words) of a peaceful transition to democracy in the 1990s brought widespread attention to a country whose policies of legislated racial discrimination had made it an anomaly in the post-colonial world. South Africa ‘has ignited international passions in a way that few nations in recent history have managed’ (Andrews 2007: 148).

Over the same period, the study of South Africa’s past mushroomed. Many new academic works appeared from the mid-1970s and university courses on South African history were offered widely in Europe, the United States and Africa. Not only did the volume of scholarship increase: its general findings significantly transformed our understanding of the making of modern South Africa in a process which ‘in historiographical terms represents a revolution’ (Smith 1988). Although something of the ferment in historical writing of those decades has now passed, new work is constantly appearing and South African history continues to be an engaging field for students.

This book attempts to introduce readers to some of this historical scholarship. It may be read as a self-contained work, although it is not a complete general history of South Africa, and the reader may choose to supplement it with one of the several good recent overviews on the market (see general surveys, p. 170). Although it ranges from the pre-colonial period to the present, its central focus is on the years between the 1910s and the 1970s, when racial segregation was paramount. The book also examines the decline and final collapse of apartheid in the 1980s and 1990s, and ends with an overview of some of the key issues in a ‘new South Africa’ attempting to recover from its traumatic past.

To understand how the themes of more recent writing on South African history emerged, we need to say something briefly about the prevailing views that preceded it.

The earliest histories of South Africa were mainly concerned with its white inhabitants. It is true that writings by missionaries, administrators and black intellectuals such as Sol Plaatje and Tiyo Soga in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries did pay attention to the experience of black communities, but these did not find their way into the mainstream of historical scholarship (Hamilton, Mbenga and Ross 2010: 23–5). Afrikaner nationalist writers tended instead to laud the achievements of the trekkers and their descendants, while English-speaking historians placed emphasis on the role of the British government and settlers. Indigenous South Africans played only a background role in these versions of the past. As in Europe, many histories written in the early twentieth century emphasized political events and the ‘making of the nation-state’. Such approaches pervaded many academic texts and syllabi in South Africa until the early 1980s (Dhupelia-Mesthrie 2000 and, for example of such a text, Muller 1975).

But by the middle of the century the inadequacy of such an approach was already apparent. Clearly the key issue in South Africa was racial discrimination and the causes of systematic segregation. Historians of liberal sympathies began to explore these issues, emphasizing the economic and social background to segregation and apartheid (Saunders 1988). Despite diversity, most of these writers viewed South Africa as a ‘dual economy’ with two distinct societies: a white urban and capitalist agrarian system on the one hand and a rural impoverished and stagnating African sector on the other. Apartheid was explained by the unhappy history of a virulent racism, primarily of Afrikaners, which was born on the frontier of the early Cape colony and transported inland by the Great Trek to resurface in the catastrophic National Party victory of 1948. Such arguments were the mainstay of the authoritative Oxford History of South Africa published in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Wilson and Thompson 1971).

The Oxford History also foreshadowed changes in historical approach of a more fundamental nature. It was influenced by the emergence of African history as a sub-discipline in its own right in the late 1960s and 1970s. In response to the independence of Africa from colonialism a body of scholarship now focused on the internal operation of African societies, rather than seeing them as adjuncts to colonial policies. It was no longer possible to view South African history as the story of British and Afrikaner settlers and their conflicts.

But the South African ‘historiographical revolution’ went further than this. Indeed, the Oxford History was criticized soon after its publication by a new group of young historians, many of them South Africans studying abroad, who were influenced by a neo-Marxist, or revisionist, paradigm. They explained apartheid not by the irrational racism of a pre-industrial colonial frontier, but as the direct product of South Africa’s unique process of industrialization. Segregation, so argued the revisionists, was specifically developed to nurture early industry, particularly mining, and capitalist agriculture. Contrary to the ‘dual economy’ notion of the liberals, revisionists saw the poverty and deprivation of many Africans as an integral part of the South African industrial system. Cheap labor was the basis of this economy, and it explained much of the growth and dynamics of modern South Africa. In this argument segregation and apartheid resulted from class domination by capitalists rather than broad race domination by whites.

These approaches transformed understanding of the South African past. The focus now lay on early industrialization on the Rand after the 1880s rather than on the societies of the pre-industrial trekker republics and British colonies in the early nineteenth century. The nature of specific class formations in differing periods and regions came to be identified, showing that not all whites or all Africans underwent the same experiences. For instance, Afrikaner nationalism had to be consciously created in the 1930s as a means of bringing together diverse class interests. And a vibrant African peasant sector in the late nineteenth century was identified, initially responding to new market opportunities but then being destroyed by the competing needs of white farmers and urban employers for labor.

A leading figure in this development was Shula Marks, a London-based South African historian, who trained a generation of scholars, many of them South Africans who took up academic posts in liberal English-speaking universities in the country in the 1980s. Three collections of work produced out of her London seminars became seminal texts (Marks and Atmore 1980; Marks and Rathbone 1982; Marks and Trapido 1987). Debates between the ‘liberal’ and ‘radical’ historians were heated and relics of them still continue (Lipton 2007). However, by the late 1980s and 1990s the consensus of a new generation of South African academic historians was that the revisionist interpretations had triumphed (Stolten 2007: 20–23). A key role in this was played by the History Workshop movement based at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. Founded in 1977, in the aftermath of the Soweto uprising, its focus was the recovery of the experiences and agency of ordinary men and women in the past, a direction which clearly spoke to the popular struggles of the late apartheid era in which the Workshop operated.

Since then some of the dogmatism of the early revisionist writers has been tempered. For example the migrant labor system, which was developed to the profit of the mining industry, has now been shown to have poorly served the needs of manufacturing: segregation did not suit all capitalists (Feinstein 2005). Following trends in historical writing elsewhere, and led by the History Workshop historians, the uncompromising structuralism of Marxist argument has given way to a more nuanced version, in which individual and community experiences hold prime place and the diversity of response is recognized. Economic exploitation still left space for cultural autonomy. Much use has been made of oral history as a means of recovering such experiences. One of the most acclaimed South African historical books of the 1990s was the life history of an illiterate sharecropper, Kas Maine, based on a series of oral interviews (Van Onselen 1996). His experiences challenge the crude generalizations of historians by showing a complex and subtle defiance to the economic and political onslaught on black cultivators that lasted throughout most of the twentieth century.

The ending of apartheid has not yet produced a new version of national history akin to those that emerged in many post-colonial countries. Although Black Consciousness intellectuals such as Steve Biko called for the re-writing of South African history from an Africanist perspective, this has only taken place to a limited extent (Hamilton, Mbenga and Ross 2010: 51–2). A key reason for this is that the post-apartheid government consciously sought to be reconciliatory and inclusive rather than to promote an exclusively Africanist version of the South African past. There are evident difficulties in constructing a single national history out of such a divided past, as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission discovered (Andrews 2007: 174). Moreover, the revisionist revolution in South African historiography had already focused attention on the experiences and resistance of ordinary men and women in the past and this accorded well with the ideals of the newly democratic ANC government. In these circumstances there was no perceived need for another major paradigm shift after 1994.

Well established fields of scholarship which placed less emphasis on the national arena, such as urban and local histories, continued to be productive (Bickford-Smith 2008; Nieftagodien 2010). New interpretations also emerged which challenged the remaining vestiges of settler histories. For example Etherington (2001) made an influential case for viewing the nineteenth century history of the region from the Highveld rather than the settler Cape, arguing that the ‘great trek’ of Afrikaners in the 1830s should be viewed as an integral part of a much wider process of social and demographic change.

Other developments within revisionist interpretations that reflect international trends became more significant in the 1990s. The most striking is a growing recognition of the importance of gender. A call for the recognition of gender as a category of historical analysis was made in the 1980s (Bozzoli 1983; Walker 1990), but it is only in the post-apartheid era that earlier tendencies to see race or class in generalized terms has given way to a greater understanding of differentiated gendered experiences within such categories. This was aided by the constitutional removal in 1996 of discrimination not only on the grounds of race but also of gender and sexuality. Analysis of the way in which both male and female South Africans have constructed their identities in gendered terms has now greatly influenced our understanding of a wide range of historical topics, including slavery, migrant labor, the South African war, urbanization, Afrikaner nationalism, peasant farming and popular resistance (Bradford 1996; Morrell 1998).

Another new area of study was environmental history, the analysis of changing relationships between people and their environment over time. Particular foci of this work have been changing hunting and farming practices, the impact of settler societies on the landscape, especially in relation to forestry, changing technology and its effect on agricultural land, and the politics of conservation policies (Beinart and Coates 1995).

However there is no doubt that the fervor of South African historical writing of the 1980s has abated, leading some scholars to lament a ‘disquieting – even demoralizing’ decline (Bundy 2007: 74). The Witwatersrand History Workshop, a pivot of radical scholarship, became notably less influential (Bonner 2010). Radical social history was on the retreat (Cobley 2001). It was ironic that at a time when the political goals of many revisionist South African historians had been achieved, their academic writing became less influential. For a while in the new millennium even the study of history altogether in South African schools and colleges came under threat (Nuttall and Wright 2000, du Toit 2010). Some have attributed this to the predominant need within contemporary South Africa to look forward to a new future rather than back to a divisive past. However without a historical perspective, as ANC education minister Kader Asmal pointed out in 2004, there can be little understanding of the challenges that exist within the new nation (Asmal 2004).

