
Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

AN INOOIRY INro 'IHE srRUCIURE AND FUNCl'ION OF SPACE IN INDIGFNCXJS 

SETrLEMEm' IN OVAMB:>LAND. 

Glen Tt'evot' Mills 

A Dissertation suhnitted to +_he School of A't'chitectut'e, 

Univet'sity of cape 'J:'a..m, 

fot' the Degl:"ee of Mastet' of At'chitectut"e. 

cape 'l'cMr1, 1984 
""""-~~·· ·~··· .. ··-·--. ..... - ..... ,.. ,.. ,._ · . ,., ... ·y:.·:·".· -~·;.·;<•!.-".i:;~·;:;.r.-:1 .... 

r;::~·!:;;~;:,1:~::~,~y ri~ ~:::'G ~,. · . ., Imo been g!ven ~ 
~ the right t·:: .-2;:; 1·c<\~1:•;; ti.\•; 1·'·.,;.:,:;:, i!l whole 
~ or in part. Copyri·Jht is hc;'.d by the ai.;thor. · 

~~~"'lm;;i:t:at:.it1,&i'!'fJ$<;~;;..!-'Z?'X"..!l.~-l':nu~IUO>Si! 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The copyright of this thesis vests in the author. No 
quotation from it or information derived from it is to be 
published without full acknowledgement of the source. 
The thesis is to be used for private study or non-
commercial research purposes only. 

 

Published by the University of Cape Town (UCT) in terms 
of the non-exclusive license granted to UCT by the author. 
 



i 

Cllf!'ENI'S 

1\l">st ract • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ii 

.Ackrlc:J..lled.gerents • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • iv 

Chaptet' 

1 mrrorxdICN 

Ctljectives and Backgt:ound .................... 1 

Reasc>rls for St.udy •..•..•••. -~ .•. ~ • • • • • . • • • • . • • 4 

Ovantx>land: The rontext of the investigation. • 7 

Met.lod of Investigation •••••••••••••••••••••• 10 

2 'mE REOUIREMENI'S 'lliAT SHAPE 'llIE SPATIAL PPi!TERN.. 16 

3 ~SI~S • • . . . • . • • . • • • . • • . . • . • • . . • • • . • . • • • . • . . 161 

I>c>stscript ••.••••.••••.••. • • • . • • • . . • • . • • • • • • • • 16 7 

Glossa.cy • • .. • • ... • • • . • .. • • • • • • • .. • .... • . • .. • • . • . • • • . • 169 

Appendix 1 : Field Notes •••••••••••••••••••••••••• ·• • • 171 

Appendix 2 Planned. Settlements ••••••••••••••••••••• 181 

Appendix 3 Spontaneous Settlements ••••••••••••••••• 182 

Appendix 4 Artefacts and Cl'."aftsrranship ••••••••••••• 183 

Appendix 5 : Hunting and Fishing ••••••••••••••••••••• 189 

BIBLIOORAmY ......................................... 190 



ii 

Abstract 

The prohlem of infonning appropriate architectural practice in southern 

Africa is addt"essed by proposing to divert analytical attention CMa.Y fran 

the level of appeat'ances when researching the fonn of indigen::>us settlement 

patterns and at"chitecture. By way of example, an errpirical study of the 

lonestead as a unit of settlement pattern in Ovarrh:>land is undertaken hy 

explot'ing the ways in which the designet'/huildet's themselves pet'ceive and 

value space with a view to identifying and describing the ot"ganizational 

structut'e of the 'hc:mastead. The initial assurrption is that this fonn of ~ 

settlement, examined as a set of. spatial t'elations, encodes within its 

organizational structut"e the fottmlla (ot' diagt"am) fot' its reproduction. 

r~hy{X)~~ that a relevant undet'Standing Of indigen:)US settlement I and architecture can atly he grasped if inquiry extends heyor.d the fornal 

1 aspects of style and technology to include an analysis of its spatial 

lcharactet"istics: this being the external pt'ojection of the socio-eo::>nanic 

pattern (oc ideology) of the people that pt"oduce it. And, such analysis 

being useful in identifying the fonnula Which, when it intet"acts with its 

oontext, rept'oduces the ohset"Ved settlement fonn. In view of this, a 

method of study is proposed which attempts to describe and examine 

settlement space ft'crn · 'within' by e~plot'ing all t-.he physical and rnn-

physical detenninants of form. This is done by isolating each detenninant 

as a specification of settlement fonn and thet'ehy arranging it into a 

scheme hased on t-.he scale of space with which it deals. 

The cxnclusions are, firstly, that because the l'x:mesteads display similar 

featut"es of layout and acx:omodation there must exist a camon, agreed .. upon 

diagt"amwhich ensures its constant reproduction. Secx:ndly, the evidence 
I 

for the diagt"am must lie within the way the designet'/huildet's pet'ceive / 
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lrmestead space. Thit'dly, this pe-rception has its t"OOts in histo-rically 

inhe-rited and ftmctionally de-rived values and uses of space. Finally, a 

preliminacy diagram is pt"Op:>sed which, it is a-rgued, needs to he ve-rified 

by undettaking furt.het' investigations of a similat' natut'e in othe-r a-reas of 

e::>uthem Africa Whe-re indigenous people occupy space. 
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OW1I'ER 1 

Objectives and Background 

This study has as its aim the undet"standing of the way in which settlement 

space, which is produced unselfconsciously, t"elates to the widet" natut"e of 
(1) 

society and context in southern Aft"ican indigern.is c:x:mnunities. In doing 

this the study, cautious of heing pt"ematut"ely definitive, attempts to 

identify and propose a nodel that will aid t-.he inteq>t"etation of indigenous 

settlement, and consequently the unselfconscious design pt"Ocess, by' 
(2) 

analysing the example of the homestead in Qvantx:)land and hcM it is 

pet"ceived hy its designet"/occupants. 

In t"ecent yeat"s, at"chi tects and othe!"s wot"king in southern Arrica have l 
settlements 

Rathe!" than 

hecare increasingly inte!"ested in t-.he design of 'tt"aditional' 

and at"chitectut"e (Denyet" 1978: Ft"escut"a 1981: Rich 1982). 

heing analytical and systematic in the put"suit of undet"standing the meaning 

of space as it is rrani.fested in indigenous at"Chitectut"e, these 

investigations have been rrostly at t-.he level of fonral deSCt"iption. As 

such, at"chitectut"e is dealt with as an ohject, an approach which t"elegates 
(3) 

it to met'e artefact. Aspects of appeat"ance such as decot"ation, technology, 

style, plan shape, and so on, have been t-.hot"oughly dealt with and 

catalogued to the extent of inventing elarot"ate categot"ies and taxonanies · 

(Denyet" 1978 : 133:158) and definitive diag!"a!TIS illustt"ating the evolution 

of 'h::>use fonn' (Ft"escura 1981 : 12, 17·21). Al trough these publications 

have heen useful in ?Jtting those settlements on t"ecx>ro, they·have inspired 

new designs ""11.ch inteq>t"et and c:opy fontal features. Thus, the t"esponses 

and attitudes of at"chitects to indigenous at"chitectut"e and settlements have 
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heen to use certain aspects, such as plan fonn, cross section, elevation 
and deroration in oontenp::>racy projects, thereby atterpting to give such 
designs an 'African' character. The Asserrbl y Hall at the CX:igwedi va Tt-aining 
College in O\l'anh)land is an example of nurrerous such-like attempts in (4) ' 
southern Afdca. Much nore can he gained hy a deep analysis of spatial 
rreaning and function in settlements and how this relates to the societies 
that pn:rluce them. 

-.. ·.-.-:~ .. - ~~~-~-.· .. 
- --.;,. ' . 

.: -. .... .:-· 
.· .. - --.--

MAIN HALL AT 1)-\E ON4WEblYA !RAIN/NC, cou . .EC1E 

AnthroJX>logical and archaeological studies in southern Africa have recently 
focussed on the syrrh::>lic aspects of settlement patterns of the Bantu-
speaking people in the region (Huffman 1981; A Kuper 1980; H Kuper 
1972). These studies have suggested the existence of abstract syrrholic 
nodels which the o.-mer/huilders suhconsciously use When constructing their 
settlements. The identification of these rrodels (or codes) has heen 
applied in the intetpt"etation of pre-historical settlement remains (Huffman 
1982) and oonte-rµ>t"aty settlement patterns (A Kupet" 1980). These rrodels \ 
have relied heavily on the syrriholic aspects of space which has provided a 
useful understanding of southern African settlements; hut they have also 
diverted attention CMay :frc:m the functional aspects such as the day-to-day 
t'equirerrents fot" living, the need to accnmodate social relations, clinate j 
and physical envit:orunent as irrp:>ttant issues that help to shape 
settlerrent. 
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There is thus the need for a new awt'Oach that will infonn a propel:' 

undet'standing of indigenous settlerrents Which \\10\lld he useful for 
(5) 

archi tect.ut'al and planning practice in southern Africa. This appt'Oach 

needs to appreciate that the fonn of settlement is infornative on the 

fundanental nature of society and that the rrodel (or diagram) fot' its 

pattern extends heyond the syrriholic dimension. 

If settlerrent at the ' surface ' level errh:rlies social and econani.c 1 
fonrations of society, then hy identifying and analysing its organisational I 

1 or 'deep' structut'e, it hecorres possihle to clarify the diagram that s~pes \ !D 

its fonn (Levi-Strauss 1963 : 132-163). This implies viewing settlement as 

a physical organization~ that is, as a set of spatial t'elations which needs 
(6) 

to he understood hy discovering the structural laws in relation to society. 

Parkingt-..on (1972 224-227) argues that individual expressions of 

settlerrent are produced when its diagt"arn (or code) impinges and interacts 

wHh its environmental context to produce particularlized vet'sions of the 

universal. And, the 'NDrk of Hillier and Hanson (1983 : 15-20) concurs with 
(7) 

this view in their analysis of western European settlerrents. 

-,m: ~12A1tONAL 6\ID..­
ruRE a= 6E.Tn.-EMENi 
R!::PRE?~ ~ 1+.> 
1:>1~ 1

D '- wl-1-'GH IS 
\JN\\l~L. 

~--------- ']>AltrlCVLAf!.. EN.\Jl\(C+.1-
~Et-lTAL C~ 
WHlLl-\ l"liE~Ct wrt\-1 
11-\E 'ST~OC..i\J~t 1 P'. 

~--- fAl<-1\W LAA\7-E{) VE~­
:slONS OF -ntE IJN\ -
'\/ £.l<t;A L . 

( \ LLUS 11<A1'.CN AFiER 
f'AR'KI NCi 10N) . . . 

Settlement space and the physical and non-physical context of 0varrholand 

are thus probed in this study with the objective of discovering its 

st~ut'al ot'ganization and consequently the diagram in the helief that itJ!; 

is o::rrposed of hot-.h ftmctional and synt-olic di.Irensions. 
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Reasons for ~ 

The stinulus for researching this topic grew as a t"esult of the writer's 

involverrent in architectural practice and field work in Ovaimoland hetween 

March 1979 and August 1983. Much of the work dealt with new building 

projects which were designed and huilt within the constraints of 
(8) 

conventional practice pt'OCedures. It was this that heightened the 

awareness of the need to search for appropriate architectural interventions 

in the developing regions of southern Africa: scrnehow there had to he a 

way of 'fine•tlll'ling' the professional consultant's role to suit the spirit 

of the place. This study is inspired hy the belief that one way of 

achieving :rreaningful practice in southern Africa is by understanding ha.-1 

indigenous a::mnunites (the client/amm.mity) themeselves perceive and use 
(9) 

space. Many well•intended settlement and architectural projects designed 
(10) 

by architects and planners have interpreted the 'culture' and consequently 

the rreaning of space for the users. These projects are nostly infouned hy 

rrodels of developnent where environnental and professional practice is 

essentially product (or ohject) orientated and where much effort goes into 

fonnulating plans at the expense of appropriate planning. The importance of 

buildings and settlements as patterns of spatial relations is thus often 

ignored by consultants at the expense of -t.he people for which they are 

intended. 

Experience in OVarrroland has s~ that the value of settlement space goes 

furthet" than the physical houndaries of fonn and that its value is rooted 

in h::>th ftmct.ionally derived and historically inherited ideas. In ordet" 

that architectural and planning practice might hecDre nore appropriate, it 

is essential to 'de-mystify' indigenous 'culture' by understanding the 

+ 

(11} 
functional and histot"ical values of space. It is for this reason that t 
this study has heen undetaken. 



NAMIBIA 

-

0 

0 50 100 lf>O 200 
l I I I I 

Ktl~ret 

5 

.---
---- ~AVANGO i 
~··· .. ( ~~~---1 

G"'°"""'"'" ) BUSHMfi.N 
• /- ( lsuonk-• 1 

) ''- - _L~~ ~ _':> I 
- --~slb 

I . 
I . 
I -

• Cl) 
0 .... ..,,... I 1-

Mlltahohe • _.,,,... • ocn.1 d 
r '---, ~CD I G.1>eon• \ 

' \ NAMA \ I 1.\)\) 
\ . I 

la...... ( K .. , I 
I I • ' • I \LAND_.--/ 

Bethanie7,.! .J / 0 Keetmal'W\s"cop 

I - I 



I 
r' 

I 
J;,, 

lr 
I 

.. . ~;
~
I
 

I 
fl'; 

• 
·~ .. 1 

I 
:~ r., .. 

,
l
 •. 

I 
~:f 

::1. 
'';': 

l 
:~. 

. 
tct'' ,I 

...a! 
O

t 
\!>t 
Z

· 
.t(. 

/
-
-

\ 
1 I 

( 
I 

I 
I 

I 

6 
I 

\ 
I 

I 
\ \ 

··\: 
I 

I 
. / 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I ~ 
I 

, __ 
---------

--' 
_ .... _., 

I 
I ~ 
I 

J 
, .. 

I 
I 

I 
I . 

( 
I 

I 
~
 

~--
,, 

I 
-
-
-
-
-
~
-
-
-
-
r
:
i
 

I 
· .... ' 

I 

I 
; 

I 

-~-------
--t~ 

I 
-

... -
-
~
-

I 
I,,."

\ 
I 

---------
--.,--

" 
I 

! 
I 

I 
I 

\ 
i 

<(f>--'-
I 

I 
-.., 

g 
I 

I 
i 

I 
I 

' 
~
 

~ 
~ 

I 
-
I
 

I 
ti 

I 
~
I
 

'}
 

~I 
I 

-
I
 

I 
ti 

I 
~,' 

/,.. ... 
I m

 
I 

.... -
"1 11 

I 
I
,
.
 

i/ 
! 

I 
, . 

0 

1
: 

~
 

I I 
~I 

r.1' 
,,l---

--------
,
,
 

I 

-

\.. 
,. I I I I 

0 

I l: 
4!...--I I I I I I 

0 
i 

p 
,. ... 

~ 

....;i 

~
 

<
 

0 
.:; 

'ti 
~ 

0 
....... 
VJ 

f . 
~ 

~
 

• 
~
 

<
 

~ 

""' 



7 

Ovanholand: The CC11text of the investigaticn. 

The puq:ose of this section is to sketch hriefl y -t-..he physical, social and 

naterial context in which this stu:fy is hased. It is intended to serve as 

an introduction to the place and the people, in order to perceive rrore 

fully the spatial pattern under investigation in relation to its setting. 

Physical oontext: Ovamtoland is situated in the rrost northern part of 

Namihia, between 17 20' and 18 40'. latitude south, and between 14 and 18 

longitude east. It is hounded hy Angola to the north, the Etosha Pan and 

Game Reserve in the south and the Kaokoveld and Kavango in the west and 

east respectively. The area covered hy these boundaries arrounts to sorre 

56, 072 sq. km (or approximately 6. 3 % of the tot-...al area of Namihia) • 

Clinate: Long, hot SUI'llret'S with daily tempet'atut'es exceeding 30 C on 

average. Rain and a high humidity occut' during the sunmer which is 

t'elieved hy a mild and dry winter period. 

The avet'age annual t'ainfall is between 400 nm and 500rrm. The highest 

rainfall OCCUt'S between Novemhet' and Apt'il, the surrrnet' pet'iod • 

The highest tempet'atures occur dut'ing Octoher and lt>venher (34 C) and the 

lowest in Jtme and July (6 c.). 

HLmli.dity levels range from 82% in February to 22% in Septermer. 

There is no rrarked seasonal pattern of wind and gentle hreezes a-re 

experienced througrout the yea-r. 

Geology: A deep layer of dolani te and sand of between 18 m and 40 m on 

rock of the Kalaha-ri series characte-rises the l~-r layers of the -region. 

In the oshonas there a-re often traces of clay. A top laye-r o~ fine, salty 
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sand and a suh· layer of limestone of hetween 7m and 10m deep fonns the 

surface. 

'Ibpogt aphy: 
The landscape is, on fit'st inspection, flat with apparently 

little vertical relief. 
The micro·tq:ography is, howevet', funned hy a 

neb.ot'k of seasonal waterC'OUt'ses called oshonas. The region is part of the 

southern African Plateau, at a height of ahout 1100 m arove sea level, and 

slopes gently southwards. The oshona systan (or flood plain) consequently 

drains into the Etosha Pan. 

Social Context: The social organization is pn~daninantly natrilineal 

although thet'e at'e indications to suggest a process of social evolution 

towat'ds pa.tt'ilinearity (Malan 1978 : 261·266). The social fornation 

consists of a collection of clans in which mermership is inherited through 

the rrother and her lineage and whose name het" children take. 

Ovanholand as a geogt"aphic unit consists of seven ('Ibtemeyet" 1978 : 6·7) Ot" 

- eight {Btuwet" 1961 : 2) suh·gt"oups of people or "tt"ihes", collectively 

known as the Ovarrro. These are the ltlonga, Kwanyama, Kwarrhi, Ngandjera, 

Mhalantu, Kwaluudhi., Kolonkhadi and Eunda {or Kolonkhadi·Eunda who are 

treated as a single unit hy 'Ibtemeyer). 
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The origin of these people in their pr-esent locality is inpet"fect.ly 

understc:xld. There are divet"se opinions oo tow laig they have 'tieen settled 

in this area. 'I'yn"ell (1978 : 9) suggests that they arrived in 1700, rut. 

m:>st other anthrop:llogists and ethnologists speculate differently and tend 

to concur with each other that these peq>le have lived in OVarrholand since 

at least c.1550 {Tot.emeyer 1978 : 3: lDeh 1962 . . 9). 'Ib date oo 

archaelogical investigations have heen done in the region which nay confinn 

or reject these findings (Phillipson 1977 : 102-139). 

Official inforneti.on concerning the size of population is difficult to 

ohtain. fb.Jever, a figut"e of 516, 600 was retx>rted in 1982 (The At"gUs : 26 

May 1982) which is based on the 1981 census figures. This would imply 

t"OUghly 47% of the 1-.. .otal population of Nami.hia {CDJwediva/Oshakati Master 

Paln Report 1982 : 19). 

'nie fit"st <Dntact with whites occurred in 1851 (Totemeyer 1978 : 19) 'When 

the travellers Galton and Andet"son penetrated the area. They were foll~ 

hy missionaries and in 1870 the Finnish Missial "WBS estahlished. There are 

m whites in the regioo except government officials, Sa.1th African Defence 

Fot-oe and Police perscxmel, and missicl'\aries. The whole of northern 

Narnihia, including Ovam:>land, is currently the a~ of intense militacy 

CXX'lflict. 
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Mate-rial Chntext: The Ovarrtx:> peasantcy live in dispe-rsed homesteads, each 
of Which is occupied by a single family on fanns located on the high grotmd 

(ot' 'islands' ) between the seasonal oshonas. Theit' subsistence fonn of 
econanic production is chat'actet'ized by agTicultut'e and animal hushandcy: 
hoth activities being pt'actised by nost families. (Pet'sonal ohservations : 
1979 to 1983). Crops cultivated inclooe nahangu (a type of millet) and 

SOt'ghurn · (the staple foods), pumpkins, ground .... nuts, melons, heans and 

calabashes • Cattle at'e the nost i.rnµ:>ti"..ant livestock, foll<JNed hy goats, 
pigs and donkeys. 

M::>st of the utensils and articles fot' daily use, such as baskets, pots, 
ItDt"tat's, hows and arrows, and so on, at'e made by the people themselves 
(inf. Appendix 4) • 

Settlement is fut'thet' chat'actet'ised hy 'f:cl.o Ut'han types : planned (inf. 
Appendix 2) and spontaneously settled (inf. Appendix 3). These do not fonn 
any part of this investigation and at'e included only as an intt'oduction to 
the t'ange of settlement types in <>vantx:>land. 

Meth:>d of Investigation: 

'Ihe physical ot'ganisation of at'chitectut'e and settlements t'eflects the 
society in which they at'e pt'Oduced. This suggests that the fonn of 
settlement patterns is unique to its specific cnntext and is consequently 
the means whet'ehy social t'elations and values at'e cxmnuni.cated and 
-reproduced. The physical shape of settlement patterns and at'chitectut'e is 
fundamentally generated by tht'ee charactet'istics of fot:m : (12) style, 
technology and spa.ce, all of which cx:ntt'i.rute, separately and togethet', to 
the u1 ti.mate shape. The hypothesis het"e is that in Ot'det" to undet'sf-..and 
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settlenents it is necessary to analyse their fonns in relat-..ion to the 
(13) social patterns that gene't"ate them, not only at the level of appea't"ance oc 

What they look like, hut nore :i.nµ>rt.antly in what they~ as the physical 
O't"ganisation of society. Hillie't" and Hanson (1983 : 15·16) suggest that of . (14) the th't"ee cha't"actet"istics only space is systematically analysahle, as it 
heat's a necessary O't" dit"ect 't"elationship with society. In othe't" words, 
altlnugh all a't"tefacts as p't"Oducts of society, display the 
cha't"acte't"istics of style, technology and space, it is only a't"chitectu't"e and 
settlement that a't"e unique in that they alone o't"ganise space in teuns of (15) human occupancy, activit-..ies and socal 't"elations. The't"efore, in ot"der to 
study settlements, it is necessary to analyse their spatial configurations (16) m tenns of the social patterns which unde-rpin them. This method has 
evolved in resr:nnse to the need for an approach which is appropriate fO"C' 
application in southern Africa. As such, it seeks to descrihe and analysel 
spatial relations in teuns of the organizational structure which has its I 
origins in the social fonnation of its designer /huilders. This method has 

1 

I heen influenced hy the work carried out in the Unit for Architectural I' (17) Studies, University CoHege, London and the Ma't"tin Centre for Architecture I (18) 
I and Urhan Studies, University of Carrt>ridge. _ _c_ 

The aim is to develop a suitable treans for studying and desct'ihing the fonn 
of southem African indigenous settlenent patterns, which would he of (19) henefit to architects and planners. Too often, studies made on indigenous 

(20) settlerrent in Africa have concentrated on the "surface structures" of their 
(21) fonn without a pt"Oper enquiry into the precise reasons or "deep structures" 

which generate t-.heir existence. In other words, the interaction hetween 
social relationships and the physical context, of which architecture and 
settlements are the concrete external projections, have not heen clarified. 

By viewing the settlement as an occupier of space at the inte't"face of its 
physical context and the cultural experience of its users, it may he 
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examined as part of a ht'oad continuum of events and artefacts including 
music, :µ:>ttecy, sculpture, myth, ritual and so oo. These are ways in which 

society expresses itself and which are rooted in a nmge of issues such as 

kinship patterns, ecological fO'rces, social t'a!'lking, econootl.c factors, 
arrongst other things. 

The bt"oader intention of this method is to examine the settlement within 

the context of this continuum and to diSCX>Ver the relations anong spatial .....---.___----...._,......,__ 

patterns in the 9'.Xltext of the range of issues nentioned arove; the 

objectives being to gain a clearer insight into the nature of the 

organizational structure of t.he settlement itself. 

In order to understand settlements nore precisely, it is necessacy to 

record the way the occupants themselves use and value space. This imnplies 
(22) 

studying settlement design 'fran wit.hin' • One way of doing this is t.o 

undet'stand the ideology "' in particular the ecorx:mi.c and social aspects "' 

of the group that produces it. Thet'efore, in the investigation which 

follONS, fonnal description will be used as a probing device in order to 

uncover the pattern of t'elations between settlement space, ideology and 

physical context. In this way, it would be :(X)Ssihle to identify the 

organizational structure of settlement and gain a rrot'e accurate 

understanding of t.he value and use of space , ot' nental map, as it is 

cun-ently experienced. A convenient met.hod of representing the mental map 

as an organizational structure is hy recording its diagram. 

(23) A broad selection of loresteads covet'ing as wide an area of OVant'oland as 
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I 
specifications include: 

l) 'lb:>se explicitly felt by the occupants to 'he pet'sonal ot' family needs: 

2) those genet'ated by t'egional econany and social p.lt'pOse, and 

3) those that detennine physical fonn, hut which at'e not expt"essed by 

1 

2 

anyone. These would include inhet'ited ideas such as t'eligion, 
(24) topogt'aphical featut"es, clinate and so on. 

It is asStuned that indigenous settlements and at'chitectut'e hi virtue of the unselfconscious fot"ITl-rreking pt"Oeess tht'OUc_:rh which they at'e pn:rluced, at'e well integt"ated wi:t..h the socio-ea:>namic values of the designet'/huildet's and the physical environnents in which are situated. Hence, a study of socio-econanic t'elations (ot' social t'elations), settlement space and physical context nay ht'ing into sharper focus the t'elationship between these phencmena and thet'eby clat'ify the meaning of settlement space itself. 

In other \>JOrds, an attempt is nade to distil ft"cm horrestead space its nost ha.sic ot'ganizational structure, the diagt"am, which constantly genet'ates its existence. 

3 It appeat's that this is not a tmique :rosition to adopt when studying architecture. A superficial scan t-..hrnugh much of what has been written and stated at-out architecture in general, makes it apparent that it is frequently dealt wit-..h at the level of artefact as finite ohject. As such, it is equated with sculptut"e, painting, 'fX*tery, and so oo: a somewhat spurious relationship hecause although these objects ,a't"e concerned with the same aspects of fonn (construction, technique, synt-ol, etc) it is only settlement that arranges space that is occupied and contains social activity. 

4 Other examples include: Faculty Buildings, Pietershurg: Urhan Cent't"e, Bophuthatswana: Maseru, Lesotho. 

Univet'sity of the tb"C1"..h, 
• Lesot!o Hat' Building, 

5 SUch as the method of 1 infcmnation-t"ich 1 or 'thick' descriptions of 

\ 

the values of the designer and designed-for in an attempt to 'Africanize' design rnetlnds as a.Jtlined by Van Schaik, L. (1982) Rut"al 7f' At"chitecture in Southern Africa. Unp.lhlished M.At"ch Dissettatioo, lhiversity of Cape Town. This metlnd is inherently 'poetic' which tht"a.Jgh its style of ohsetvation encourages \>JOrd-painting which p.rrposefully avoids attention to pt:"ecise det-..ail. 
6 By implication, this study assumes that settlerrents are not sinply the asseni"lly of spaces hut also, and nore in'p:>rtantly, patterns of t"elations which must exist arrong spaces if they ~ the ot"ganization of society. 
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7 In particulat', the analysis of villages and hamlets in the Vaucluse t"egioo of Southern Ft'ance, whet'e the°t'e is an endeavout' to discovet' the 'clues' to the 'syntax of Ut'hanity'. Theit' studies slx:Jw' that the structut'e of ui:-han fonns awroxi.nate a global pattern which t.hey call a 'heady i:-ing' structut"e. The t'egulai:-ities that undet"lie this structut"e at"e the cnrq:ionents of the diagrcun (ot" nodel) of the settlement type undet' obsenration. 

8 Pt'ofessional nonns in South Africa at'e det"ived lai:-gely ftan 'western• 1-ideas of not"al value and consequently insitutional discipline tends to 1
\ pt'onute a conceptual equivalence in dealing with the t"esoltion of ai:-chitectut"al prohlerns as they t'elate to the client/ocmnunity • thet"e 

1

\1. is an implicit tendency anong pt"actitionet"s to assurre that the values of 'othet' cul tut"es • (the designed fot') need to he elevated (to the "'· level of the designet's and standat"ds of 'civilization'). 

9 If the human activities and the t"equit'ements of the envit'onment that call the space•types and T.beit' !'elations into existence at'e clat'ified, then it hecaoos possible to fonn a not"e accut"ate undet"standing of settlement space. 

10 The new rousing scheme at Ongwediva is an example of this fonn of pt"actice. Houses, ccmplete with 'Bantu wall decot"ation • have heen built as 1nodern 1 vet"sions of the 'ovantio idea of rouse'. 