Some of this perceived crisis was also the response of social historians to new historiographical developments that have taken place internationally and are now becoming more evident in South Africa. The ‘cultural turn’ in history has shifted the focus to an examination of the ways in which people in the past constructed particular identities and self-perceptions and how they expressed this in their everyday lives, a theme which perhaps finds greater resonance in the post-apartheid era than class mobilization and popular resistance. A path-breaking study in this regard was that of Jean and John Comaroff who explored new forms of consciousness amongst both colonizer and colonized in the nineteenth century Highveld (1991). Crais (2002) demonstrated with anthropological insight the significance of understandings of concepts of good and evil in explaining African and colonial concepts of power and resistance in the nineteenth century eastern Cape, concepts which extended into the apartheid era. Continuities between forms of consciousness and political mobilization in the nineteenth and early twentieth century highveld challenge the pre-industrial / industrial chronological divide of earlier revisionist scholarship (Landau 2010a). Analysis of constructions of self-identity has overtaken that of class in recent work on the colonial Cape in the eighteenth century (Mitchell and Groenewald 2010). As a result there has been something of a loss of an overall ‘connective tissue’ to replace the neo-Marxist frame of reference of earlier work (Posel 2010).

Perhaps a more serious threat to the ideas of the revisionist social historians comes from the ‘textual’ or ‘linguistic’ turn. This demands a focus on the construction of texts, both of sources used by historians and those they themselves produce, and the inability of such texts to convey a real past. For example, a critique has emerged of the tendency of some revisionist oral historians, such as Van Onselen’s study of Kas Maine, to mine evidence for its factual content to the neglect of issues of memory and discourse (Minkley and Rassool 1998). The nature of the archive, so often constructed within colonial paradigms, and ways of engaging with it on a more complex level than that of mining it for empirical information, has come under close scrutiny (Hamilton 2002). Some writers have gone further and accused the social history revisionists of perpetuating colonialist power relations by which the academic historian speaks for the colonized: the postcolonial moment in South African history production has still to arrive (Lalu 2009; Rassool 2010). There have been key studies of the way in which particular histories have been constructed in the past, although most historians would still argue that there are limits to the degree to which it can be completely ‘invented’ (Bank 2006; Hofmeyr 1993; Hamilton 1998; Rutledge 2011; Wylie 2000). These cultural and textual trends are now becoming much more evident and are partially reflected in the pages of the latest authoritative general history, the Cambridge History of South Africa (Hamilton, Mbenga and Ross 2010; Ross, Mager and Nasson, 2011). It remains to be seen whether these volumes will date as rapidly in the face of new paradigms as did the Oxford History in the 1970s.

These are certainly signs of a new vibrancy in scholarship but they do not always communicate easily in a society which seeks truths and certainties from its historians. Some academic historians have instead turned to examining heritage, or the public representations of the past in the present, usually to critically analyze how the new South African state has changed the ways in which history is commemorated (Coombes, 2004; Nuttall and Coetzee 1998), although most combine detailed historical research with such analysis (Crais and Scully 2009; Maylam 2005; Witz 2003). Rassool has argued that heritage, rather than the academy, has become the ‘major site for the production of history’ in a democratic South Africa (2010: 85–6).

One pertinent and persisting criticism of South African historiography is that it remains too parochial. There is a strong tendency to see the South African past as exceptional and to ignore parallels and connections with other parts of the African continent and beyond. The establishment of the South African Union in 1910 defined boundaries which were historically artificial (for example, excluding Lesotho and Zimbabwe), but which came to limit the way in which its past was studied and written. Many South Africanists remained, and remain, oblivious of the arguments and findings of historians of Africa and other parts of the world with which the country has been closely connected. There are signs that in the coming decade this may be remedied through a more transnational approach. Work such as Landau (2010) on the need to understand the shaping of ethnic identities and forms of popular resistance across the boundaries of the South African state, Ward (2009) on the Asian and Indian Ocean networks into which the early colonial Cape was integrated, Elbourne (2002) on the complex interweaving of British and South African influences on early nineteenth century missionary policies or Lake and Reynolds (2008) on how Smuts’s ideas and policies were shaped by global debates around race and segregation are all pointing the way.

The emphasis of this book is on the key themes of the work that has emerged since the South African historiographical ‘revolution’ of the 1980s. Still central is the link between racial domination and capitalist growth seen through such topics as the dynamics behind colonial conquest and warfare in the late nineteenth century, the mineral revolution of the 1880s, white worker militancy in the late 1910s and black rural protest in the 1920s. The roots and emergence of segregation between the 1910s and 1940s is a prime theme, setting the context for the rise and fall of modern apartheid between the 1950s and the early 1990s. The implications of this history for the ‘New South Africa’ are examined in the final chapter. This new edition reports the findings of more recent approaches within the framework of this structure. Although there is a broad chronological progression throughout the book, chapters 3 and 4 emphasize differing themes which span across a wide period. Frequent references are provided to the writings on which this material is based for those who wish to read further.
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The Conquest of the Land


South Africa only emerged as a state a century ago. The diverse polities of the region were brought together for the first time by the Act of Union of 1910. This was made possible by the encroachment of colonial power over the region during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Contrary to the traditions of settler and colonial historiography, however, the conquest of South Africa by people of European origin was by no means a steady or an inevitable one but was marked by setbacks, uneven population movements and uncertain goals. As late as the 1870s the sub-continent was divided into a large number of polities, chiefdoms, colonies and settlements of widely differing size, power and racial composition, without political unity or cohesion. Yet within fifty years a unified and distinctively capitalist nation had come into being which was an integral part of the British Empire, was ruled by whites, and had firmly entrenched colonial and settler interests. The conquest of the land thus provides the essential background to the history of modern South Africa.

Pre-Colonial Developments

One of the many myths perpetuated in South African history held that colonists moved into an ‘empty land’, or at least only began to settle in the interior of the region at about the same time as indigenous pastoralists and cultivators were moving into it from the north. Clearly this served to legitimize the claims of whites to land occupation in a later period. However, archaeological and historical work has now effectively challenged this view of the situation before the arrival of white colonists in the region.

There were several major processes of population movement and settlement in South Africa before colonial penetration began in the late seventeenth century. The region was widely inhabited by hunting and gathering San people at least 10,000 years ago. San groups now only live in the arid regions of Botswana, northern Namibia and southern Angola, but they left evidence of their former extensive area of occupation throughout the sub-continent in rock paintings and engravings.

Between 3,000 and 2,000 years ago it appears that some hunter–gatherers in the region of northern Botswana acquired livestock, possibly as a result of contact with farmers further north, and turned to herding. Some archaeologists have argued that this ‘pastoralist revolution’, whereby stock was introduced into hunting societies by exchange, was repeated in Namibia and regions further south. Others have suggested that the transition from a hunting to a herding society was not easy, and that instead herders themselves migrated south in search of grazing land for their sheep and cattle, reaching the western Cape by about AD 200, although there is controversy over the precise route followed (Smith 1992: 93). It was these Khoekhoe pastoralists that the Dutch encountered when they settled in this region in the late seventeenth century.

Long before the Dutch arrival another major transformation had taken place within South Africa. Between AD 300 and 1000 crop cultivators moved into the region, some of whom also mined and processed metals such as copper and iron. Linguistic studies suggest that they were Bantu-speaking, unlike the Khoekhoe and San hunter–gatherers and pastoralists. The precise origins and directions of movement of these Iron Age cultivators are disputed by archaeologists, but evidence from pottery artefacts indicates that they probably arrived in several streams from East and Central Africa.

Iron Age settlements have been discovered over a wide area of the Transvaal, Natal, the highveld and the eastern Cape. After c.AD 1000 (a period known as the Late Iron Age), there was considerable expansion of the earlier Iron Age communities, particularly in the region of the Transvaal and Orange Free State highveld. It appears that cattle-keeping was becoming increasingly important to the cultivators and that the search for grazing land may have led to this extension of settlement. There is evidence of wide trading contacts between communities, some of which extended into the network of the flourishing Mapungubwe and Zimbabwe polities in the north. Control over trading goods and livestock also led to diversification of wealth and status within Iron Age communities. Small-scale polities under the control of those who dominated trade and cattle ownership were emerging. Most were marked by a gendered division of labor and a highly patriarchal system of social organization and authority (Ross 1999: 12–15). Although the details are far from clear, pre-colonial South African societies were certainly not static, nor were they egalitarian (Hall 1987: 61–72).

Most such societies shared a structure of homestead-based pastoral and arable production, linked together in clans and presided over by a chief. Segmentation of this structure led to gradual dispersal and expansion of these polities. In some cases chiefdoms expanded their authority and developed into more centralized kingdoms or states. By the eighteenth century a number of such communities existed. In the interior most of these polities were of Sotho–Tswana speakers, one of which, the Pedi, had broken away from other Tswana formations and migrated further east. On the region between the Indian Ocean coast and the Drakensberg, Nguni-speaking descendants of Iron Age people had also evolved chiefdoms by the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as had the Xhosa in the south. Land availability meant that they were still subject to considerable segmentation, as well as complex interaction with each other and with Khoekhoe and San communities (Wright 2010). Despite the names often given to them by later historians the polities of the highveld region, at least, were not defined into ethnically discrete ‘tribes’ but were much more malleable and fluid in their composition (Landau 2010a). Ethnic tribalism was a product of the colonial era. 