11 ·This implies viewing settlement • ftan within 1 the society t'eSfX)nsihle fot' it (vide inf: Method of Study). 

12 or, in the Vitruvian sense, delight, finnness and ccum:xli.ty. Human l activity shapes space which is t"ealized hy technology and ermellished with synrolism into a style : all of which at'e mediated by app~t'iate fonn. 

13 Considet'ing at"chitectut'e and settlement p.it'ely as objects, necessat'ily calls fot' the inquicy to deal with issues of aesthetics; that is, the sensual qualities such as proportion, colollt', shape, balance and so on, which at"e pt':i.nat"ily sut'face structut'es that genet"ate pet"ceptual awat"eness, will tend to he dealt wir.b at r.be expense of uncovet"ing the genet"ative and ot"ganizing pt"inciples of settlement fonn. 

14 Hillel:", B. and Hanson, J. (1983) Space aftet" f>bdernisrn. 9H. No.3, p.15. This is because only settlerrents and at'chitectut'e ot"ganize space ( •social space• ) that is lived in. This view is fut"T.bet" su~rted hy Eisermen, P. (1971) Fran Object to Relationship II. Pet"specta 13. p.38, when ccmpat'ing at"chitectut"e and painting : 11At"chitectut'e, unlike reinting, is constt'ained hy the pt"esence of actual 'objects' • with the t"eal dimension of fonn and space. Whet"eas in painting the t'elationship of the fonn can he used r.o create the illusion of space, in at'chitectut"e the t'elationship of the fonns is the space." 
15 Maggs, T. o•c., (1976) Iron Age Ccmnunities of the Southern Highveld • Pieternat'i tzhut'g : Natal Museum. 11The fonn of settlerrent at a particulat' pet"iod is an aceut"ate rept'esentation of its social structut'e" (p. 277). And: "The settlerrents rray he considered as elahot'ate artefacts and indeed they reflect the pet'sonality of theit' naket"s nore sensitively than any othet' categocy of artefact •• " (p.285). 
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The rx>n .. physical Ot' socio .. econani.c fot"rnation of society which is nanifested hy social structut'e (fot'·example, kinship pattet'nS, myth, values, t'eligion, division of lah:>llt', and so on). 

Much of the t'ecent 'WOt'k has focussed on the study of pat;tem and fotm in at'chitectural and ut'han space in relation to th societies that pt"Oduce it. Reseat'ch studies hy Bill Hilliet', Julienne Hanson, .Mt'ian Leaman and othet's in the Unit have explot'ed aspects of 'structut'e', •system' and 'spatial t'elations' as t.l\e theot'etical frarnewot'k fran which to descrihe settlements and at'chitectut'e and the s:x:ial dimensions ftan which they det'ive. 

One najot' at'ea of current t'eseat'ch in the Centt'e has to do with constructing nathematical and theot'etical nodels of 'spatial structut'e' and 'patterns of activity' in ut'ban settlements. \'bt'k by William Fawcett, Nicholas Bullock and othet' t'eSeat'chet's is puhlishErl from time to time in: 'I't"ansactions of the Martin Centt'e fot' At'chitectut'al and Th:"ban Studies, canht"idge. See also, Martin, L. and Mat"ch, L. {F.ds.) (1972) Ut"ban Space and Structut"es, canht"idge canht"idge Uni.vet'sity Press. 

This is in the helief that the tt'aditional rrethods of environrrental practice (supt'a. Endnote 8) used by at'chitects and plannet's at'e incapable of dealing with the issues and CX1T1plexities of the prohlems to he solved. Also, the intuitive rretl'xxl of 'thick desct'iption' pr<JIX)sed by Van Schaik (op. cit. Endnote 5), alt.h:>ugh it provides a tmique insight int.o settlement space as a whole, does not provide a shatp enough tool which is t'equit"ed fot' descripticn, analysis and consequently appropt'iate pt'actice. New prohlems at'e thus consistently •solved' by falling . hack on p!"evious huil t examples. 

Such as style and technology. 

vi.de sup!"a: Endnote 16. 

This is in an attempt to avoid ethocentt"ic description. 
Although hostilities in northern Namihia as a whole make noverrent difficult and dangerous, it was nevertheless rossihle to study a lat"ge nurrbet" of homesteads ht"iefly, and sevet'al in gt"eat depth. It was aloo rossihle to ohtain aet"ial photographs of rrany of the b.:rresteads undet" investigation rrainly ft'an helicoptet" flights. This clat"ified many of the outstanding details of a physical natut'e which -wet'e not adequately covet"ed while rraking on-site investigations. 

Alexandet", C. 
Canht"idge, Mass. 

(1964) Notes on the Synthesis of Fonn. Hatvat"d University Pt"ess. 
p.136. 



16 

CHAPl'ER 2 

'lHE RECXJIREMf.NTS 'IHAT SHAPE 'lHE SPATIAL PATl'ERN: A desct"iption of 
settlement in relation tD its context. 

1·,t i's t In oroet" tD tmdet"stand the value and use of space in Ovantoland, 
essential tD deSCt"ihe the lnnestead arrl, m:>t"e bt'oadly, the ovet"all 
settlement pattern. DeSCt"iption of settlement can ooly he fully gt"asped in 
relation to the oontext in which it is t"ooted. This irrplies an 
undet"standing of settlement that c;pes heyond its fonna.1 aspects and viewing 

(1) it as part of the ht"Oadet" expet"iences of the life of its occupants. It 
thet"efot"e needs to he seen in the light of the relations that exist hetween 
it and the t"est of its pl1ysical and non•pl1ysical oontext, and not as an 
isolated ft'agrrent in space. When viewed in this way, it becnres essential 
to p'C'Ohe its CX>ntext and to extt"act the· t"equirements that call the 
settlenent into existence and specify its fonn. An analysis of both the 
physical (climate, ~aphy, technology, etc) and oon•physical (socio· 
econanic stt'UCtut"e, t"eligion, myth, political Ot'C]anisation, etc) 
environrrents clat"ifies these t"equit"ements as they exist in CX>ntempot"acy 
Ovanrolarrl. 

The t"equin!Irents at"e presented in the :fc:?nn of a set of specifications 
(Alexandet" 1968 

enet"ges. Sane t"equin~roents specify not"e dit"ectly the physical dimensions 
of space than othet"s. These nay he classified as 'Physical' and are 
systenatically arranged to specify cleat"ly theit" spatial inplications. 

Non:physical requit"ements at"e less specific a1"out the physical properties 
of space, rut at"e nevertheless equally important in detetmining the 
ln'nestead. They deal nDt"e with the intangible aspects of space which 

,j., 
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qualify its meaning and which address .its in'p=>ttance other than at the 
level of put"e pt"agnatism. Often there are inhet"ited ideas ahout l"anestead 
planning, which has meant prohing the sxial, econcrnic, and t"eligious 
aspects of life to reveal the value and importance of space. The intentioo 
of descrihing the J'lOr(~j~)) specifications is to bring into sha:t"per * 
focus these aspects, the relevance of which .. in tenns of space .. is often 
obscured by the expediencies of day-t-..o-day living. 

The fact that the requirements are viaved as heing 'physical' and 'non- f 
physical' does not mean that they are treated separately: they are dealt 
with in this way for analytical convenience only. The only reason for 
identifying the two catecpries is Uiat sane deal rrore directly with 
erpi rical space than others. It is also a feature of the total group that 
sane tend to he close f"..o f".he category fran which they are excluded. This 
highlights the need to view them as part of the same package, even though 

they impinge on the functional and synrolic aspects of space at different 
levels. All the requirements, regardless of t-.heir analytical category, 
interact to descrihe the environment which contains the h:::xnestead and the 

overall settlement pattern. 

'lb make sense of t-.he envirornnental requirements, it is necessary to 
estahlish h:Jw they constitute the whole; in other words, h:Jw they fit 
toget-.her. This implies sane sort of order according to W'hich t-.hey are 
sttuctured together. The requirements are ordered and presented in a 
straight linear sequence which derives ft-an the scale of space inherent in 

(2) 
the settlement pattern in Ova:rriboland. The largest scale requirements deal 
with issues at the level of world view, follOo\led by those at the level of 
districts and wards; neighhourhoods; fann site; h:mestead and the srrallest 
scale spaces within the l"arestead. Thet'e is also a category which 

(3) incoqx>rates those requirements that specify spaces at va-r-ious scales. 

+ 
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This sequence, hy virtue of its reference to scale and the ht"oad range of 

issues addressed hy the requirements, sunnarizes the essence of settlement 

and architectural space in tenns of the oontext in ,much it is produced: 

the-reby making it catpt'ehensible as part of a wtx:>le. 

The list of requit'e:nents was identified hy obsetVation, discussions with 

peasant fannet's and officials in C>vantoland, consulting the t'elevant 

literatut'e and hy on•site :rreasut'ements and investigations at vat'ious 

h::mesteads. F.ach requit'ement was identified and descr~ to oonfonn as 
(4) 

close as was reasonably possible to the following properties: 

l} To be of equal scope to other t'equit'ements in the total set: 

2 } To be as independent of the othet's as possible; 

3) To be as srrall in scope, specific and detailed as possible. 

The following is a carplete list of all the 't"equit'ements, graded accot'ding 

to a system of scales, aftet" which there is a de~.ailed description of each. 

'!HE UNIVERSE: Besides being ooncemed with the p't"actical business of 

establishing a living hy \>JOrking the lands, tending to the 

livestock and Ot"de't"ing ccrmn.mal oowoperation into 

beneficial socio•econamic relations, people also ask the 

'big questions': what is ~.lle place of nan in the universe; 

hJw and hy whan was it created; what happens to the souls 

of the dead: what is the ot"igin of all that is bad and 

~ in this life? The answet"s to these questions lie in 

the thoughts and values of the irrlividual and the cx:mnunity 

hy the way in which roth are perceived in relation to the 

universe (Halmond..irooke 1974 : 318•319). Aspects of this 

perception or 'wot"ld view' a't"e incoqx>t"ated into a system 

of beliefs which at'e expressed by myth and are infonnati ve 

oo a widet' tmdet"standing of the meaning of space. This 

scale addt'esses aspects of th::>se beliefs. 
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1 Conceptual space 

2 Supreme Being 

3 Shades of ~.he dead 

4 Ancestral spirits 

5 ·Idea of centre 

Ovarrholand. This is lat"gely a colonial concept of 

terri tocy which has been given fornal geographic relevance 
(5) 

in tenns of political ideology, that ignores patterns of · 

settlement, subsistence and socio-econanic str:uctures that 

flow across houndaries. If any regional scale were to he 

clarified, then it 'WOuld of necessity have to include those 

parts of southern Angola imrediately to the north of the 

Namihia/Angola rorder where similar language and socio-

econcrnic fonnations interact with a similar physical 

environment (Urquhart 1%3 : 3-128; Estem.ann 1976 : 51-

214; Clarence-Smith 1979). Because of tensions and 

conflict, it is currently i.mpossihle to undertake a pt"Oper 

and detailed enquiry into settlement in southern Angola. 

Therefore, Ovarrholand as a 'region• in ~enns of the set of 

scales adopted in this investigation, is irrelevant and it 

is used as a tenn of reference only hecause of the dictates 

of ci rClD'T\stance. 

DISI'RICI'S AND WARDS: The character of the local environment is ordered hy 

social and political devices which, hy cormon consent, 

control and eneotreage co-operation fot" the g:xrl of all. 

These requi't"errents a't"e genet"'ated hy 'glohal • :p.rrposes 

heyond the effective control of individuals. 



20 

6 Law and order 

7 System of inheritance 

B Dispersed gt"ave sites 

9 Pattet'n of residence. 

NEIGHJ:'J:lURHOOD CLUSTERS: Within the coomuni.ty and between fanns adjacent to 

one another, there exists a net.w::>rk of co-operation which 

deals with socio·ecx:>nani.c situations that affect each 

family unit and which need to he resolved. This usually 

means setting up work gC-oups within the neighhourhcods. · 

10 Land tenure 

11 Good social relations 

12 Taxation 

13 Sufficient water. 

'lHE FARM: Requirements at this level hegin to impinge oo the design 

of settlement space that is within the control of the 

family. The overall layout of the fann and the l'anestead 

as a unit of occupation in relation to it, is affected by 

these issues. 

14 Sequential t .. _l.JTe 

15 F.cological ha.lance 

16 Harestead ene-rgy 

17 'I't"ansport routes 

18 First futTOW 

19 Changing h:rnestead site 

20 Harvesting and threshing. 
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'!HE~= As a cnrplex of huts, sheltet"s, oourtyarns, passages and 

palisades, the lnrestead is arranged to deal with 

t"equirements t"elated to outside and inside space. The 

ultimate fonn is gerierated hy the interactions hetween the 

respective (outside and inside space) specifications. 

21 Natut"al vegetation 

22 Meaningfully ordered envit'Onrnent 

23 Christianity and rrarriage 

24 Marriage cnsts 

25 Social t"ites of tt"ansition 

26 The past 

27 Plan fonn 

28 Circulation pattern 

29 Kinship grouping 

30 Meaningful style 

31 Social rank (s+-..atus synbols). 

flMESTFAD SEX:iMENI'S: Within the h:rnestead is a scheme of spaces and spatial 

relations which deal with specific requirerrents in order to 

meet the exigencies of day-to-day family interactions. 

These derive ft:"an the roles of individual meni1ers of the 

family, as well as ft:"an the dictates of social Obligations, 

household chores and logical planning practice. 

32 Economic production 

33 Barnstead zones 

34 Aninal husbandry 

35 Au+-...h:>ri ty of the l"r.nestead owner 

36 Separate hut for the roys 

37 The creamery 

38 Socio-econcrnic role of wanen 

39 The granary 
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40 Stamping the millet 

41 Hou~h:>ld pantty 

42 The hearth 

43 A place for the girls 

44 Hospitality 

45 Inner space 

46 Fast facing entrance 

47 Main meeting chanher 

48 Goods of value 

49 'Cuca' shop 

50 Hygiene spaces. 

M'..JLTI .. SCALE REQUIREMENTs: 
It is inevitahle that because of the nature of 

the nanner in which the requirements were identified, some 

\\Ollld ultimately he effective at I!Dre than one level of 

scale. These have heen isolated to form an independent set 

in order to avoid restricting them to t-...he context of ooe 

of the levels of scale and consequently misrepresenting 

them. 