Both expansions, the Khoekhoe pastoralist and the Bantu-speaking arable, encroached on the hunting grounds of the San, many of whom were forced to retreat into areas less environmentally suited to livestock-keeping and farming, such as the mountainous regions of the Drakensberg in Natal and the eastern Transvaal and the Cederberg of the western Cape. Contacts between Khoekhoe herders and cultivator communities were marked by the exchange of goods, although there were also conflicts over grazing lands for cattle. Thus the region had become both socially complex and economically diverse before colonial settlers moved in.

Colonial Expansion at the Cape

1652 is etched into white South African historical tradition as the date of the ‘beginning of South Africa’ because in that year the Dutch East India Company (VOC) established a fort at Table Bay as part of its expanding network of trade in the Indian Ocean (Worden et al. 1998: 15–16). But this was merely one community amongst many in South Africa. There is, therefore, the danger of overstressing its significance. Yet the Cape Colony that emerged from this early settlement was in the long term to provide the basis of the later colonial conquest of South Africa. The roots of that process require examination.

The VOC did not plan to acquire a large colony at the Cape. Settlers were initially only permitted to farm in order to provide the Company outpost and ships en route between the East Indies and Europe with essential foodstuffs and the Cape remained part of a wider social and cultural network of the VOC world that spanned the Indian and Atlantic Oceans (Ward 2009). But by the end of the seventeenth century grain production had developed on an extensive arable basis and wine was also being cultivated, immigrants from Europe were settling on the land and colonial pastoralists were steadily encroaching on the grazing lands of Khoekhoe herders. Slave labor was imported from elsewhere in Africa, South and Southeast Asia to work on the settler farms, and a small urban community was developing around the fort and harbor in Cape Town.

By the early eighteenth century grazing permits were being issued for a small fee and the VOC guaranteed the rights of settlers to graze livestock on lands outside the original settled area as well as to cultivate them. Although immigration of further settlers was not encouraged after 1717, the colonial population grew rapidly in the eighteenth century as a result of high fertility rates and large family sizes (Ross 1975). Land could be obtained from the VOC for private use and could be sold or passed on to heirs. Property rights over land were thus entrenched by Company-backed law.

This led to increasing expansion of settler farming to the north and east of the Table Bay settlement. During the eighteenth century colonial stock farmers penetrated north into the region of the Land van Waveren (Tulbagh), the Bokkeveld and the Roggeveld, and eastwards to Swellendam and beyond. Extensive areas of land were being marked off for cattle and sheep grazing. Some farmers undoubtedly profited from the production of meat, wax and tallow and they maintained close links to the Cape Town market (Newton-King 1999: 150–209). Others lacked sufficient capital to establish themselves as arable farmers in the western districts of the colony and appear to have been forced into pastoralism by economic necessity (Guelke 1989). Certainly by the early eighteenth century a complex settler society had emerged at the Cape with major disparities of wealth and status amongst the colonists.

This expansion of pastoralism was the first phase of colonial territorial conquest in South Africa. The regions occupied by the trekboer settlers were the grazing lands of Khoekhoe herders. From as early as 1659 conflict between the Dutch and the Khoekhoe was endemic. A series of raids for cattle by both parties, confrontations and uneasy truces marked the whole period of VOC rule at the Cape. In the 1670s the Khoekhoe of the Cape Peninsula and its hinterland were defeated in a series of VOC raids, lost their cattle and were reduced to tributary status. From then on some Khoekhoe began to work alongside imported slaves as laborers on the settler farms, a clear sign of their loss of economic independence.

To the north, Khoekhoe were denied access to grazing and water resources and in some cases were robbed of cattle by settler commandos. There is clear evidence that by the early eighteenth century some pastoralists were reduced to the hunter–gatherer existence of the San. In the late 1730s there was a protracted period of guerrilla resistance by the Khoekhoe and San against settler farmers, and the VOC was only able to re-establish control over the region by condoning settler theft of Khoekhoe cattle and sending a major commando to the area. From the 1770s to c.1800, conflict over environmental resources again broke out between trekkers, Khoekhoe and San as colonial farmers penetrated further inland. As a result the armed trekboer commando became more firmly established, both to combat Khoekhoe and San opposition and to capture women and children who were used as indentured laborers. Settler control was also extended over indigenous laborers by such devices as the enforced carrying of passes by ‘Bastaard Hottentots’ (the offspring of Khoekhoe and slaves or Khoekhoe and colonists). As a result of these conflicts and controls, numerous Khoekhoe, San and escaped slaves were fleeing to Namaqualand and the Gariep (Orange) River region by the late eighteenth century, where they formed communities known as the Oorlams, subsequently the Kora and Griqua. At the same time, guerrilla-type resistance continued in the mountains of the Bokkeveld and Roggeveld (Penn 1999 and 2005).

There was less overt confrontation between Khoekhoe and those trekboers who were expanding eastwards parallel to the south Cape coast, although there is evidence that Khoekhoe pastoralists were being steadily pushed back towards the Karoo and Camdeboo regions. By the 1770s settler farming had penetrated the rich grazing lands between the Gamtoos and Fish rivers, which were also being used by Xhosa herders and cultivators. In 1786 the VOC formally extended the colony to this region with the establishment of a landdrost (magistracy) at Graaff-Reinet. As in the north, some Khoekhoe and San were captured for indentured labor on settler farms, while others were reduced to working for the trekkers as herders because they had lost access to cattle and pasturage (Newton-King 1999). Isolated episodes of resistance and guerrilla attacks on both Xhosa and settler farms took place, but it was not until 1799 that a major rebellion broke out when Khoekhoe and San servants deserted the farms and began a four-year war aiming to reclaim the ‘country of which our fathers have been despoiled’ (Elphick and Malherbe 1989: 33).

In several ways the 1799–1803 rebellion differed significantly from earlier Khoekhoe and San resistance. Firstly, it was an uprising by those who had already lost the means of an independent existence, worked for the trekboers and aimed to overthrow settler society from within rather than simply to stem its territorial expansion. Moreover, the rebels made common cause with Xhosa chiefs who were resisting colonial advances in the region with considerable success. The threat that this posed to the colonial order led to decisive intervention by the new colonial rulers who had taken over control of the Cape from the VOC: the British and, for a brief interlude, the Dutch Batavian administration.

The last years of VOC rule had witnessed a weak and financially bankrupt administration attempting unsuccessfully to control frontier conflicts with the Xhosa. In addition, they had been faced by a declaration of an independent republic by settler ‘Patriots’ in Swellendam and Graaff-Reinet who resented restrictive VOC economic controls and demanded firmer action against the Xhosa. The first British and Batavian administrations attempted to minimize their costs and although they overcame the Patriots by an effective embargo on ammunition and other goods, they were only prepared, or able, to enforce uneasy truces with the Xhosa, the Khoesan and the eastern district colonists.

After the permanent establishment of British control in 1806, more decisive action was taken. The need to keep costs low and to minimize internal conflicts led the British government into close alliance with local Dutch administrators. In a clear resolve to minimize potential conflict with settler farmers, firm intervention against the Xhosa took place. Competition between settlers and Xhosa chiefdoms for pasturage in the regions west of the Zuurveld grew in the first decade of the nineteenth century. In 1811 the new Cape Governor, Sir John Cradock, ordered a major armed force of British, settler and loyal Khoekhoe troops into the region. The army ruthlessly attacked the Xhosa, capturing their cattle and deliberately exercising no restraint. As Cradock reported to the Colonial Office in London in March of 1812, ‘there has not been shed more Kaffir blood than would seem to be necessary to impress on the minds of these savages a proper degree of terror and respect’ (Maclennan 1986: ix). Although further conflict took place in the 1810s, the uncertain balance between settlers and Xhosa in the Zuurveld frontier was decisively shifted in favor of the colony by British military intervention.

In the aftermath of these conflicts the leader of the campaign, Colonel Graham, proposed that Highland crofters, then being evicted from their homes in Scotland, be encouraged to settle in the Zuurveld. This proposal came to nothing but it prefigured the settlement schemes of the early 1820s by which British immigrants were brought to the region. The purpose was twofold: to relieve population pressure, poverty and endemic civil disorder at home and to assert control by the Cape Colony over previously contested land in South Africa. Many of the new immigrants failed as farmers and moved into the villages and small towns of the colony. Clashes between Xhosa and colonists over land and cattle continued into the 1830s, but the eastern frontier had been effectively brought under settler control. The first stage of colonial conquest of the land was over. A new phase soon followed.

Settler Dispersal

The first half of the nineteenth century was marked by more hesitant colonial expansion than before at the Cape. The British administration focused on attempting to make the colony pay its own way rather than expanding its boundaries. The most significant changes came to the internal ordering of the colony (Keegan 1996). The incorporation of the Cape into the empire of an industrializing Britain led to a move away from the tied labor systems of the earlier period towards a more mobile, though no less impoverished, labor force. Restrictions on Khoekhoe labor were lifted in 1828 and slavery was abolished in the following decade. At the same time, the focus of the economy shifted away from the arable western districts. Merchant houses in Cape Town and later Port Elizabeth, backed by British capital, provided loans and credit to enable some farmers to expand their market links, especially with the development of merino sheep wool production. This transformed the economy of the central and eastern Cape from the 1830s, leading to the emergence of a capitalizing farmer gentry, the increasing value of land and the extrusion of labor tenants (Crais 1986).

These developments led to the migration out of the colony of about 15,000 eastern Cape pastoralists in the 1830s. This ‘Great Trek’ came to be seen in the twentieth century as the seminal event in South African history when it provided the symbolic images crucial to the ethos of Afrikaner nationalism. Perhaps because of this it has until recently received little attention from historians other than those writing in an Afrikaner nationalist tradition. Certainly the Trek differed both in scale and intent from the trekboer migrations of the preceding century. The trekkers complained in particular against the failure of the colonial administration to grant them representative government and the social implications of placing freed slaves and Khoekhoe servants ‘on an equal footing with Christians, contrary to the laws of God and the natural distinction of race and color’ (Muller 1975: 154).

But outrage at the apparent subversion of the social order by the colonial government was not the only cause of the Great Trek. As Peires (1989a) has shown, economic impoverishment played an important role. The trekkers were not members of the new capitalizing wool gentry and many of them still rented land from the state. They were adversely affected by the Cape government’s attempt to regularize land tenure since many of them were heavily in arrears on rent payments and thus unable to acquire legal ownership. They were also disadvantaged by the recent devaluation of the local rixdollar. Although the economic position of the trekkers still requires a full analysis, certainly some, such as the leader Piet Retief, were heavily in debt and were being pursued by creditors. Leaving the Cape thus had decided individual advantages. Etherington (1991) has also pointed out that land speculation was a likely motive for the trekkers, who were aiming a ‘pre-emptive strike’ against the merchant houses of the Cape by claiming land in Natal for profitable resale value. He has further argued that the colonial authorities did nothing to prevent their departure and, indeed, welcomed their move as a way of persuading the London government that the interior should be annexed. Far from making a bid for independence, the trekkers thought of themselves as loyal subjects. They were only depicted as Afrikaner patriots later in the century when Afrikaner nationalism began to emerge (Etherington 2001).

The trek was also not a movement in constant opposition to African polities, as some traditional interpretations maintain. Louis Tregardt, a key trekker leader, headed first for land owned by the Xhosa king Hintsa. The two developed a relationship of mutual advantage: in return for land Tregardt provided Hintsa with firearms (Peires 1989a: 506–7). Further conflict between the Xhosa and the Cape colonists in the late 1830s ended this symbiotic relationship between Hintsa and the trekkers. However, it is an important warning against seeing the penetration of the Voortrekkers into the interior as the steady march of a racially conscious ‘volk’ seeking to establish themselves in the ‘empty land’ away from colonial or African control. Conflict, cooperation and complex interaction between and amongst trekkers and others marked the history of mid-nineteenth-century South Africa.

As we have already noted, the interior of South Africa was by no means an empty land. It was, however, undergoing a period of major transformation. Since the 1960s historians have recognized that a process at least as significant as the Great Trek was taking place within the African polities of the sub-continent. Known as the Mfecane (Nguni) or Difaqane (Sotho), it involved the consolidation and expansion of the Zulu kingdom in the Natal lowveld in the 1820s, the subsequent migration of other Nguni-speaking people into the highveld, and the often violent competition for land and livestock with the inhabitants of those areas. Dispersal and reformation of chiefdoms took place over a wide area and as a result new polities, such as the Sotho, the Swazi and the Ndebele, emerged while others, such as the Pedi and Tswana, expanded and reformed. The process was believed to have been cataclysmic and highly destructive (Omer-Cooper 1966). More recently Etherington has argued that these changes in the interior need to be viewed as central to South African history and that the settler trek from the Cape was only part of a wider process. The significance of the trek has been overstressed by writers who erroneously view the Cape as the dynamo of the region (Etherington 2001).

The precise causes of the Mfecane are still the topic of much debate. Some writers have argued that it resulted from the particular military skills and social reorganization of the Zulu king Shaka in the early 1820s, others that it was the outcome of longer-term environmental impoverishment of the northern Natal region (Gluckman 1960; Guy 1980). Such theories of internal causes of change have consciously rejected as Eurocentric the interpretation that the Zulu were able to spread into their neighbors’ grazing lands because they had external links with traders from Delagoa Bay (Smith 1969). There is, on the other hand, more recent evidence that polities in the hinterland of this region and the highveld, such as the Mabhudu, Ndwandwe, Mthethwa and Pedi, were consolidating their power in the mid–late eighteenth century as a result of access to new trading opportunities and that the Mfecane began much earlier than had been previously suggested. It is now recognized that the rise of the Zulu state under Shaka was a culmination of this relatively lengthy process rather than a sudden ‘revolution’. Precedents for his re-organization of young men into amabutho age regiments under the control of the chief already existed in the hunting regiments of the Ndwandwe and Mthethwa states. The Zulu originated as a small chiefdom under the control of the Mthethwa, and it was only after the defeat of the Mthethwa by the Ndwandwe in 1817 that they emerged to contest power in the region, themselves defeating Zwide, leader of the Ndwandwe, in 1819 (Wright 2010).
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In the late 1980s, Cobbing suggested that outside pressures were indeed fundamental causes of change, but that they took the form of demands for labor. The eastern Cape looked to the Orange, highveld and Drakensberg regions and the Portuguese slave-trading network centred on Delagoa Bay drew on the Mfolosi and Tugela regions. Such pressures were building up before the 1810s when the ‘internal revolution’ of the Mfecane is believed to have begun. Cobbing believed that the whole concept of the Mfecane and its associated violence was developed by contemporaries to disguise the real roots of dislocation, which were the slaving activities of colonists and their surrogates both to the north and to the south (1988).

These new theories unleashed considerable controversy and re-evaluation of the ‘Mfecane’ (Hamilton 1995; Wylie 2006: 437–9). Settler trading and land occupation is now recognized as playing a larger role in the disruptions of the period than was previously believed to be the case, although Cobbing’s arguments about the role of slave trading have not been clearly supported by the evidence. Eldredge (1992) argued that low rainfall, environmental disruption and food shortages throughout the sub-continent caused increased competition for productive resources amongst southern African societies which was exploited by Cape colonists and Delagoa Bay traders in their search for labor. The debate has certainly pointed to the need to look beyond Natal alone in the search for the roots of the changes of the 1820s, but the precise connections between these and colonial labor demand remain uncertain and Cobbing’s apparent denial of African agency is unpopular amongst those who see the actions of Shaka and other key figures of the Mfecane as examples of African initiatives which had nothing to do with colonial influences. For the image of Shaka as the instigator of change has been powerfully embedded in both African and settler constructions of the past (Hamilton 1998; Wylie 2000).

Whatever the findings of the Mfecane debate, it is certainly true that influences from the Cape Colony were felt far outside its boundaries before the Great Trek. Commandos of Cape settler farmers raided the highveld in pursuit of San, killing the men and capturing women and children for use as laborers. The result was the decimation of San hunter-gatherer societies, rendering them extinct by the late nineteenth century in a process that one historian has labeled genocide (Adhikari 2010). Raiders of mixed descent from the Cape, including runaway slaves, also penetrated deep into the interior of the region in search of cattle, made powerful by their possession of horses and firearms. From these emerged Griqua and Kora communities along the lower and middle regions of the Gariep (Orange) River who added to the violent competition over resources in the region.

From the early nineteenth century ivory and hide hunters and traders who were agents of Cape merchants had established a small coastal settlement at Port Natal (later Durban), which owed nominal allegiance to the Zulu state. A party of Voortrekkers arrived in 1838 and formed an alliance with the traders and some disaffected African cultivators in the region. Together they defeated the Zulu under Dingane at the battle of Blood River, declared a new Republic of Natalia, and claimed rights to the land between the Tukela and Mzimkulu rivers. Their numbers were small and land was occupied by Africans, many of whom moved into the region after Dingane’s defeat. Land speculation was rife, however, and a pattern of large-scale land ownership by settlers with African ‘squatter’ cultivation emerged (Slater 1980).

In 1843 Natalia was annexed by the British in a wave of humanitarian outrage at reports of trekker use of slaves, but also to curb trekker rivalry to British traders at Port Natal, and as an attempt to stem Nguni migration further south which could disrupt the precarious eastern Cape frontier. Many of the Voortrekkers left as a result, but merchants and traders continued to speculate in land in the hope that a commercial boom encouraged by immigrant British farmers would increase its value. Natal’s future as a colony of white settlement was thus established. About 5,000 immigrants arrived between 1849 and 1852 under a variety of colonization schemes, most from Britain but some from Germany and others from Mauritius. Commercial penetration from the Cape and Britain swiftly followed, although early hopes of cotton and coffee booms were disappointed. Maize, wool and stock farming took root, but it was not until the mid-1850s that sugar began to be cultivated along the Natal coast. Large-scale commercial plantations emerged closely allied with the interests of Cape merchants and, from the 1860s, dependent on indentured labor from India (Richardson 1986; Ballard 1989).