51 Territorial space 

52 Migrant lahour 

53 InfotTTal education 

54 FotTTal education 

55 Ritual 

56 Social rank (historical indicators) 

57 Respect for the individual. 
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1 Physical fotn1 is closely associated with all aspects of its environment, particularly when the fornt.maker is its occupant. Therefot'e undet'standing the attitudes and values of the designet/occupant is equally :i.mp:>rtant to understanding the environment in which the fonn is constructed. 

2 This sequence deliberately attempts to avoid erecting prematurely conceived hiet'at'chical structut'es or systems which st.en ft'cm the ovet"server's own intet"pretation of culture am, subsequently, space. Fbt" example, a structut'e hased Uf.X'n socio•ecx:mcmic fonnations canrx:>t he said to he 'natural' Ot' 'true' until pt"Operly tested and vet'ified; a task beyond the scope of this investigation. Scale is a pt'operty which is ca:mon to all fom and is thus c'tx>sen in the light of this convenience. 

3 vide inf. This is explained in the list of t'equit'ements. 

4 This det'ives ft'cm the methods used hy Alexander, c. (1964) lt>tes on the Synthesis of Fonn, p.115. Hanraro Univet'sity Press : canhridge, Massachusetts. 

5 In particulat', as outlined and reccmnended in the 'Odendal Report'; Rep..lbliek van Suid Afrika (1964) Verslag van die Kamlissie van Ondet'soek na Aangeleent-hede van Suidwes•Afrika, 1962 .. 63. Staatsdtukket' : Pretoria. 



24 

CONCEPTUAL SPACE IDEAS ABOUT THE WORLD 

Al though Christfanfty and the work of the mf ssion stations have t 
influenced and diluted, ff not eradicated, the importance of traditional 

religious concepts, such ideas are still very much part of an 

individual's inheritance. This is probably due mainly to oral reference 

to the "old ways" of life and an implicit desire not to destroy ":..\~ 

traditional custom. Al so, certain aspects of traditional religion have 

been "built into" the understanding of Christian concepts which have in 

some ways "legitimized" the teachings of missionaries. For example, the 

word Kalunga is used in contemporary Christian literature to denote God. ~ 

Central to the way in which the universe is perceived in relation to the 

individual and his col!1flunity is the belief in a trinity of worlds; with 

each of which is associated a set of spatial characteristics. Although 

this philosophy is essentially place related it refers to conceptual and 

abstract space pertaining to a social order of which the social formation 

is a mirror. For instance, the pre-colonial peasant society invested a 

lot of power and esteem in their kings who were considered noble enough 

to be associated with another world : closer to Kalunga above who 

gathered around him "the nobles of the 1 and" (Vedder 1966 : 74). This 

view also manifested itself spatially in ·the layout of the kings 

homesteads which was . copied by the commoners. Later, with the 

dismantli!1g of the independent kingdoms, the chiefs took on a similar 

significance when they were regarded as· the incarnation of the deity 

(Totemeyer 1978:9). 

The following is a description which outlines the imagery attached to 

this spatial scheme: 
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"they belfeved that there is not only one world, but 
that there are three. The first is above us and it is 
pleasant to 1 ive there, for droughts and hunger are 
unknown. It rains quite frequently and sowing and 
harvesting is unceasing. It is there that Kalunga, 
the highest divine being, dwells. The nobles of the 
land gather round him. A man of the people has little 
prospect of reaching this upper world. The second 
world is that on which we live. It receives from 
above just a little of the surplus rain, only that 
which oozes through and falls on the ground. But 
still it is sufficient to give man the chance of 
producing the means of existence in good years and to 
afford him grazing for his stock. The worst world is 
the third, which is to be found under the earth. It 
is only the surplus rainfall of this earth which 
perco 1 ates through to the 1 ower world. The departed 
souls of the common peop 1 e a re to be found there. 
They 1 i ve in poverty and suffer hunger". 
(Vedder : 1966:74). 

The supernatural or spiritual beings connected to this system of ideas 

have been identified as the Supreme Being, the shades and ancestral 

spirits (Bruwer 1961 :132) to which ritual behaviour is directed in order 

to give material manifestation to these concepts and which ultimately 

enrich the meaning of space in the environment. 

1\\E U.~ ~ -a 5<:>VL.~ 
Cf C.OMMOti~. 

..., 

A ~.M~IC.. :scHEME. Of~?. 
llJC>ICAiE.~ A VIO:RTIC~ SCAl..f.. 

.• 



26 

THE SUPREME BEING KALUNGA 

Kalunga is a tenn denoting a philosophy the basic concept of which is a i 
Supreme Being who, as a spiritual diversity, is the· creator of heaven, 

the earth, the sacred fire and all that is good and therefore has an 

influence on personal and communal life. The term refers to a sacred 

idea which Esterrnann interprets as meaning the "personal intellfgent 

being" fl976:18lff). 

Proverbs and songs are used to express the idea of a deity to whom the 

people call during bad times. Much of the strength of this rests on the 

credibility and mysterious power with which Kalunga is endowed. There is 

often reference to chance or fate; a man who escapes injury through luck 

ascribes it to Kalunga as are incurable diseases such as cancer. Kalunga 

stays in heaven and all creation stems from his authority. He is remote, 

has no worship directed at him but sees everything and is all knowing. 

This is reflected in the proverbs: 11 the eyes are not hindered by a hedge 

: Kalunga has nothing hidden from him"; and "Kalunga does not ask for a 

witness, he sees for himsel f 11 (White 1948 : 31). Al though he stays 

above, he sometimes visits this world and praises those who are good and 

bestowes misfortune on evil (Bruwer 1961 :132ff). In this sense Kalunga 

intervenes directly in the lives of people. According to Vedder 

(1966:74-77) he appears as an old man carrying two baskets. In one hand 

he carries happiness and good fortune, in the other misfortune. The 

contents is emptied according to peoples' behaviour and at his 

discretion. He wanders through the land and distributes blessings and 

food on the good and famine on the evil. This involvement is however 

restricted and infrequent as a result of which no active worship is 

directed at him. 

In reality Kalunga is a distant notfon which is only consulted during 

extreme experiences and di stressful circumstances. At such times his+ 
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truth and power is unleashed and revealed. It is reinforced and 

expressed in the physical world by the rafn (a scarce necessity) and the 

sacred fire (ediko) both of which ultimately drive from the power of 

Kalunga. 

The traditional meaning of Kalunga has been changed by the Christian 

churches to denote God. People still refer to Kalunga but this is taken 

to mean the Christian idea of God. Thus the essence of the idea remains 

central to peoples lives even though it has been institutionalised and 

integrated with Christianity which has transformed it from an all 

embracing philosophy of 1 ife to a fonnally constituted faith. -17 
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SHADES OF THE DEAD THE SOULS OF MEN 

The shades represent the ancestral spirf ts. It fs believed that the soul 
of a man lives in his heart and that when he dies his soul is transfonned 
into wind which is an ancestral spirit. The ancestral spirits have 
doubles and shades that occassionally appear in the land of the living. 
Estermann (1976:189-200) and Bruwer (1961:134) note that these shades are 
of three basic types classffied according to the characteristics they 
exhibit when they appear on earth. 

The 11 ofpumbu 11 are those that can transform themselves into human beings. 
They visit the living to communicate important messages and omens to the 
community. Although they are apparitions their forms are real, in 
particular when they "appear" to an individual. 

The 11oilubu 11 is also an apparition but with different functions. They 
stay in a sacred grove, access to which is forbidden to the ordinary 
people. The grove is situated close to the place where the traditional 
chiefs had their residence. Their mission was twofold : they had to 
inform the people of the future as it affected them and their land. It 
was al so their job to make sure nobody entered the sacred groves (where 
the chiefs were buried) without authority. 

The 11 ounikifa 11 are the most feared. These are the spirits that possess 
special magical powers. They do not enter the homesteads of the living 
but during the night will randomly attack anyone who leaves the 
homestead. For this purpose they transform themselves into half human, 
half dog, the upper 'part being that of a man and the lower half like a 
dog. These spirits are the sorcerers of the night world and are believed 
to make small fires during the night. 
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, ANCESTRAL SPIRITS THE MEANING OF EAST AND WEST 

Respect for the deceased is an important aspect of life. Traditional r 
religious activity centred around the worship of chiefly and commoner 

ancestra 1 spirits ca 11 ed ovakwamungu. This established behaviour 

patterns that are expressed in ritual acts such as the offerings or 

sacrifices to the spirits. It is believed that by honouring them the 

spirits would bestow blessings on the people. If they did not then the 

living descendents were in danger of ill luck and misfortune. The 

ancestral spirits communicate their desires and wishes by means of omens 

and disease (Bruwer 1961 :134). Animals, reptiles and birds are the 

carriers of good and bad omens; various species representing particular 

omens. For instance the hyena, the chameleon and the chicken are the 

omens of good fortune. Cancer and unhealable sores are believed to be 

the work of Kalunga and derive directly from him. 

Even though the worship of ancestors is not actively practised today the 

spirits of the departed constitute a presence that although not tangible 

are nevertheless intimately connected with individuals or the community 

at large and are very much part of life. The wider historical role of 

ancestor worship was indirectly to reinforce social structures, such as 

the maintenance of the kinship system (Clarence-Smith 1979 : 73) and the 

social pattern that flows from it. 

An important distinction is made between good and bad spirits and the 

places where they stay. Friendly spirits stay in the east and evil 

spirits in the west. This has a direct bearing on the layout of the 

homestead and certain sacrificial acts. The main entrance (onu) of the 

homestead faces the rising sun and consequently all ttlat is good and has 

life. Also, the dead are buried facing eastwards. Inside the homestead 

-l 
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there is a clear distinction between what is front (east) and back (west) 

and while this responds to the public and private areas respectively 

there is no indication that there are Ngood" or uevil" parts of the 

homestead plan. Instead the homestead is a 'mediator' between the east 

fr and west, since sacrificed food offerings usually porridge, are tossed 

over the outer stockcades in both directions in order to keep the spirits 

satisfied • 
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THE IDEA OF CENTRE THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SACRED FIRE 

The ffre fs fn the centre of the world. It is the most important 

symbolic and spatial feature which represents the conmunity, the Supreme 

Being and historically, the chief or king. It is situated in the olupale 

and surrounded on three sides by log seats. 

The fire in the main meeting chamber (olupale) is a symbolic reference to 

the "holy" or sacred fire (ediko) of traditional custom. The rituals 

with which the fire is connected are rooted in religious concepts related 

to the Supreme Being, Kalunga. He "lived" in the fire which was 

therefore never allowed to go out. The main fire was held in the Chief's 

homestead and maintained by young girls, usually virgins, or the first 

wife or old men who watched over it continually (Hahn 1928; 

Bruwer : 1961 ; Loeb : 1962). Only Mopani logs were used for the fire 

over which no one was allowed to cook. The middle section of its 

three-sided seating arrangement always faced east - this was di'scovered 

to be the case in most contemporary homesteads (Personal observation : 

July 1983). · 

Totemeyer (1978:8) suggests that the fire was emblematic of the life and 

death of the chief who in turn symbolized the life of his people. Its 

safe-keeping was thus important and vital to ensure the well being of all 

the people. Kalunga, and consequently the sacred fire, formed a dominant 

focus in the lives of people : it was at the centre of their lives. The 

importance of this is reflected in the physical position which the fire 

occupied in the layout of the homestead. It was situated in the 

innermost part of the layout that ensured its protection. 

The fire forms the heart of the homestead, which if not geographically in 
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the middle nevertheless maintains its position ~s the "centre" for the 

homestead and its occupants. Today the fire is put to pragmatic uses. 

It is lit on most days, its function having being integrated into the 

daily domestic and general routine work of the homestead. People gather 

around it for meals or merely for socializing and drinking beer. 

The idea of centrality is further reflected in the overall settlement 

pattern. In many cases, the homestead of the headman is situated in the 

centre of the district of which he is in control and similarly, the 

sub-headman is more or less at the centre of his ward. Several 

informants indicated that their sub-headman was "in the middle" of their 

ward (Personal obserations : July 1983). .t 
. .l 
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LAW AND ORDER THE INDIGENOUS JUDICIAL SYSTEM 

The function of the main meeting chamber is partly derived from the 

pre-colonial system of justice. There is an unconscious awakening to the 

requirements of law during socialization. People are thus law-abiding 

because of their 'legal 1 obligations towards one another which are shaped 

and reinforced by various social and political factors; the olupale and 

in some cases an additional central courtyard serves as a reminder to 

this system. 

The indigenous judicial system is decentralized in relation to the 

political order which is physically articulated by the hierarchial 

structure consisting of districts (oshilongo) and wards (omikunda). 

Notwithstanding the fact that Roman-Dutch law applies to the whole of 

Namibia and that Ovamboland was declared a magisterial district in 1920 

(Totemeyer 1978 : 13) it nevertheless still retains the essential 

elements of its indigenous judicial structure. The lowest court is in 

the omikunda where a sub-headman presides. Only local matters pertaining 

to the omikunda and its inhabitants are heard. The senior headman of the 

oshilongo in which the omikunda falls has to approve of the decisions of 

the court. The oshilongo court differs slightly from the omikunda courts 

in that the senior headman presides and hears the cases from the various 

lower courts in the district. The highest remaining order within the 

indigenous system is the chiefs court or, where there is no chief, the 

so-called "tribal" court, which consists of senior headmen and their 

councillors. This serves as an appeal court as well as for cases which 

are referred from the lower courts. 
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The court· procedure is direct and informal. The plaintiff and dependent 

squat on the ground in the middle of a circle formed by the sub-headmen. 

After arguments have been heard judgement is handed down and penalties 

prescribed. Usually these are in the form of corporal punishment, fines 

(cash or cattle) or by means of labour, and vary according to age. Fines 

are used in favour of the community. Women and children are precluded 

from attending these hearings. 
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PROPERTY AND RIGHTS 

The homestead and fann could be considered to be a '.container~ for things 
accumulated through persona 1 ( i ndi vi dua 1 and family) effort and things 
inherited. The latter fonns part of the reciprocity system which places 
rig.hts and obligations on individuals in society. Briefly this entails 
the succession of property through the female lineage which stresses the 
relationship between a man and his sister's son as well as between a 
mother and her daughter. 

Only movable property constitutes an estate that can be inherited. Land 
belongs to the community at large and is therefore not part of any 
private estate. When a homestead owner di es his land and homestead 
reverts back to communal control and can be 'sold' by the ward (omikunda) 
owner. This is without regard to the amount of effort spent on 
improvements to the land. Usually the family 're-purchase' the homestead 
and land by paying in cash or with cattle. In some cases the owner puts 
aside cattle for this purpose as a fonn of insurance for his family 
should he die. Several people indicated that they kept extra cattle at 
camps close to Oshivelo (Personal discussions : July 1983). 