Elsewhere the trekkers also depended both on local alliances in the aftermath of the Mfecane and on commercial links with colonial agents. Some crossed the Vaal River and attempted to establish settlements in the eastern Transvaal with links to Delagoa Bay. However, internal fragmentation, inability to obtain grazing land from the Pedi, Swazi and Tsonga cultivators of the region and depletion of hunting stock led to further settler dispersion. In the Soutpansberg region of the northern Transvaal highveld, trekkers engaged in ivory hunting from the late 1830s with the aid of Venda huntsmen and traded the products to the Delagoa Bay market in exchange for manufactured goods, guns and ammunition. These hunters also raided the surrounding areas for slaves and depended upon forced indentured labor. However, their fragility was marked by their inability to survive in competition for resources with Venda and Tsonga hunters by the 1860s (Wagner 1980).

The strongest trekker community in the Transvaal centred on Potchefstroom. Land had been settled here in the aftermath of Ndebele migration northwards from the area, and some of the trekkers from Natal joined in 1848. Its independence as the ‘South African Republic’ was assured after the British accepted the principle of Boer independence north of the Vaal River at the Sand River Convention of 1852. It was, however, still dependent on trading contacts with the Cape, particularly in firearms and ammunition, which were used against local Tswana communities to obtain tributary indentured labor.

In the highveld south of the Vaal trekkers also became involved in complex alliances and conflicts in the aftermath of the Mfecane. They were aided by the Rolong of Thaba Nchu in their conflict with the Ndebele in 1836–7, and together they penetrated deep into the western Transvaal, where some settled on lands which were later joined to the South African Republic, in pursuit of the Ndebele. Further to the east trekkers had been buying or renting land from the Griqua (themselves descendants of migrants from the Cape in the late eighteenth century) and also competing with the Sotho polity under Moshoeshoe for grazing pastures between the Caledon and Gariep rivers. Cattle raiding and skirmishes were endemic in the area throughout the 1840s, disrupting lines of trade north of the Cape and raising the specterof a powerful Sotho kingdom on the borders of the colony.

In 1848 the Cape Governor, Sir Harry Smith, declared the annexation of the region between the Gariep and the Vaal rivers as the ‘Orange River Sovereignty’, and a British army defeated resistance of the trekkers under Pretorius while Smith tried to impose a strict boundary on Sotho cultivation and pastorage. Tension between the Sotho and the British ensued, and Moshoeshoe inflicted some defeats on them and appealed for trekker support from north of the Vaal. It was in return for a promise of trekker neutrality in this dangerous situation that the British conceded Boer independence in the Transvaal (or the South African Republic as it became known) in 1852.

Further Sotho resistance to British attacks led to a truce and colonial withdrawal from the region. By the Bloemfontein Convention of 1854, the trekkers gained theoretical control of most of the territory, renamed the Orange Free State. But as with the South African Republic in the Transvaal, the Free State was still dependent on trading links with the Cape, particularly in guns and ammunition, and the government lacked the ability to enforce control over the land they officially occupied. Sotho assertion of grazing and cultivation rights meant that settler control remained nominal.

The mid-nineteenth century is sometimes seen as a period of colonial retreat from the South African interior. In the case of formal British rule this was certainly true of the early 1850s in the Transvaal and Free State regions. Yet withdrawal here had little to do with loss of interest in the interior. Armed resistance, by both trekkers and Africans, sometimes in alliance, had played a part in withdrawal. But by this time the British at the Cape realized that they had little to gain from costly conquest and direct administration over such extensive regions inhabited by conflicting polities. Trade in ivory, skins and maize was firmly directed towards the Cape, and migrant laborers, particularly Tswana and Pedi, had come to the colony from at least the 1840s (Delius 1980; Kinsman 1983). Considerable colonial economic influence, if not direct political control, was thus well established by the 1850s.

Where Cape economic interests were threatened, however, the British authorities did not hesitate to intervene. By the 1840s wool farmers and merchants in the eastern Cape were calling for the expansion of grazing lands into the Ciskei region. In 1846, the Cape Governor Maitland ordered an attack on the Xhosa of the region on the pretext that one of them, who was accused of stealing an axe, had been rescued from Fort Beaufort jail and a police officer killed in the process. In fact the ‘War of the Axe’ was about land control and it unleashed a new period of Cape–Xhosa confrontation (Peires 1981: 134–60). A scorched earth policy by the British led to the occupation of the region, now declared as ‘British Kaffraria’. A Xhosa counter-attack in 1850 was joined by eastern Cape Khoekhoe from mission stations and farm laborers who feared expulsion and encroachment from capitalizing wool farmers (Kirk 1980). The result was what Crais has described as a ‘class war’ (1986: 140 and 1992: 173–88). Fears that revolt would spread also caused widespread panic in the western districts of the colony. Although they were unfounded, they indicate the tensions which existed in the colony and which were expressed in firmer labor controls after the Cape achieved a measure of self-government in 1854 (Bradlow 1989).

In the aftermath of this devastation, a millenarian movement arose amongst the Xhosa. A teenage girl, Nongqawuse, prophesied that Xhosa self-purification by destruction of their own crops and cattle would lead to intervention by the ancestors to rid them of the colonial forces and to re-establish prosperity. Bradford (1996: 360–8) argued that historians have ignored the gendered nature of these events. Cattle were central to the bridewealth system of obtaining wives and cultivation was carried out by women. A call for their destruction was thus a challenge to male patriarchy. Moreover, Nongqawuse’s prophecies included denunciation of sexual abuse by men, and there is some evidence that she had herself been a victim. However, as Peires showed, there were logical reasons why her ideas were taken up by many males. The idea of cattle killing was evoked by a crippling epidemic of lungsickness which destroyed over 100,000 Xhosa cattle in 1854. Moreover, the notion of the rising ancestors owed much to Christian missionary teachings about the resurrection and afterlife which had infiltrated the region. Peires concludes that ‘the central beliefs of the Xhosa cattle killing were neither irrational nor atavistic. Ironically it was because they were so rational and so appropriate that they ultimately proved to be so deadly’ (1987: 63). The logic of Nongqawuse’s prophecy led to widespread obedience to her instructions.

Only those chiefs (about 15% of the total) who had made individual benefits from the opportunities provided by the colonial presence failed to back the prophecy. So the subsequent famine and disillusionment with the loyal chiefs of the old order led to fatal weaknesses in the Xhosa polity (Peires 1986). As a result full colonial occupation of the Ciskei region took place, pre-colonial Xhosa society west of the Kei River was destroyed and local chiefs were subordinated to British magistrates. British Kaffraria was subsequently annexed to the Cape in 1866.

In comparison with other colonies such as those in Australia and Canada, the rate of European immigration to the Cape by the mid-nineteenth century was still very slow. Its impact was also less complete. By the 1860s settler dispersal from the Cape had been accompanied by colonial trading and military and political intervention. Crais (1992) has demonstrated how the colonial state imposed not only economic and political control but also cultural and ideological hegemony in the eastern Cape by this period. In an important recent study Price (2008) has argued that this was by no means a one-way process and that in their encounter with the Xhosa the British had to temper many of their ideals of imperial rule. Xhosa resistance to British ways made empire culturally much more fragile on the ground than administrators in London suspected.

Although direct British conquest had taken place in the eastern Cape, Ciskei and Natal, a large degree of trekker and African independence from colonial control still existed. Also, the balance of power in the interior had not by any means shifted to the trekker Boers, and in both the South African Republic and the Orange Free State African chiefdoms and states exerted control over land and trade. Notable polities such as the Zulu kingdom in northern Natal and the Pedi state in the eastern Transvaal remained little affected by settler penetration. In the coming decades, however, this situation was to change dramatically.

Colonial Conquest

In the 1850s, the British appeared to withdraw from direct political control over the South African interior. But from the 1870s they adopted an aggressive thrust into the whole sub-continent. In the course of two decades, Basutoland, Griqualand West, the South African Republic in the Transvaal, the Transkei and Bechuanaland were conquered or annexed and the Zulu and Pedi were defeated and their lands brought under imperial control. The British did not have everything their own way; there were major setbacks when they were defeated by the Zulu and they were forced to withdraw from the Transvaal. But clearly their policy had become direct and interventionist and it fundamentally changed the map of South Africa. What brought about this change?

Prior to the 1970s two kinds of explanations existed. According to an early argument set out by the liberal writer de Kiewiet (1937), the British drive to unify the region under their control was motivated by the belief that integration was a rational and evolutionary step towards civilization and progress and was fuelled by humanitarian concern at the treatment of Africans in the trekker republics. Other historians stressed that the new thrust inland was part of the wider scramble for empire, particularly in Africa, amongst European powers. Anxious to prevent their rivals from gaining access to the trade of the interior, the British pushed for direct control. Alternative variants of this argument stress the British need to protect their vital naval base at Simonstown, near Cape Town, and to secure their sea route to India (Goodfellow 1966), or that local crises propelled them inland (Robinson and Gallagher 1961).

While there is no doubt that European power rivalry and heightened colonial competition were a vital broad background to the expansion of direct British rule in South Africa, more recent work has stressed the significance of factors particular to the region. In an influential article published in 1974, Atmore and Marks pointed to the crucial significance of the discovery of diamonds on the Vaal-Hartz river junction in 1867, the rush to the Kimberley diamond fields and the massive growth of mining that followed. The discovery of valuable mineral deposits and the need to secure labor supplies to mine them made the South African interior a highly desirable region for the British to control directly. It was also apparent that none of the existing polities, including the Cape, possessed either the will or the ability to deal with the demands of the mining industry, particularly their need for transport infrastructure and labor. Furthermore, the Colonial Office received complaints that the Transvaal government was inhibiting the free flow of labor to the diamond fields as well as to the farms and plantations of the Cape and Natal by pass laws enacted in 1873 and 1874. Direct control over the highveld would thus enable a variety of settler and colonial interests to secure and regulate African labor.

More recent work has fully vindicated this argument and has fleshed out some of the details. Etherington (1979) showed that between 1874 and 1878 Carnarvon, the British Colonial Secretary, was directly influenced by Theophilus Shepstone, Natal’s Secretary for Native Affairs, to push for a federation of the South African colonies and republics under British sovereignty. Shepstone and the Natal settlers who backed him were influenced not only by the needs of the diamond mines but also by reports of gold deposits in the eastern Transvaal. They also noted with alarm the diversion of migrant laborers from the eastern Transvaal and Mozambique away from Natal as a result of Transvaal government interference. Natal planters in particular showed great interest in expansion further north, ostensibly to suppress the East African and Portuguese slave trade but also to secure access themselves to laborers, albeit wage laborers, from these regions. The Transvaal Republic as well as the Zulu kingdom stood in the way of such schemes. At the same time, officials in the diamond fields were also stressing the need to protect the migrant labor route from the north, especially from the Pedi, which trekker commandos in the Transvaal were raiding for their own labor supplies.

Cope supports this view and points out that there is no reason to doubt that Carnarvon’s intentions behind the confederation were

to replace the existing categories of weak, poor and unprogressive states by a single strong and efficient state possessing the credit and security for enterprise necessary to develop the country, and to bring to an end the political and economic independence of the Africans and incorporate them as the working class of this economically and geographically expanding new dominion, which would be a source of strength to the empire. (1986: 16)

There is no sign that Carnarvon was concerned about the security of naval bases or that he had philanthropic desires to protect Africans. On the contrary, although he was opposed to slavery and coerced labor, he was strongly influenced by the failure of the post-emancipation plantation economy of Jamaica which lacked the means of channelling freed slaves into wage labor, and he believed that securing an adequate supply of African wage labor was essential to British interests in South Africa (Cope 1989). Where obstacles to this existed, from either African or Boer polities, the colonial power intervened.

It is against this background that the events of the 1870s and 1880s should be viewed. Soon after the discovery of the diamond fields the British moved to pre-empt attempts by the Boer republics to divide the region between them by backing both Thlaping and Griqua claims to the area and annexing it as Griqualand West to ‘protect’ the Griqua from Boer encroachment. The Thlaping inhabitants of the colony were squeezed by the inrush of diamond prospectors, land speculators and colonial officials to whom they lost valuable grazing land. Some profited by the opportunities of arable production for the Kimberley mines, but Thlaping rights of land ownership were further undermined by British backing of Griqua claims. In 1878 some Thlaping chiefs together with some Griqua and San rebelled against colonial rule in the territory. As a result their cattle were confiscated and they were confined to rural locations and obliged to pay hut taxes to the authorities.

Griqualand West was handed over to the Cape Colony in 1880, but British expansion in the region continued with the annexation of southern Bechuanaland in 1884–5, ostensibly to forestall German interests after their annexation of South-West Africa and to resist Transvaal occupation of part of the area, but also to secure vital areas of timber, grain and labor supply to Kimberley. In 1895 this region was also annexed to the Cape, then under the premiership of the mining magnate Cecil Rhodes, whose ambitions lay in trading and mineral expansion further to the north. By then a combination of factors – the intensifying encroachment of settler stock farms and railway building on the land, hut taxes which undermined chiefly authority and control over tribute, and the culling of cattle affected by rinderpest, all combined to lead to increasing Thlaping impoverishment and discontent. In 1896 a revolt in the Langeberg region was suppressed. The leaders were imprisoned, many of their followers indentured as laborers and the land was confiscated. The last vestiges of southern Tswana autonomy were destroyed (Shillington 1985).

The experiences of the Tswana were paralleled by those of other polities further away from the diamond mines. In the Transvaal the Boers staked a claim to land under the aegis of the Pedi kingdom, with aid from the Swazi polity further east, but they were unable to enforce it and had to provide tribute to the Pedi to obtain access to their labor. Attempts in the late 1860s to collect rents and taxes from other Africans residing on land claimed by Boers met with opposition and increasing migration to the protection of the Pedi (Delius 1983: 126–57). In 1869 Sekhukhune, the Pedi chief, overcame a Swazi attack in support of a rival claimant to his power, and in the early 1870s he began to expand grazing and cultivation on Boer-claimed land in the Lydenburg region, where small-scale gold mining had been started by white prospectors. Other Pedi from mission stations and Boer farms moved to join the expanding polity in a search for land denied to them by missionaries and settlers. Conflict resulted from rising competition for land and labor resources as the market for both increased with the expansion of diamond mining at Kimberley and the possibilities of gold discoveries in the eastern Transvaal. In 1876 forces of the South African Republic attacked Sekhukhune and demanded tribute, but were repelled in several skirmishes.

It was in this context that in 1877 Shepstone annexed the Transvaal on behalf of the British, a move made easier by the defeat of the republic in conflict with the Pedi. This was a vital part of Carnarvon’s federation policy, supported both by the Lydenburg miners and the mercantile and banking sectors of the Transvaal who welcomed access to a confederated South Africa, but opposed by many Boer farmers. Yet Shepstone immediately bolstered settler claims to land and demanded war indemnity and hut taxes from the Pedi. Sekhukhune’s inability to provide this at a time of drought and cattle shortage, and Shepstone’s fears that the Pedi would resist British land claims, led to a major attack in 1879 with Swazi support and the defeat of the Pedi paramountcy. The Pedi had stood in the way of colonial land and labor policy and paid the cost. The conquest of the Pedi was final and subjugation of the region continued after the re-establishment of Boer control over the Transvaal in 1881.

The British attack on the Pedi came in the immediate wake of defeat of another major African polity, the Zulu state. Natal settlers had long resented their inability to extract labor from the Zulu kingdom, which had forced sugar planters to employ indentured Indian workers. There were also fears of a growing African presence in the colony. In 1873 mild defiance of Shepstone by the Hlubi chief Langalibalele had led to a violent retribution by the Natal government of crop burning, killing and land seizure. The Zulu were less easily subdued and the Natal Colony had entered an uneasy alliance which recognized the Zulu state under Cetshwayo and supported its territorial claims against the South African Republic. After British annexation of the Transvaal, the position changed. Shepstone laid claims to disputed territory between the Transvaal and Zululand, an important corridor for migrant labor from the north. In addition Frere, the British High Commissioner, seeing the Zulu state as a major barrier to confederation, gathered troops in Natal and accused Cetshwayo of violating the colony’s borders. When in 1879 the Zulu refused to accept a British Resident or the disbanding of their army, British forces invaded Zululand. After a catastrophic defeat at Isandlwana, which terrified the Natalians by revealing that colonial forces were not invincible, massive reinforcements finally defeated the Zulu at Ulundi. Peace was arranged by which Cetshwayo was exiled to Cape Town and Zululand was divided into smaller chiefdoms under the control of those who had little traditional authority.

Hopes of a more pliable situation in which taxes and labor could at last be extracted were frustrated by the ensuing civil conflict. In an attempt to bring about peace the British restored Cetshwayo and partitioned Zululand, but conflicts between different chiefdoms, Natal settlers and Transvaal Boers continued. Finally, in 1887 the British asserted direct control over a large part of Zululand, which was incorporated into Natal in 1897. The rest was ceded to the Transvaal.

The destruction of the Zulu kingdom led to a fundamental restructuring of Zulu society. While homestead production under chiefly administration was retained, the British demanded hut taxes in place of the military service or tribute previously granted to the king and encouraged labor recruitment for the mines of the Rand and the farms and plantations of Natal. By the late 1880s, the Zulu were becoming enmeshed in the migrant labor system (Guy 1982). After annexation to Natal, heavier tax and labor demands, crop seizures and land destruction led to final Zulu resistance in the Bambatha rebellion of 1906–8. Described by Marks as a peasant rebellion which marked ‘the last armed resistance to proletarianization by Africans’ (1986b: 351), it raised the specterto the British and the Natalians of a revived Zulu threat. Stories of barbarous atrocities and witchcraft rituals abounded, many of them fabricated in subsequent court hearings (Guy 2005). The rebels lacked the resources to combat the greatly strengthened colonial state in Natal, and were ruthlessly crushed.