The principles of inheritance are primarily focussed on cattle. The 
kraal and pastures they use fonn the spatial referents which symbolize 
this system. Traditionally, at a man's death his cattle and important 
possessions were automatically handed down to both his younger brothers 
and his sister 1 s sons. Thus there existed an effective social mechanism 
which prevented the establishment of a wealthy elite class. 

Personal effects and household utensils belonging to a woman usually go 
to her daughters. The laws of matrilineal succession traditionally deny 
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children access to their father's estate. They belong to the clan 

( epa ta) of their mother and ff a man wf shes to make a spec fa l gift to his 

children he. must obtain pennissfon from the senior members of his lineage 

(Malan 1980 : 83). Matrilineal inheritance laws are being challenged by 

the importance and interests of the individual family unit. This is due 

partly to current economic pressures which are causing household heads to 

pass cattle on to their own children : a tendency towards patrilinearity. 
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DISPERSED GRAVE SITES A NETWORK OF SMALL COMMUNAL CEMETRIES 

Small conununal grave sites are dispersed throughout the region 

in areas set aside exclusively for the purpose. 

Families wish to have their relatives buried close to their 

homesteads and within the territory defined by their omi kunda 

(ward). 

The influence of Christianity has had an impact on the form of 

burial and the attitudes toward the dead in the following 

ways:-

1) The land set aside for grave sites is by mutual agreement 

between homestead owners in consultation with the churches. 

2) Funeral rites follow procedures practiced by the 

churches. However, certain traditional customs sti 11 

prevail, for instance, all graves face east. They are 

marked with crosses bearing names, dates and other details. 

Functionally, the traditional custom of burying the dead 

within the homestead served to reinforce the be 1 i ef that the 

homestead was a place for the living and the dead. Status, 

age and sex determined the burial site within the homestead. 

Still-born babies were buried in places allocated for 

urinating; young girls were buried in the pounding enclosure 

(oshini); young boys in the calves kraal (oshinjonga 

shoutana); men in the kraal for oxen (oshambo jehove); the 

head of the homestead in the kraal for cows (oshiunda shengobe 

shakula) and married women near the kitchen (Bruwer 1961 : 

125). Ritual and customs surrounding death and burial va,ried 

throughout pre-colonial Ovamboland and, according to Hahn 

(1928 : 33), it was co1J1T1on practice to leave corpses in the 
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open veld to decompose and be eaten by wild animals. Only 

those in . the higher order of the socio/political hierarchy 

such as chiefs and headmen were accorded formal burial rights. 

Besides the profound influence of Christianity, the custom of 

burying the dead in the homestead has been abandoned because 

of the difficulty in moving the homestead to a new site on the 

farm. 
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PATTERN OF RESIDENCE A NETWORK OF CONNECTIONS 

According to Bruwer (1961 :42ff} there are no kinship, lineal, clan or 

administrative rules stipulating the places of residence. The guideline 

governing the distribution of family homesteads is that of neolocal 

residence. This means that a man does not stay with either his 

patrilinear or matrilinear relatives but erects his own homestead and 

e_stablishes a household in a new locality. It also means that clans and 

lineages are dispersed and cannot lay claim to territory. The rule of 

neol ocal residence does however control the woman as she stays with her 

husband in his homestead or in his parents homestead until their own home 

is established. A man may therefore choose to settle in any ward or 

district; his decision usually governed by the availability of land for 

agriculture al'\d herding. If it is not available ii'\ the area where the 

relatives stay thel'\ it becomes necessary to acouire land from the headman 

in control of the district ii'\ which it is available. There is increasing 

pressure and demand for agricultural land which is resulting in limited 

option and choice possibilities (Oshakati/Ongwediva Master Plan Report 

1982: 111) •. 

A conrnon tel'\del'\cy is for a man to erect his homestead in close proximity 

to relatives. It also sometimes occurs that children stay in the 

homestead of their mother's brother; or widows and elderly parents stay 

with their sons. These tendencies col'\stitute a network of connectiol'\s 

he tween homesteads forming neighbourhood clusters which are 

interrelated. This pattern is however l'\ot governed by formal social 

rules (Bruwer 1961 :42ff; Malal'\:1980) but is the desired and popular 

option within the community where this is possible. 
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LAND TENURE THE SOCIAL ROLE OF LAND AND A SPIRIT OF 

COMMUNAL ISM 

lndi vi dual fann units are grouped together to fonn a network 

of small clusters. This is because decentralized clusters are 

an efficient means of managing and organising publicly owned 

property. 

Land is co1T111unally owned which ensures that there is 

controlled access to it by all who depend on it for the means 

of production. Besides, it is vital to maintain the 

interdependence and mutual benefit which co-operation brings 

with it. Without this attitude to land it is difficult to 

achieve a cohesive social system which is necessary for that 

co-operation. 

A strong sense of co1T111unalism prevails which is ultimately 

rooted in the idea of co1T111on land and social relations both of 

which are mutually dependent. The rights to land are unifonn 

· to society and a pri vi 1 edge to family uni ts and i ndi vi dua 1 s 

who obtain benefit from improvement to their lands. This sets 

up mutual responsibilities which unifies and establishes 

neighbourhoods of fanns particularly as the method of 

administrative and political management is the ward and 

district system. (Fa nns are the components of wards which 

together fonn a district). This implicitly organises the 

co1T111unity into a cohesive whole and de-emphasises the 

importance of private 1 and. As such private ownership of 

territory is not necessary as a means of ensuring security of 

tenure. One is automatically entitled to work the land for 

the span of one's life at the end of which it reverts back to 
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communal control to be allocated to someone else. The meaning 

of land is thus enriched by its continued use by the corrmunity 

ranging from the past into the future. 

Its meaning includes all fonns of communal benefit. Thus 

'private' lands are used by all the cattle from neighbouring 

fanns for grazing and facilities such as water holes for 

animal and human use are like-wise shared by all. However, 

the importance of fanns of an individual unit of production is 

maintained : each homestead owner has a life-long use right to 

the land he works. 

The attitude to land plays an effective role in knitting 

family units together and reinforces the social bonding 

ne.cessary for healthy communal relations. The idea of common 

land makes it possible for people to feel comfortable outside 

their own fanns or homesteads and connected to the broader 

social system. Visits between neighbours occur freauently as 

do gatherings for beer drinking at 'cuca shops' or in the 

homestead. Strangers who are passing are made to feel welcome 

by i nvi ting them for food or a drink or even to stay over if 

necessary. 
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climatic seasons, the ecological pattern and the availability of labour 

has become seriously hampered. The women now have to manage the 

maintenance and running of the farm and homestead by themselves or by 

forming work groups. Al though the homestead has withstood these 

pressures its appearance has altered slightly in so far as technology and 

the availability of building materials are concerned. Sheet metal is 

becoming a common feature in roof and wall construction and poles for the 

construction of palisades which are in short supply and are consequently 

becoming expensive. (See also 'MIGRANT LABOUR'}. 
J_ 
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SUFFICIENT WATER INDIVIDUAL AND COMMUNAL POINTS OF SUPPLY 

It is necessary to ensure an adequate water supply for the 

homestead and the livestock especially during the dry season. 

The annual rainfall of between 400nm and 500nm is prevented 

from seeping into the saline groundwater by an impervious 

subsoil layer close to the surface. This means that all the 

surf ace water evaporates or filters through the oshona system 

down to the Etosha Pan leaving very little for the dry 

months. Therefore each homestead usually has its own source 

of water. A hole is dug down to the water table which varies 

·from 2m to ~ 911 (Personal observations : August 1979 and 

December 1981). Watering can thus be either shallow ditches 

or deep wells. In all cases they are protected against 

animals by some form of fencing mostly bushes or palisades. 

The animals drink from wooden troughs which are filled by 

buckets. This is to avoid contamination. Recent drought in 

the region has caused a drop in the water level which has 

necessitated government intervention. Large water holes have 

been excavated within the wards for use by all the homesteads 

in the vicinity. These are used by animals, for laundry and 

by the people themselves who are thereby exposed to drinking 

contaminated water. 

An alternative pattern has emerged whereby the neighbourhoods 

pool their labour and dig a water hole for their collective 
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use. The position chosen for the water hole is usually at the 

edge of one of the fanns and at the lowest point in relation 

to the oshonas. Water is drawn up in buckets and stored in 

whatever containers are available close to the points of use. 
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SEQUENTIAL TIME SEASONS, PRODUCTION AND THE HOMESTEAD 

The pre-colonial concept of time 1s rooted in several aspects of the 

physical environment. The sequential nature of the seasons sets up a 

repetitive cycle which is used as a framework of time into which events 

are slotted to bring them into relationship with one another. A unifo"'1 

time, standard, for example a chronology did not exist until the 

introduction of this concept by the colonialists and even then the 

adoption of this standard has been slow and incomplete until recently 

(Loeb 1962 : 211) . 

A. Short rains : Planting begins. 

End November and beginning December 

B. SuJT111er, wet season : Planting of millet and sorghum. 

Weeding. December, January, February and March 

C. Winter : Cool and dry. Harvesting of the crops. 

April, May, June, July and August 

D. Hot and dry : Worien make baskets and pots. 

Men re pa 1r the huts and homestead. September, October and 

. November 

This sequential frariework demonstrates an essential feature of peasant 

society which highlights an attitude towards space which is important 

when considering the homestead. In an econof11Y of subsistence the central 

issue is the social and material welfare of the occupants of the "/ 

ho111estead and the col11'1unity at large. The appearance and style of 

settlement are secondary in relation to the maintenance of the social 

product. Any attention given to the homestead, f ts appearance, 

addf ti onal structures and so on can therefore only be accoJ1111odated when 

the mode of production allows ft. In this way the prototypical layout 

and organisation of the homestead has evolved into a unit well suited to 

its economic and natural environment. 
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+ 
Rather than having undergone fundamental physical transformations it has 

become a flexible vehicle which is able to accommodate new and changing 

patterns. Its effectiveness in responding to these forces is not so much 

due to the retention of outward appearances or to the stability of fonn 

but rather to its ability to adopt to its context (Marks and Atmore l 
1980 : 13). 
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ECOLOGICAL BALANCE SUBSISTENCE FAMILIES AND AVAILABLE LAND 

The ratio between homestead {family) size, fann area and land 

use needs to be we 11 balanced. Subsistence fami 1 i es using 

traditional technologies rely on adequate land to ensure that 

sufficient food production takes place. 

This balance is becoming increasingly difficult to meet. 

Population growth is creating more and more demand for land. 

Family sizes are increasing while fanns are shrinking in 

size. In 1950 fanns varied in size from 8,1 ha to 4,1 ha 

(Loeb 1950 : 53). An average cultivated area of 2,6 ha per 

family has been estimated for 1980 (Brandt 1980 : 87). This 

is based on the estimate of 60 000 subsistence families which 

are dispersed over an area of 5,2 million ha (the area of 

Ovamboland) of which only Ji (156 000 ha) is under cultivation 

(Brandt 1980 : 87). This is because of the oshona system and 

insufficient rainfall in the west. These figures correspond 

with a sample analysis of a portion of one ward in the 

Ongwedi va di strict using aerial survey photographs which 

produces similar results {Personal analysis : November 1981 ). 

The production of cereal grains on 2,6 ha yields an average 

harvest of between 776 kg and 970 kg depending on rainfall. 

Using the highest estimated average family size of 9,7 persons 

(Ong we di va/Oshakati Master Pl an 1982 : 21 ) it means that the 

annual harvest amounts to between 80 kg and 100 kg per 

capita. On a daily consumption basis this amounts to between 

219 grams and 273 grams per day. Millet, the principle crop 
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provides 341 Cal. per 100 grams {FAO Report : 1968} which 

means that the 746 Cal. and 930 Cal. it is currently providing 

is insufficient when compared to the reconunended daily intake 

of 1500 Cal. to 2000 Cal. for a healthy diet. The rest of the 

calorie intake has to be provided from other sources such as 

peas, beans, groundnuts, pumpkins, melons, meat and so on. 

This suggests that in tenns of agriculture, the land's 

production capability using current techniques, is being 

stretched to its limit. 

The other major form of land utilization is stock-keeping. Of 

the potential pasture area of 4,3 mill ion ha only 3,4 million 

ha is used mainly because of a lack of suitable surface water 

{Brandt 1980 : 87}. The supply of meat and dairy products 

appears to be satisfactory. Approximately 15 kg of meat per 

capita is produced annually {Brandt 1980 88} which is 

sufficient to supplement the shortfall in calorie intake 

resulting from agriculture. Provided that sufficient watering 

points can be opened up it is possible to extend the 

stock-keeping potential of the region by an extra 0 ,8 mi 11 ion 

ha of pastures thereby improving food production. 
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HOMESTEAD ENERGY THE DOMESTIC SYSTEM OF CONSUMPTION AND 

PRODUCTION 

It is important that the consumption of energy in the 

homestead does not exceed the supply of fuel. At a 

subsistence level all energy requirements have to be satisfied 

by the local resources. This places a responsibility on each 

homestead to make efficient expenditure of 1 abour power and 

appropriate use of available resources. 
I 

+ The cycle of energy flow in the homestead constitutes a system · 

of consumption and production. Resources are constantly being 

transfonned in the interests of the material, social economic 

well-being of the inhabitants. The purposes for which energy 

is uti 1 i zed are to prepare food, provide wannth and supply 

light. fwood and cattle dung are the principle natural 

resources that are used to provide energy. A secondary 

source, paraffin is sometimes used as a supplementary fuel but 1~,l 

this is expensive and out of proportion to the cash income of -v •• :
1

:te.,,""J 

most peasant fanners. This means that the fuel requirements 

have to be satisfied by the avai 1 ability of dung and wood 

which must be collected from around the homestead. There are 

ecological problems associated with this. If demand for wood 

fuel exceeds the growth rate of the vegetation that produces 

it then deforestation and an eradication of woodland and 

brushwood cover will occur. If this happens the veld is in 

danger of being denuded, especially if there is extensive 

grazing in the area. The alternative to wood fuel is dung, 

the use of which increases as wood is consumed. When dung is 

removed from the veld it deprives it of an important source of 
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fertilizer which consequently impedes natural vegetational 

growth. Safeguards against thfs deterioration are the 

rotation of the position of the kraal from time to time, the 

use of agricultural lands for grazing and the rapid growing 

grass cover which characterises the region. 

The energy which is provided by dung and wood and consumed by 

the occupants of the homestead is transformed into 1 abour. 

The work undertaken by the unit of production (man, wife and 

children} is directed at the land, livestock and cash economy. 

Work on the land includes agricultural production, the 

col 1 ecti on of wood and dung, the digging of water holes and 

the erection and maintenance of the homestead. In so far as 

human comfort is concerned, the construe ti on of the huts and 

shelters display the characteri sties of an architecture that 

is well integrated with its environment. They are cool in 

su111T1er and warm in the cool, dry months (Personal observations 

: December 1981 and July 1983). 

The 1 ivestock need to be watched constantly in the pastures. 

They also need to be milked and their enclosures maintained 

from time to time. 

Migrant labour extracts energy from the men. Their wages are 

used to buy clothing, food, new building materials and for 

other household outgoings such as taxes and school fees. 

Thus, what is produced from the land, livestock and cash 

economy is f n turn consumed by the homestead to be channelled 

back into the energy system in another form and so on. This 
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cycle is continuous and dependent on the availability of 

energy fuels. Population increase and the growing shortage of 

l and pose a serious threat to adequate supplies of fuel and 

consequently the welfare of the population in Ovamboland as a 

whole . 
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TRANSPORT ROUTES AND LAND USE HOMESTEADS AT THE EDGE 

The homestead is situated on the fann so that its position 

disrupts as little agricultural land as possible and is close 

to transport routes. 

The oshona network dictates the available land for economic 

production and establishes its limits. It is therefore 

necessary to utilize the land as efficiently as possible while 

at the same time maintaining easy corrmunication throughout the 

region and between neighbours. 

One of the main characteri sties of the overall pattern of 

settlement is that the individual fanns are juxtaposed either 

directly in a back-to-back situation with a common boundary or 

indirectly by an oshona. A convnon feature of both conditions 

is that each homestead has access to the transport or movement 

network which is explicit and direct. A general rule for the 

homestead position is that it should be 1 ocated towards the 

periphery or edge of the fann so as to be close to the 

transport route which is usually in an oshona. If, by 

locating the homestead too close to the edge, it is in danger 

of flooding then its locality tends towards the centre of the 

fann. This is more disruptive of cultivated lands as an 

access route needs to be taken away from the main route to the 

homestead. During the rainy season when the oshonas and 

consequently the main routes are temporarily flooded, the 

fanners allow their territories to be used for the 

establishment of pathways between their crops. 
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The main means of movement is on foot which has relatively 

little environmental impact. However there is a growing 

number of bakki es and sedans which are owned by the fanners. 

Movement patterns are thus being consolidated with frequent 

and constant use which is tending to establish a hierarchy of 

routes within the districts. 
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THE FIRST FURROW SITE PLANNING AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE 

HOMESTEAD 

I 
The homestead needs to be suitably sited and functionally-l 

planned to take into account the socio-economic requirements 

of the family unit, the neighbourhood and district. It is 

critical for the well being of all that, in an area with 

limited material and land resources, the homestead is well 

integrated with its context. 

t '' ~ 

---+-

Once the land has been allocated by the sub-headman or headman 

and the use-rights paid for, the owner sets about planning and 

establishing his homestead. This procedure may be analyzed 

into a series of stages through which the owner/builder 

progresses. 

If the farm is in wooded territory it has to be cleared to 

make way for the agricultural fields. This is heavy work 

and is undertaken by the men who chop most of the trees 

down which are then used to construct the palisades. If 

the owner/builder has been allocated land outside his 

father's ward or district and is unfamiliar with his new 

surroundings then the labour assistance which he gets from 

other homesteads is generally the way in which he is 
. 

socially introduced and integrated into his 

neighbourhood. The boundaries for the farm are marked by 

the bushes and small branches that are removed when 

clearing the land. 

I 
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Large trees are not removed. The remainf ng wooded areas 

are those fn the ~alantu and Kwaluudi regions • 

• 
:s .~ 

The position (okudiluka) for the homestead is chosen on 

the farm site. It is selected with a view to the closest 

transport route and is usually located as close to the 

edge of the farm boundary as possible. Sometimes, if a 

large tree is suitably placed then this is used as a site 

to start erecting the homestead. Another important factor 

is the contour level of the homestead site in relation to 

the oshonas. . ......... , ........ ~ .................. .. .. • .. 
... ··· n ··•· ..• . ·· ~ 
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·-·-·-· "'4..N'I-.. Stage three: The fonn and layout of the homestead is determined. If a 

young man is unsure of how to proceed at this stage then 

he often consults his father or his mother's brother 

(Personal observation : July 1983). The intended plan is 

decided upon using personal judgement and knowledge and by 

considering the requirements of the family. A furrow is 

dug to mark the limits of the homestead compound. A heavy 

pole is used for this purpose. Homestead floor areas vary 

a lot between 550m2 (a sma 11 unit) and 920m2 (a large 
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unit). It fs not possible to define an average size as 

ther~ are many variables such as family size, income, 

number of boarders and so on, which need to be considered 

(Personal observations and analysis of aerial survey 

photographs : August, 1981). 
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The outer palisade for the compound is erected. Poles are 

nonnally not shorter than l ,5m and not longer than 2,7m. 

They are packed tightly together to form a continuous wall 

which is laterally supported by a beam of the saMe 

material which is lashed to the palisade at a constant 

height. The first element of importance for the rest of 

the layout is the position of the main entrance. It is 

constructed while the palisade is being erected and is a 

major detenninant of the plan fonn which is to follow. 

The cattle kraal is usually positioned soon after the 

compound is fixed in space, and erected at the same time. 

Because of the scarcity of suitable wood, bundles of poles 

have to be 11 imported 11 from the wooded areas in the north 

west. Current costs are +R75 per bundle, which 

usually means a bakkie load of 100 to 120 poles (Personal 

discussions and observations : July 1983). 
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(Stage four continued) 

·Stage five: 

Stage six: 

The first hut to be constructed is for the .wife. Hers 

occupies space in what will eventually be the most private 

zone of the homestead. It is thus an important device 

from which to. begin setting out the rest of the homestead. 
I 
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The rest of the homestead components, consisting of the 

huts, shelters, courtyards and passages, are positioned in 

relation to one another and constructed. Space is always 

left vacant within the new homestead to take additional 

structures. Also, the granary is erected with one or two 

grain baskets with space for later additions. 
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The process of site selection, site planning, homestead design and 

erection is a carefully controlled and systematically ordered one. In 

one case a potential builder began by doing a 11 drawing 11 of the homestead 

he was to erect in the dust. There appeared to be a definite plan of 

action as to who was to construct the homestead, with what assistance and 

how the components of the plan were going to work in relation to one 

another (Personal observation : July 1983). 

• 
.... ' . ' 
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THE CHANGING HOMESTEAD SITE SOIL FERTILITY AND WHITE ANTS 

The position of the kraal and homestead on the fann is changed 

from time to time. This is essentially because constant 

fertilization of the fields is necessary to ensure an adequate 

production of crops. 

In pre-colonial Ovambol and it was considered taboo to remove 

dung from the cattle kraal in order to fertilize the' fields 

(Estennann 1976 : 134). Also, tennites caused the palisades 

to rot, necessitating their replacement. This meant that the 

position of the kraal and consequently the homestead to which 

it was attached had to be changed periodically so that all the 

fields could be equally fertilised. Relatively frequent site 

changes was thus a way of ensuring a 1 ong tenn bui 1 d up of 

soil fertility as well as an opportunity for changing the 

1 ayout and increasing the size of the homestead to suite new 

needs. Frequency of change varied from three years (Loeb 

1948 : 17) to four years (Hahn 1966 : 12) which, in comparison 

to the contemporary cycle, is very rapid. Several owners 

indicated that they only considered moving their homesteads 

every ten years or so while the position of the kraal was 

changed more frequently (Personal observations and discussions 

: July 1983). The main reasons for this is that since the 

homestead has in most cases become detached, it is only the 

kraal that is moved from time to time. Secondly, palisades 

are becoming increasingly expensive to replace and thirdly, 

there is a decrease in the labour power required to do the 

work. The job of replacing the homestead is that of the men. 

It has to be done when the economic cycle allows it, which is 
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after the harvest and before the rainy season. This means a 

concentrated effort requiring many hands. An absence of males 

i s thus seriously hampering this process. 
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HARVESTING AND THRESHING THE WOMEN GET TOGETHER 

A threshing floor needs to be provided which is located at the 

edge of the cultivated fields, not too close to the homestead 

and situated in an exposed place where there is nothing to 

impair the flow of wind 

Harvesting and threshing is the job of women and begins every 

year once the ears of the millet are dry; usually during April 

or May after the rains have fallen. 

Generally the crop is threshed at one time because of the birds 

and white ants who eat it if left for too long. If the harvest 

is large, the women from neighbouring homesteads form work 

parties and use the opportunity for singing, beer drinking and 

eating. 

The men and boys sometimes help to carry the baskets of the 
. 
ears of grain to the threshing floor (oshipale). It resembles 

a platform which is often raised slightly above ground level in 

order to keep sand and debris away. The slight hollow in the 

ground formed by a dried up water bed is also used for 

precisely the same reason. The woman form a ci rel e and move 

constantly around the millet on the floor which they thresh by 

means of wooden pestles. In all cases the surface is made hard 

and smooth by smearing it with the clay soils obtained from 

anthills. It is a favourite place for the boys' bird traps 

when not in use. A wooden platform is constructed which is 

used for storing the millet ears so that they can be adequately 
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dried out before threshing starts. Sometimes the sheet iron 

roof of a 'cuca shop' is used but mostly specially erected 

frames are used. Usually, because of size of harvest, more 

than one frame is reaui red; located at the threshing fl oar 

itself for work to be done immediately and at the homestead for 

longer term storage. 

Once the millet ears have been properly threshed the seed is 

winnowed by throwing it on to a clean spot on the floor so that 

all the chaff may be blown away. Finally, it is taken to be 

stored in the granary which is located close to the homestead. 
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NATURAL VEGETATION MATERIALS FOR BUILDING CONSTRUCTION 

The indigenous vegetation resources are exploited for building f 
huts, shelters, palisades and enclosures. 

The flat, sanqy land is well covered with grass and trees and 

although deforestation has caused a scarcity of timber in some 

parts, there is sufficient which is suitable for construction. 

The vegetation pattern is related to the region's soil types 

which occur throughout the region. It is sub-tropical and has 

been described by Giess (1971 : 10 - 14) as a combination of 

mopane savanna, tree savanna and woodland in an area which is 

devoid of stone. Scattered throughout the region are clusters 

of makalani palms (Hyphaene benguellensis and Hyphaene 

ventricosa) which occur on the open flats in the woodland or 

on the oshonas. The woodlands and tree savannas start 

immediately on the banks of the oshonas and consist of a wide 

variety of species. Of these the trees m()st ~0D1J1only used for "1 

construction are the Pterocarpus angolensis, Burkea africana · 

and Tenninalia servicea. Ground cover is dense and consists 

of brushwood : Bau hi ni a urbani ana, Grewi a spp. and Combretum 

and a micro-vegetative cover of grasses Digitaria 

poleransii, Aristida meridionalis and others (Giess 

1971 : 95). The characteristic species of the mopane savanna 

is the Colophospennum mopane (Giess 1971 : 10) and occurs 

either as a tree or a shrub. Both variations of this 

vegetation type are used extensively for building. Among the 

trees that are cODIJlOn but which are not used for building are 

the baobabs, marula and wild-fig trees. These are used for 

their food and alcoholic beverage potential. 



71 

Many parts of Ovambol and have been denuded and brought under 

cultivation. The areas most untouched and which remain wooded 

are those in the north west and south east. This means that 

timber has to be transported, often over great distances, 

which is becoming expensive. 

When tree felling and bush clearing takes place for building 

then all the material is used for construction. The stems and 

the tree trunks are stripped of their branches and cut into 

suitable lengths for erecting palisades and hut walls. Bark 

is used for tieing the saplings together which make the roof 

frame. Leftover branches and brushwood is used for farm 

boundary and cattle kraal enclosures. And, grass is used for , 

thatching. 
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\ A MEANINGFULLY ORDERED ENVIRONMENT NATURE, CULTURE AND HOMESTEAD SPACE 

The homestead is a conscious and profound act which displays the way fn 

which spatf al order is interpreted by society. In other words ,ft h th~ /iT 

way in which people take possession of their environment by ordering 

themselves fn space and in a way which provides meanintul orientation and 
-' • i.1 ,_,l ! .. ,, 

consequently a sense of stability and security. Allied to this sense of 

order is a feeling of identity in "knowing where you belong"; a 

universal feature col!lnon to most human fonnations (Prussin 1982:35). The 

spatial order of the homestead is essentially a function of this attitude 

of awareness towards the total environment it is an "island" or 

rational piece of sophisticated space which is at once meaningful and 

logical in an "ocean" of nature which is rough and untame. To this end 

all aspects of habitat-making maintain and reinforce the implicit, that 

is, unselfconscious sense of spatial logic in the landscape. Part of 

this logic is extended to include the physical appearance of the 

homestead which enhances the occupants' rationally and emotionally 

articulate awareness of cultural status in relation to nature. The 

aspects of appearance which are explicitly addressed include:-

The overall physical condition of the huts and pallisades. The wooden 

stakes that have rotted or deteriorated as a result of tennites and white 

ants are replaced. Thatching is tri1'11Tled or replaced. Huts which have 
I 

plastered interiors are touched up where the'· mud pl aster has cracked or 
\ 

peeled off. Generally these tasks are attended to when the seasonal 

cycle or productive activity allows them to; usually after the grain has 

been harvested during the hot/dry months of September, October and 

November or when the men return home from labour contracts. 



73 

Horizontal surfaces such as floors in the courtyards are kept clean and 

neat. Hut floors are stamped hard and made smooth. The surfaces between 

huts in the courtyards are kept clean of 1 itter and swept regularly, 

especially around the oshi ni. Weeding is a constant occupation and only 

certain plants which are useful such as tobacco and wild fruit are 

allowed to grow in the homestead. Every homestead digs a garbage pit 

close by for debris and waste. 