The defeat of the Tswana, Pedi and Zulu polities by the British was also accompanied in this period by colonial control over areas bordering on the Cape Colony in which the Cape government had intervened. In 1878 Frere invaded the Transkeian territories after Cape intervention in a dispute between the Mfengu and Xhosa. In the course of the early 1880s, these were initially placed under the indirect administration of colonial-appointed magistrates and were then formally annexed. Only the Pondoland region remained outside direct settler control, but this too was incorporated into the Cape Colony in the subsequent decade. At the same time, attacks were made on the Sotho polity in which it was believed that arms obtained with the wages of migrant workers were being accumulated. Refusal to pay taxes and cede their guns to the Cape administration led to war in 1880, but the Cape forces were unable to bring the Sotho under their control. Subsequently, Basutoland came under direct British ‘protection’. Since labor was already forthcoming there was little point in treating the Sotho in the same way as the Zulu state, and local chiefs retained much of their authority.

By the end of the 1880s the British had effectively exerted control, either directly or through their colonies in the Cape and Natal, over a large number of African societies. They did not, however, achieve their goal of a South African Confederation. The major setback to this was Boer resistance in the Transvaal. After the defeat of the Pedi the need for armed forces in the Transvaal was removed, and a rebellion led by Boer farmers succeeded in defeating the British occupiers. After final defeat at Majuba in 1881, the British agreed to withdraw.

These events marked a significant growth of Afrikaner nationalism and resentment at continued British influence in the region. It also led to a strengthened republican state in the Transvaal under President Kruger which in the 1880s and 1890s was able to assert much more direct control over Africans in the region. Assaults on the Ndebele in the east, the Rolong Tswana in the west and the Venda of the Soutpansberg in the north led to effective Boer control over the Transvaal. In addition, the Swazi kingdom in the east was weakened in the 1880s by its policy of granting concessions to external agents for such items as grazing rights, minerals and timber (Bonner 1983: 160–207). This region then became the focus of Boer attempts to gain access to the coast from the Transvaal and equal British determination to prevent them. In 1895, despite Swazi protests, the area was placed under the protectorate of Kruger’s government in return for an agreement from the Transvaal not to intervene north of the Limpopo. In a final act of land control, the British then annexed Tongaland, north of Natal, to cut off Boer access to the sea.

The process of conquest of African polities in the last three decades of the nineteenth century was the direct result of a more aggressive British imperial intervention. This, in turn, was part of an increasing European imperial assertiveness in the wider region, which included German South-West Africa and Portuguese East Africa. The British were primarily motivated by the need to secure labor for the mines and plantations and to benefit from the increased economic potential of the sub-continent. A variety of methods, ranging from exploitation of internal conflicts, often in turn produced by colonial pressures, and direct armed confrontation to taxation and land seizure, brought most Africans within the orbit of new economic and political forces. Resistance occurred at every stage, sometimes achieving a temporary reprieve but ultimately unable to stem the advance of colonial control. A final blow to those farmers who did retain some independence came with the rinderpest epidemic of 1896–7. This cattle disease swept through the sub-continent, reducing many herders to extreme poverty, in some cases starvation, and forcing others to seek work on settler farms or the mines. In the face of increasing colonial pressures many African farmers were unable to recover from the impact of the disease, although in Basutoland it has recently been shown that the setback was temporary since grain farmers in the region profited from increased demand during the South African War (Phoofolo 2003). It was, however, a factor in the revolts in both Basutoland and Griqualand, both of which were swiftly put down (Van Onselen 1972).

Indigenous independence was thus largely destroyed, but South Africa in the early 1890s was still divided into settler colonies and Boer republics. It took a major war between them before a unitary state could be established.

The South African War and Union

The South African (Anglo-Boer) War of 1899–1902 marked the completion of the process of conquest begun in the 1870s. The British conquest of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State during the war paved the way for the unification of a single South African state in 1910. There has been much debate about the causes of the war, some of which parallel the arguments over imperial aims in the 1870s and 1880s. Imperial rivalry with a growing Afrikaner nationalism in the Republics and with other European powers, especially Germany, defence of the sea route to India and the ambitions of particular individuals such as Chamberlain, the Colonial Secretary, Rhodes, the Cape Prime Minister, and Milner, the British High Commissioner, have all been evoked. Certainly these factors all played a role, but the essential catalyst now widely accepted by historians was economic. Whereas the conquests of the 1870s and 1880s were fuelled by the diamond discoveries, the South African War was caused by the second and major stage of the ‘Mineral Revolution’ – the development of gold mining on the Witwatersrand. This made the region one which Britain, fearful of its industrial and imperial rivals in the late nineteenth century, was unable to ignore.

Atmore and Marks (1974) stressed the parallels between these two periods of decisive British intervention in South Africa. In both cases mineral discoveries and rapid mining investment brought demands for labor and infrastructure which the British believed existing polities could not meet or were obstructing. But a difference lay in the nature of the mineral mined. Gold was central to the fiscal stability of the capitalist world economy of the 1890s, since the currencies of many industrial nations were based on the gold standard. Gold production had fallen worldwide since the 1870s, and British financial interests, especially nervous after the 1890 crash of the Baring Brothers financiers, were concerned to secure control over the Rand gold supplies which by 1898 were the largest single source and accounted for 27.5% of total world gold output (Richardson and Van-Helten 1980: 19). In 1899, on the eve of the war, gold supplies at the Bank of England were again falling.

Only by annexing Kruger’s Transvaal and completing their control over the whole of South Africa, argued Marks and Trapido (1979), could the British secure the gold supplies and profits of the Rand and construct a state which would support the interests of the mining industry. By the late 1890s, it was apparent that the Transvaal had become the most economically valuable region of southern Africa. Rhodesia had been invaded and conquered by Cecil Rhodes’s British South Africa Company in 1890, but hopes that it would become a ‘second Rand’ had proved unfounded. So without influence or direct control over the Transvaal, British economic and political paramountcy in southern Africa was impossible.

More recently, the economic determinism of this argument has been challenged by some historians. Some attention has again been given to the political context of the decision by the British to push for war. Porter (1990) has questioned the extent to which Chamberlain or Milner were directly concerned with local mining magnates and whether war was in the best interests of the industry. Smith (1996) played down the significance of the gold crisis or of the needs of the mining industry, arguing instead for longer-term origins of the war that stemmed from British and Afrikaner rivalry at the time of the Transvaal conflicts of 1880–1. Conquest of the Transvaal in 1899 was made essential only because the Transvaal government was not one ‘friendly’ to, and prepared to collaborate with, British imperial interests. In other words, control over the polity of the Transvaal as much as over the economy of the mining industry was crucial.

Whatever the precise differences of emphasis in these accounts, the Rand mining industry was nonetheless a vital component of the scenario which led to the South African War. The potential of the region was swiftly recognized after the initial gold discoveries in 1886. The initial rush led to speculation and collapse when the shallow-level deposits were swiftly exhausted, but by 1895 deep-level mining predominated. This required much greater capital investment, not only from the mining companies of the Kimberley fields but increasingly from Europe and especially Britain. It also required more complex technological equipment to mine the deep but thin veins of ore. High production costs, the need for costly immigrant skilled labor and the fixed price obtainable for the gold meant that mine owners could only obtain profits by recruiting cheap local unskilled labor, for which they required state support.

The mining industry was a major taxpayer to the Transvaal republic. The Kruger government, having therefore much to gain from it, was less obstructive than many contemporaries, and more recent historians, have maintained. It promulgated legislation allowing for legal private ownership of claims, facilitated mining company amalgamations and permitted purchase of land by mining houses, although with some understandable restrictions on private control of water resources. The government was concerned to ensure that the mines did not monopolize employment of African labor to the detriment of Boer farmers, but as Harries (1994: 227–8) has shown, it did agree to labor recruiting for the mines with the Portuguese administration of Mozambique, and it policed a pass system which prevented both wage competition by mines seeking a mobile force and desertion of workers under contracts. The mines failed to obtain monopoly control over labor recruiting, but they were content to work with independent recruiting agents provided labor was forthcoming. Before 1900 this was indeed the case (Jeeves 1975).

Yet the mining companies had frustrations. Direct taxes on their profits increased, as did duties on imported goods such as machinery. The government maintained monopolies over items such as the dynamite needed for deep-level blasting and for railway construction, which led to high transport tariffs. Furthermore, the administrative capacity of the South African Republic was not always able effectively to enforce the legislation desired by the mine owners. Lacking access to political power themselves, since as uitlanders (outsiders) they were not enfranchised, there was little the mining magnates could do to remedy the situation from within.

Blainey (1965) argued that it was the deep-level mine owners in particular who plotted with Rhodes to topple the Kruger government in 1895. Arms to back an uitlander coup were smuggled into Johannesburg and Rhodes ordered a small force of troops from Bechuanaland under the command of L.S. Jameson to support it. Van Onselen (2010) has suggested that while industrialist and imperial motives may have been paramount, the raid closely resembled the actions of the numerous groups of armed bandits in and around the Witwatersrand in the 1890s and 1890s. But the ‘Jameson raid’ was a fiasco. The Johannesburg uprising failed to materialize and Jameson’s troops were captured soon after entering the Transvaal. Blainey’s argument that it was only the deep-level miners who backed the raid has been much debated, although it has been broadly supported by Mendelsohn, who has shown that it was indeed those mining houses with heavier investments and longer-term interests in the future of the industry which backed the conspiracy to topple the Boer government and replace it by ‘one more easily manipulated by the mining industry’ (1980: 170).

The Jameson raid resolved none of the problems of the uitlanders but merely exacerbated tensions and brought the situation in the Transvaal to wider international attention. Whitehall recognized the dangers of allowing local initiatives without adequate planning, and Kruger tried to appease the mining industry by legislative support on the one hand, but consolidated alliances with the Orange Free State and made approaches to the Germans and Portuguese on the other. The latter alarmed the British government in London with the specter of a republican link through Delagoa Bay to the economic detriment of the Cape and Natal (Henshaw 1998). In 1897 Chamberlain appointed Milner, known for his hawkish expansionist goals and his dislike of Kruger, as Cape Governor and British High Commissioner in South Africa. The following year, British hopes that Kruger’s power might be on the wane were dashed by his overwhelming victory in a presidential election. This was followed by a rapid build-up of propaganda against Kruger which stressed uitlander grievances, and of troops in the Cape and Natal. It seemed that Milner was determined on a path of confrontation.

In an attempt to strike a pre-emptive blow before his forces were totally outnumbered, and asserting independence from what he perceived as bullying tactics, Kruger declared war on the British with support from the Orange Free State, and Boer forces invaded Natal and the northern Cape in October of 1899. Many of them saw this as a necessary measure to defend their homeland, especially poorer Afrikaners who had suffered from recent droughts and the rinderpest epidemic and were dependent on welfare support from the Kruger government (Nasson 2010: 65–6). A new regime under British influence was likely to be less sympathetic to them and more supportive of prosperous landowners and industrialists.

Both the Boers and the British hoped that the war would be short and decisive. In the event it was drawn out over three years, was highly destructive of life, property and produce, and entrenched a bitterness between Boer and British which was to endure throughout the twentieth century. It created the specterof almost half a million troops of one of the most powerful industrial nations on earth bogged down by the commandos and guerrilla forces of what the British had belittled as backward and incompetent Boer rural states. The war extended over a wide area. Initial Boer advances and victories in the northern Cape and Natal were only halted after the relief of lengthy sieges at Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking. By mid-1900 massive troop reinforcements enabled the British to reverse the tide and they captured Bloemfontein, Johannesburg and Pretoria. Theoretically, the Boer republics were conquered. But Boer guerrilla resistance continued over the next two years, penetrating deep into the Cape as well as outmaneuvering the imperial troops in the republics. The British adopted scorched earth tactics, destroying Boer farms, crops and livestock and, most notoriously, imprisoning the families and servants of the farmers in concentration camps. Only with extensive British military control over the highveld were the guerrilla commandos forced to surrender by the signing of the Treaty of Vereeniging in May 1902.

The war had been immensely destructive of life and property. An estimated 22,000 British troops died, the majority from disease. Over 30,000 farmsteads in the republics and northern Cape were destroyed. About 26,000 Boer women and children and 14,000 African internees died in the concentration camps (Warwick 1980: 60–1).

Both at the time and since, writers have maintained that this was a ‘white man’s war’. More recently, however, the significance of the involvement of other South Africans in the conflict has been recognized. First, it was by no means a war involving only men. Boer women suffered the brunt of the attacks on farms and homesteads made by British troops, and it was they who demanded a fight to the end after the British conquest of the Transvaal. When females are incorporated into accounts of the war it can be seen that the British scorched-earth policy provoked resistance rather than quelling it (Bradford 2002).

Secondly, the war did not only involve whites. Warwick (1983) has shown the crucial role that black South Africans played, both as combatants, often with old scores to settle, and as messengers, scouts and transport drivers. For instance, the Tswana in the northern Cape and western Transvaal attacked Boer cattle and encampments as well as assisting the British during the siege of Mafeking, and Zulus raided Boer territory which had previously been annexed from Zululand and aided the British in tracking down guerrillas. The Pedi under Sekhukhune did likewise in the hopes of regaining lands lost to the South African Republic. And volunteers in the Transkei, impoverished when closure of the mines during the war cut off migrant labor, armed for defence against possible Boer attacks. In the northern Cape mission stations, cultivators resisted guerrilla raids, defended the Cape Town–Kimberley railway line and acted as transport drivers for the British forces (Nasson 1983, 1991). On the Rand black workers were drafted by both sides, although by the end of the war most were wage earners in British military employment. Black anti-Republican resistance and collaboration with the British ‘certainly played its part in pushing the Boers into surrender’ (Nasson 2010: 249).

The war caused suffering to whites and blacks alike; many Africans died during the hostilities and in the concentration camps, and others lost cattle commandeered by both sides. Yet paradoxically, this destructive war of conquest did see a partial rolling back of colonial encroachment on land and the possibility for some African cultivators to recover from losses they had sustained over the past decades (Krikler 1993: 1–36). In the Transvaal there was direct reappropriation of Boer land and cattle by the Kgatla Tswana and general flouting of land tenancy restrictions (Mbenga 2002). Elsewhere in the Orange Free State and Natal, the destruction and desertion of Boer farms led to repossession by African farmers. Indeed the impact of these gains was felt immediately after the war when both white farmers and mine owners complained at their inability to obtain sufficient labor.

But this rolling back of settler land control was limited in extent and short-lived. As Marks and Trapido (1979) have stressed, the period of ‘reconstruction’ by Milner’s conquest state in the Transvaal between the end of the war and 1905 was marked by an intensification of colonial control over land and labor and a process of ‘social engineering’ in the interests of a growing capitalist economy, although not without resistance from African cultivators (Krikler 1993). The state provided cheap indentured labor from China which enabled the mines to lower wages and undercut African demands for higher pay and better working conditions (Richardson 1982). Land resettlement schemes returned Boer farmers to the land as well as introducing some British immigrants, but the Milner government opposed land tenancy arrangements for Africans and ‘was determined to transform all black tenants into wage laborers’ (Marks and Trapido 1979: 70). The Milner administration enforced these measures more efficiently than had been possible under Kruger. Although the mines did not get everything their own way – they were still heavily taxed, for example – many of the uitlander complaints of the pre-war period were attended to by the new government.

The impact of these changes on town and countryside will be explored in the next chapter. The point here is that the South African War and its aftermath marked the end of the protracted process of the conquest of South Africa by settler and imperial powers. African hopes of regaining access to land, encouraged by British rhetoric before and during the war about the injustices of Boer ‘Native policy’, were dashed. Afrikaner parties won elections held in 1907 for self-governing parliaments in the previous republics (Het Volk in the Transvaal and Orangia Unie in the Free State), and these governments came together with those of Natal and the Cape to form the Union of South Africa in 1910. To the dismay of leading African politicians, white supremacy was entrenched in the constitution. Only in the Cape was there a non-racial franchise, and even there it is was circumscribed by high property qualifications.

Map 2  The Union of South Africa, 1910 (provinces are underlined)
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Why, less than ten years after fighting a costly war against the Boers, did the British government permit them to dominate the politics of the highveld and the terms of Union? Although Boer troops had been defeated, the outcome of the war was by no means decisive. The terms of the Treaty of Vereeniging had turned the republics into British colonies, but only with promises of internal self-government as soon as possible. Once the obstructions of the Kruger government had been removed and the protection of mining interests was assured, the Milner administration aimed at the reconstruction of agriculture to provide food for the urban areas and ensure a profitable and stable local economy. Initial hopes of British immigration on a large scale were not met. Much capital and training in modern farming techniques were instead focused on Boers who were restored to their land. Political unity for the sake of economic growth was thus the British priority. Afrikaner nationalist sentiments needed to be accommodated, provided they could be contained within a single economic and political structure that supported the interests of mining capitalism.

Key Boer leaders, such as Smuts, recognized the advantages of this. In place of total independence, a new form of unity could be achieved, provided a measure of Afrikaner political participation was guaranteed. Moreover, British suppression of the Bambatha rebellion (see p. 28) demonstrated the need for white unity in the face of black resistance and showed the Afrikaners that they had little to fear from a political union in which white interests were so clearly upheld.

Economic and political stability required incorporation of Afrikaner politicians into the central organs of government, rather than self-governing Boer provinces. So, contrary to initial expectations, the new constitution of 1910 did not follow the Australian pattern of federalism. Union, with major central government power, was established, albeit with regional concessions in the location of administrative functions; Cape Town was the legislative capital, Pretoria the administrative and Bloemfontein the judicial. In an ominous sign of what lay ahead, white unity was thus upheld at the expense of black political and land rights.

Although at the time it was thought likely that the Union would further expand territorially, in fact the state created in 1910 fixed the boundaries of modern South Africa. The British protectorates of Bechuanaland (later Botswana), Basutoland (Lesotho) and Swaziland were excluded and proposals to incorporate Southern Rhodesia were outvoted in a referendum in that territory in 1922 (Hyam 1972). The only addition of territory came with the invasion of German South-West Africa during the First World War and the subsequent mandate granted to South Africa over Namibia by the League of Nations. Namibia was ruled by South Africa until its independence in 1990, although it was never formally part of the country.

The conquest of the land was thus formalized by the Act of Union under a unitary state entrenching white political power. The impact of this process for the lives of its inhabitants is the subject of the remainder of this book.
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