_All doMestic iteMs and artefacts have a place. Nothing is left lying 

around : kitchen utensils, agricultural implements and the like all 

belong somewhere and are stored in huts or on the racks constructed for 

the purpose. Beer goblets and eating bowls for example are hung off 

hooks and racks close to the point of use or in the hut of the individual 

concerned. 
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CHRISTIANITY AND MARRIAGE THE SIZE OF THE HOMESTEAD 

The stability of life was challenged by contact with the Europeans in the 

nineteenth century which was to initiate major social, economic and 

political transformations, one of the consequences of which was a change 

fn the size and complexity of the homestead. The idea of Christianity 

first appeared with the arrival of the various missionaries beginning 

_with the Rhenish Mission (C. 1870) who urged the population to reject 

their own view of the world. After the colonial conquest of Namibia in 

1915-17 there fol 1 owed a widespread increase in conversions to 

Christianity, particularly in the densely populated areas such as 

Ovamboland (Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977:108). One of the most 

important changes to have been brought on had to do with the laws 

governing marriage, in particular the eradication of the custom of 

polygynous union. Missionaries taught that the ideal form of marriage 

was that ratified by the Christian faith and which devalued the meaning 

of polygyny. Not all the Christian denominations presented the same 

attitude towards polygyny; the views ranging from total intolerance to 

the acce'J)tance of polygynous unions in some cases (Tuupainen : 1970 

103-108). Most marriages, if not all, are solemized by the church today 

as the majority of the population has been converted to one or other 

Christian denomination (Personal communications with Father Mwaetako, 

Anglican Diocese of Namibia : July 1983). 

A comparison between homestead pl ans of a polygynous and monogynous 

household illustrates the effect of the new religious order. The active 

promotion of the Christian marriage has reduced the number of wives in 

the household and consequently the complexity and size of the homestead 

has diminished. This characteristic is widespread even amongst the 

elders of the co11111unity who retain much of the old way of life and yet 

are staunch Christians who believe in monogamy. If their homesteads are 
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complex and large and reflect polygynous layouts it is because they are 

keepers of sisters and daughters and their children whose husbands or 

fathers are absent. 
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MARRIAGE COSTS CATTLE OR SUBSTITUTES IN CASH OR KIND 

Although marriage ceremonies (ehombolo) take place in the churches it is 

nevertheless obligatory for the husband to give to his father-in-law some 

fonn of payment which validates the marriage. This fonn of payment is 

called ojonda and usually takes place prior to the ceremony so that the 

union may be consummated. According to Bruwer (1961 : 122) this does not 

imply that the husband, by handing over items of value, is entitled to 

any specific rights other than the priviledge of matrimony and the 

consequential right to remove the daughter from the father• s homestead. 

It is not considered to be a 1 bride-price 1 or 1 lobola 1 in the sense it is 

practised by patrilineal social fonnations elsewhere (Tuupainen 1970 : 

153). In other words, one does not exchange goods for exclusive rights 

over another person : it is not a fonn of 1 trading 1 or 'sale'. 

The marriage costs vary. Before the introduction of the money economy, 

an ox and several cows would be sufficient. Today it is common practice 

to substitute these with cash. The beasts are converted into their cash 

equivalents : cattle vary between R75 to Rl50 per head depending on size, 

condition and age. Many husbands-to-be and future Fathers-i n-1 aw 

preferred the fonn of payment to be cash (Personal observations: July 

1983). Goats and sometimes horses are al so used as substitutes for 

cattle (Tuupainen 1970 : 153). 



77 

SOCIAL RITES OF TRANSITION BOUNDARIES IN TIME AND SPATIAL REFERENTS 

As far as can be ascertained transition rites are no longer a regular 

feature of life (Discussion with Father Mwaetako, Anglican Diocese of 

Namibia July 1983). Socially, they perfonned an important function. 

They were used as landmarks in time which celebrated the passage of an 

individual from one age or status to another (Loeb 1948 : 23ff). They 

- therefore emphasised different stages of life and clarified the 

appropriate social behaviour which was expected at each stage. 

Transition rites thus fonned social boundaries between the different 

social realms with which each chronological phase of life was 

associated. Besides having a different social status each phase was also 

attached to a different aspect of economic activity within the homestead 

which placed certain obligations on the individual. It is not necessary 

to elaborate on the rites themselves but rather to list them as they 

occur in chronological order together with the appropriate socio-economic 

behaviour and the spa ti al referents to which each is connected. The 

following list and sequence is based on the observations of Estermann 

(1976 : Sa - 149) and Loeb (1948 : 16 - 28 and 71 -81). 

I. Pregnancy and birth: Eight days after the birth the mother is 

II. Twelve years old: 

cleansed with cornmeal in her hut or at the 

threshold of the hut. She then returns to 

the fields to continue her work. 

Boys and girls have their two lower incisors 

removed at the ekulo ceremony; from then 

onwards they are considere~ to be youths. 

The girls participate in the 



III •.. Boys cfrcumc1sfon: 

IV. Courtship: 

v. Girls puberty 

cerel'lony: 

VI. Marriage: 
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homestead. the boys start taking 

responsfbflfty wfth stock-keepfng and the 

kraal. 

After this they have access to the etanda or 

assemblage of men. Added responsibilites 

for the herd and kraal • 

. ··.<:'!~*'~ .,in.JI 
Boys and girls begin to meet socially with a 

vfew to a future relationship. A period of 

preparation for marriage : the epata (girls) 

and kraal (boys). 

A four-day efundala ceremony at the homestead 

and one month as "ash girls" running about 

the neighbourhood. Preparation for 

womanhood and future activities in the 

homestead, in particular the oshini, and 

agricultural fields. 

Thf s usually takes pl ace shortly after the 

period the woman have spent as 11ash girls". 

The husband presents an ox and cattle to the 

brfde's father. Hfs new wffe stays fn the 



VII. Second Marriage 

ceremony: 

VIII. Death and burial: 

KV5B.A."4'D IN ~E. ~ 
i.NCL.O~E.. 

79 

•honeYlftOon• hut onduda jovafuko. 

At the ehombolo marriage, the husband 

presents his wife with three cooking 

•stones• which are usually made of clay. 

She uses these in the cooking place in her 

epata. 

Age, sex and status determine the pl ace of 

burial. Homestead owners, chiefs, women, 

boys and girls are buried in different parts 

of the homestead and kraal. 

'"i'ru~ ~ IN 1\-l'E C.~'F -------+11~---V 
,.~. 

\NIF'E Iii H~ Cf',6-1).. NE..#.----------\--~~ 
10 ~ <:.c::ol'-11'(. 'f'J...AU. 

!k:+---t....:::....o;:;:--- STILI- -BCJ:N C~ 
1111 '"'IH~ \)!1.lf'IA"TINC. 
c.oRNEJt:::> . 

.._._,...___ _ _,,__ "i'().J~ Ci\~ IN 11-lE. 
f'l.AC.E. ~ S,iAMPlNC. 
C.iA\N. 
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THE PAST THE TRADITIONAL WAY OF LIFE AND THE ORDER OF SPACE 

•The spatf al patterns that are observed fn 
culture and fn socfal action are not arbitory 
patterns : They are condf tf oned by historical 
antecedents and motivated by political and 
social contingenciesu (Thornton 1980 : 25). 

Al though there has been much intervention in the society as a whole by 

'western' concepts of modernization it is nevertheless clear that 

_structural similarities between the spatial patterns of the past and the 

present do exist. Aspects of the old way of life bear a direct 

relationship with ideas about the structure and order of settlement. 

What has been inherited is a system of ideas about the pattern of space 

in the form of a plan. This spatial scheme, as a vehicle whereby social 

relations are articulated, has by comparison with earlier accounts, 

remained fairly constant. There is no evidence to suggest that 

contemporary pressures such as a shortage of mopani sticks or the desire 

to own a "cuca shop" at the homestead have had any great impact on the 

structure of spatial relations within the homestead. An illustration of 

this is that in some cases the geometry of the plan is more rectilinear : 

a more stylistic modification of the circular form. 

The changes that have taken place have been more at the level of 

appearances than with the actual meaning of spaces within the homestead; 

that is, their value has remained while the function has changed. For 

instance, the main meeting chamber with its fire is retained even though 

the actual worship of ancesters associated with a sacred fire no longer 

occurs. Nevertheless the space is charged with meaning and actively used 

as an important social feature of the homestead : a symbolic spatial 

reference to the past. The same symbolism would apply to aspects of 

style and technology such as the mafn entrance archway and the use of 

threshholds although these serve practical needs as well. 
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PLAN FORM THE KING, REGI.CIDE AND THE LABYRINTH 

11 
••• the king's kraal was a labyrinth with many blind passages 

and pitfalls. In imitation the lesser kraals were constructed 
in a similar manner". (Walton 1956 : 155). 

"The plan of all the f'vambo houses is intricate, but (king) 
Nangoro's was a perfect labyrinth, and I could never find my 
way about it" ••• and, "I tried to sketch out the plans several 
times, but my head would never take it in. 11 (Galton, 1851 in 
Pritchard 1915 : 8). v-------~ 
~ 

Until detailed archaeological site investigations have been done, the 

origin of the pl an of the homestead can only be speculated on. One such 

hypothesis is that the layout has its origin as an internal defence 

mechanism against the practice of regicide during the time when the 

region consisted of independent kingdoms (Walton 1956 : 155ff; Loeb 1950 

: 54). Most of the f'vambo social formations fell under the control of 

one of the kings who ruled the area before the European conquest 

(Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977 : 98). 

The well-being of the people rested on the health of the king who was 

considered to be a physical embodiment of Kalunga. Because the welfare 

of the land dP.pended on the king it was considered unwise to allow him to 

grow old, frail or sick. If he became sick or it was thought that he 

might become sick he ran the risk of being killed by the heirs to his 

throne; usually his sister's sons or his younger brother. These people 

were not allowed access into the private zones of the homestead, for the 

person- who killed the king would himself become ruler. One way of 

confusing any assasin would be to construct the homestead in such a way 

as to deliberately create a sense of disorientation: thus the 

estalishment of a complex network of passages and compartments. Also, 

the practice of moving the homestead site on the farm meant that the 

design could be completely changed from time to time. The internal 
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1 ayout was adjusted more frequently for the same purpose; as it became 

necessary to add a hut or courtyard so the internal layout would also 

have to al te r. 

Respect for the king was ultimately reflected in the layout of the 

conmoners' homesteads. Each homestead attempted to copy the king's 

"pa 1 ace 11 and consisted of the same e 1 ements: 

central courtyard, female zones, sacred fire, east facing entrance, 

winding passages and so on. 

A current feature of the pl an is that its geometry is generally of two 

types : circular and rectilinear and that variations of each type tend to 

occur in clusters or zones. That is, there are zones consisting 

generally only of one plan type. However, none of these zones appears to 

be 11pure", for instance in an area generally characterized by one plan 

form say, the circular type, there is usually one or more rectilinear 

types in the vicinity (Personal observation : July 1983). This pattern 

suggests that the notion of "copying" a layout, probably that of the 

heaanan or sub-heaanan in the ward or district, could possibly still be 

practised. 

kiNG 0£.J'UL.U~ ~ 
(ffibR ~KEit.). 

--------- .... _ 
. 

-·------ ......... . 

A 5EL.Ec.1"10N OS: 
HOME~"YE>.D Pt.>.NS: 
OS\-V>J(ATI A~A (1~83). 
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CIRCULATION PATTERN A HIERARCHY OF PASSAGES 

The various compartments and courtyards of the homestead need 

to be 1 inked together by a network of passages which are 

structured according to the following broad principles: 

1) a dominant direction 

2) different scales and a hierarchy of routes 

3) and the properties of origin and end of route 

Because of the relations between the zones, the overall layout 

of the homestead tends to be complex. Not only functional 

aspects but al so symbolic issues are used, mostly implicitly, 

to specify the spatial pattern within the homestead. 

The nature of the homestead layout specifies a circulation 

system that is, for the occupants at least, legible and 

comprehensible. In all cases of homestead plans, both 

historical and contemporary, there is always one circulatory 

passage which moves in a dominant direction. Depending on 

where the entrance (onu) is in relation to the homestead 

scheme the route will extend in a direction which ~onnects to 

the most amount of compartments and courtyards. In 

contemporary case studies (illustrated in this report) the 

dominant direction was always to the right hand side when 

approaching the entrance from the east. There is no evidence 

to support this as a "rule" in homestead planning except to 

postulate that if this is the case then it might be related to 

the aspect of the symbolic seal e of the conceptual diagram 

which deals with women and agriculture : the role of women is 

directly related to the homestead and in the olupale the main 

wife is seated on the right hand side of the homestead owner 

(Loeb 1962 : 337). 
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Perception is confused by the often maze-like aualfty of the 

network of passages. In order to clarify the situation in 

relation to the rest of the homestead, the passages, which are 

constructed of wooden stockades, are built with varying 

widths. This establishes a scale whereby the longer passages 

are wider than the shorter ones. It is necessary to do this 

when the poles used for construction are of a standard height, 

between two and three metres, and are not cut for fear of 

wastage. The widest passage in a typical pre-colonial 

homestead was the main entrance passage (omukala oukonu) in 

which various activities took place : the boys' sleeping huts, 

stamping floor, granaries and so on (Loeb 1962 : 336). From 

this passage led the narrower passageways to the various wives' 

epata (female zones). Given the economic status and 

independence attached to the wives the wide outer passage 

allowed them a measure of relative privacy in an otherwise 

public setting. The contemporary monygamous household has no 

social need for this device which would also be expensive to 

erect and maintain. 

The main route through the homestead starts at the entrance 

(onu) and ends at the most private part, usually the female 

zone. Previous layouts indicate that the Olupale was the usual 

destination. On its way it connects to all the other smaller 

passages and compartments. The labyrinthine auality which 

these passages often exhibit is a historically inherited device 

which did two things. Firstly, in the pre-colonial kingdoms 

when regicide was practised, the passages were deliberately 

constructed to confuse the potential heir and murderer (Loeb 

1950:54). Secondly, unwanted spirits would be led astray and 

prevented from entering the homestead by the winding passages. 
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KINSHIP GROUPING THE STRUCTURE OF THE HOMESTEAD 

kinship groups in Ovambo society are fonned on 'the basis of matrilineal 

cl ans each of which has its own name which· usually refers to a pl ant or 

animal (Malan 1980:81). These are called "omapata" (sing. "epata") which 

also denote the various segments. of a homestead relating to the wife: in 

a polygynous household each of the wives occupies her own space or 

"epata" Every epata and conseauently the homestead is associated with 

a woman and her children which together with the husband constitutes the 

dominant structural unit in Ovambo society - the family. This fornis the 

fundamental unit of occupation which organises the size and the spatial 

organisation of the homestead. In this sense the single family is a 

prime generator of settlement pattern in that the homestead fonns an 

expression of kinship space by the agglomeration of female zones within 

itself and the agricultural territory with which each is associated. 

The number of people inhabiting a homestead varies throughout the 

region. The average size is given as between 6,5 persons (Tuupainen 

1970:111) and 9,71 persons (Ongwediva/Oshakati Master Plan Report 

1982:21 ). The number is influenced by the type of marriage (polygynous 

or monogymous), the presence of relatives, servants or boarders and the 

social rank of the household head (ie commoner, sub-headman or headman). 

Most marriages are nowadays solemized by the churches which prohibit 

polygyny. A family consisting of more than one wife is thus uncommon and 

very rare today:a feature which is due mainly to the influence of the 

Christian missions and economic pressures. The number of household 

occupants is not constant and varies as children leave home or remain 

with spouses before erecting their own homesteads, and relatives and 

boarders come and go. Headmen and sub-headmen usually have larger 

homesteads and more people staying in their homes. There is considerable 

prestige attached to size if not to the complexity of layout of the 
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homestead as this does reflect the wealth and status of the owner. 

Generally it appears that the smaller the family the simpler the layout 

and the larger the family the more complex the homestead becomes. 
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A MEANINGFUL STYLE : APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY, TECHNIQUE AND THE t f'3o"\ 
PROCESS OF BUILDING ~ 

Once the homestead has been 1 aid out the next step is to 

construct the huts and shelters by using the available skills, 

technologies and materials. There are many ways of producing 

shelter but the most logical, economical and least energy 

consuming method is to make efficient use of the human and 

environmental resources which are at hand. + . 

~ p~~~~~~-~!1D_}of the hut is the rondavel. Its main 

features are a conically shaped roof on a circular-plan wall 

or, using a more stylistic tenninology, a 11cone on cylinder" 

(Frescura 1981 : 53ff). There are three basic variations of 

the prototype which occur throughout the homestead: 

1) Non-loadbearing with the roof supported around the outer 

perimeter by timber columns. 

2) Loadbearing with the roof resting on the walls. 

3) Open shelter which has no wall and is supported by timber 

columns. 

The construction of these vari ati ans consists of the .. coming+ 

together" of components or elements in a way which follows a 

definite process. 

The hut is made of five elements and consists of the following: 

Walls : There are three types of wall construction which are 

used from time to time depending on the whim of the+ 
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owner/builder and the availability of materials and skillsi­

(Personal . discussions : July 1983). 

1) Palisaded walls consist of timber poles between l,lm and 

l,7m high which are driven into furrows and packed tightly 

together. Lateral support is sometimes provided by a 

perimeter beam made of timber poles towards the upper 

section of the palisade. In some cases t!_!:ie_ j nternaJ_ fac£ 

is ~stered with anthill c~ These walls are mostly 

__!9adhearing. 

1, 100 
TD 

1,700 

2) Mud walls are made of sun dried bricks which are made 

close to the homestead. Mud is mixed with sma 11 

auantiti es of grass, 1 aid on a fl at surface and cut into 

"bricks" by a garden spade or trowel. 

walls are non-loadbearing. 

~IC.I(? ~ MA.Df.. f~OAA -n-lE. ~oil- of ANT\-1\U..b 
01<. FRDM """ffiE "SAND'i' -:,Cl~ wt-IQ-\ ~ c.oMMUl 
10 0"AM'COl..PNJ::> . 

Generally these 

I v 
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3) Millet stalks on a mud wall plinth are used as a 

substitute for the palisaded wall. Bundles of millet 

stalks are lashed together between the plinth and the 

underside of the roof. 

,: ~E.~ !'A<:..l(lN(i . 

,~ ~' t>E1"AIL.. AT &A:>'f. 
OF~· 

Roof: The roof finish is either grass thatching or millet 

stalk "thatching" or a combination of both. These materials 

are fastened to the conically shaped frame which is made of 

saplings that project radially from a central crown. They are 

held together by concentric rings of battens which span the 

radial segments and which carry the thatching. If both millet 

stalks and grass are used in combination then the grass is 

laid above the stalks. Elaborations at the apex of roof are 

not common but in some cases the owners devised some original 

and artistic cappings that were woven into elaborate fonns. 

The grass is laid with the seed-end up thereby giving the roof 

the appearance of being layered. The eaves projection is 

mostly in the order of between 25Qnm ( Loadbeari ng type) and 

50Qnm (non-loadbearing type). Where the wall is carrying the 

roof directly then the eaves is made in such a way as to 

project minimally and is trirrmed to give an even finish. If 

the wall is independent of the roof a continuous gap between 

the top of the wall and the underside of the roof provides the 

\'<JwJJu~ 
Q.il(..;,ivf""2"- , 
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ventilation. The roof is supported by timber posts which are 

up to 50~ away from the wall finish. 

ftOOf APiX : A. 
"*)..ECl\CJN Of' 
Fl~\6\.lES ~DUN!::> 
IN ONE l-IOME­
s \'E,At:l IN -n.IE. 
ON£1.N.,O "t>lb­
lR.lC..:T. 

Floor: Earth is compacted to give a hard, smooth finish, 

usually with the addition of cow dung. The floor is plastered 

from time to time with mud and dung in order to maintain the 

finish. Floor levels are raised slightly above the natural 

J ground level to between 50mm and 150mm. 

P.A.C'KEb ~ \N ffi\ A. 
WJ!:> 1-Nb ))l)t'ti Bt{\St-1 . 

Openings: 
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There are no windows. lE_oorways 
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are 1 ow and 
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narrow. The actual door is mostly mQde of timber sections 

nailed to a frame which is hinged to a main frame in the 

wall. Padlocks are common to most doors. Sometimes a piece 

of synthetic or cotton fabric is merely hung from a cross beam 

over the doorway or a grass mat is suspended for the same 

purpose. 

I A ~ 6"ltXf'IN(, 
lD CiE.T '1'1~Cil-\ 
Ji1l 1, 3 WI . H\lit\ 
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\\ Threshold: 

the finished floor 

Bottles or timber beams are corrmon devices between 

level and the outside. This prevents 

rainwater from entering the hut. 

~ 

The construction process follows a definite pattern and depends on 

whether the walls are to be loadbearing or non-loadbearing or whether the 

structure is to be shelter. 

Loadbearing 

Step one: Construct the roof frame on the ground. Wire, bark or 

thin rope are used to lash the radial sections and battens 

together. 

I Mm.NS NA!UZD lt> 
1\-\E. MAIN RUlF =-~~ . 



Step two: 
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Using the roof framework, mark out the extent of the plan 

in the position where the hut is to be built. The frame 

is used as a marker or template for the ground plan. 

·K'-a~-+-- !'C6\\YJN ot' 

Step three: Dig a furrow or trench to a depth of 30Q-nm to 400mm deep. 

Insert the poles which make up the palisade wall and 

compact the base with earth. 

l\4E p,t.L\9-.Dt b ~LL 
Cct--1?~ b if WCb!:>E:N 
ltlLB "f',IQ(Eb 1 \C\1-'Tl-lf 
lOCiEll-IE.R ~ SEC\J~ 
Ek &JN'.".. COAJ.'i'ki U> 
INTO A IRE NC\1 A.RDl:Nt) 
1!4f. PE~!:.\~ Ol' -rnr. 
R.AN FtW,. 

Step four: Thatch the roof completely while it is on the ground and 

(if desired) elaborate the apex. Then raise it over the 

palisaded 11 drum 11 and lower it on to its final resting 

position. 

\tit. -rt\Altl-\1Ny AT 1\iE..------------+----7 .. 
A.?'£'/.. &.R>U. !EINC., !l<llv\Yli.b 
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Step five: Trim the eaves and stamp the earth to provide a hard floor 

surface. 

EA\/ES l>ET~l 

Non-loadbearing:-

Steps one and two (As for loadbearing type). 

Step three: 

Step four: 

Step five: 

Step six 

Dig holes for the perimeter support columns and insert 

these, compacting the earth at their bases to provide 

that the 

lowered on to the timber columns. 

l'ER\AAETtR oS\>PftlRT 
f'OST? ARl: l}\EN 
SET IN f'C0\1 1~ . 

roof is 

Mud blocks are laid, within the circle described by the 

perimeter columns, to a height just below the roof. A 

shallower furrow is prepared to receive the first course 

of blockwork which serves as a foundation. If the wall is 

to be of millet stalks then the blockwork usually stops at 

a height of about three courses, depending on the height 

of the eaves and length of millet stalks. 

in loadbearing type). 
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Shelter -

Steps one to (As for non-loadbearing type). There are no walls except 

four: !that sometimes a windscreen may be provided. Also, there 

-C()-\IC.1>.L 
~FUM~ . 

is no special floor finish. 

.- _.- ....... ___. 

Sizes of the rondavels vary. The most co11111on appear to be diameters of 

between 2,4m and 3m. The largest hut, usually that of the wife, is 

mostly in the order of 5,5m to 6m. 

ROOF Pl.AN: Of A HOME.STE.Ab IL-L~"\RAilN4 
"'\\-\~ 'Nit>!:. mu. OF ?11E Of f-1 \.l l'S ,&ND SHD-~. 

0 I 234-5 
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The utilization of labour during the production of huts is organized 

along the 1 ines of sex. Men are responsible for : 

• erecting the palisaded walls and perimeter columns 

. constructing the roof frame 

thatching 

• making the mud bricks and erecting the walls 

Women generally assist the men, as well as: 

• collect the grass and millet stalks for thatching 

. plaster the interior of the palisaded walls and sometimes 

the exterior of the mud brick walls 

• prepare the floor and its mud and dung surface 

Children are al so involved. They are general assistants to both the men 

and the women and help to collect materials and water for plastering. 

When a hoMestead owner is erecting his eumbo it is usual for his 

neighbour to assist. Their labour is rewarded with beer and food durin9J FYficlj;qlfce.1. 

and after the construction phases .j-Th~ough~ut th-e-;h~i~--- ~~;~hern, 
Namibia there is evidence of new technological trends appearing. These\ 

are mainly due to the introduction of "modern" building material s.j~NeW\ 
products are readily available from the traders around Oshakati and 

Ondangwa and the infonnal settlements between them. 1 The most common 
L----~------

£Q!'!~_!:l~_s __ are sheet iron and timber and steel frames for doors and 

windows._____!:!Qmesteads displaying new styles and appearances in response to 
~------

th_e_O~lL-teG-hnologies are becoming increasingly colllllon. Several 

homesteads were observed to contain at least one structure which was made 

,_Qf_sheet iron and had windows and doors which conformed to the new 

rectilinear style (Personal observations : March 1979 to July 1983). ---
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SOCIAL RANK STATUS SYMBOLS AND THE APPEARANCE OF THE HOMESTEAD 

The current soc;o-economic pattern in Namibia has elevated the meaning of 

monetry weal th and has generated needs and expectations whkh can only be 

met by the accumulatfon of surplus cap;tal. This is in part due to the 

syster.1 of migrant labour and "tribal" or head tax which is imposed on 

people living in the bantustans of Namibia (Thomas 1978 : 251 ). This 

pattern has led to the fonnation of a clearly defined class structure 

based more or less along the lines of job categories. At the top of this 

structure are the so-called 11 Traditfonal leaders" in the Bantustan system 

of government, for example, the "Chief Minister" of the Ovamboland 

Government" (Totemeyer 1978 : 54 ff) and the weal thy shop owners and 

general dealers. Those at the lower end of the structure include -the 

peasant farmers while those in between are nurses, possibly the migrant 

* workers , teachers, government administration employees, army and 

police personell. 

A 11western 11 style house in Oshakati, Ondangwa or Ongwedi va. People 

indicated the desire for a house "all under one roof" which was large, in 

an urban or semi-urban setting and which in no way resembled their 
I 

homestead which w_~generally considered to be infe_!J_~. The style and /: 
~-- --··-·· ---------------- -·-----------·-;..------- ll 

value system which is emerging. 

pattern of buildings ir.i the growing spontanrlus settlements reflect the 
II 1 
I r 
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Large sedan motor cars are becoming more popular than bakkies. Many 

homesteads have a vehicle parked next to them close to the main entrance 

(Onu). Cars and bakkies are bought in towns in the south and have 
generated a great deal of informal economic activities such as 

maintenance, pits, spare parts dealers and so on around Oshakati, 

Ondangwa and other spontaneous settlements in the region. 

-f These two factors are impinging on the appearance of the homestead at the 

level of style and technology while the spatial structure is left more or l\ J~v 

less intact. Wire fencing, car parts, rectilinear plan forms, sheet iron 
I walls and roofs, hip roof forms and so on suggest a new formal appearance / 
I 

which aspires to a new value system. 

* 
There have been theoretical debates about the precise class position of 

the migrant workers and their families in the context of labour exporting 

peasant communities (Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977 : 108-109). They 

are included here because of their involvement in the broader economic 

order of Namibia although they still retain certain rights in the land 

and in the labour of family members. 

N£W TOWN~l4P t>~'1.~MENT : AT 
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~l-l511c.. REIT.~CE.$ WH\C.14 ~IN­
H .. VE NCINCi Ell\Ll)JN({ 611-/\ .. .:f.b IN 1\-\1:. 
r\Otv\~?lt:A"b . 

......____ 11.1\P~TAN'T ~\)LIU~ S\JGt\ AS 
\f\CbE C>C.Cll?\ED ~ li\'E. WIFE 
ott A C.RANt> fU.E:.NT ~~ -m 
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ECONOMIC PRODUCTION DIVISION OF LABOUR AND FLEXIBILITY WITHIN THE 

HOMESTEAD 

The foundation upon which social relations and material benefits depends J~ 

is economic production, which in turn ensures continued survivability. 1 

This production at the level of peasant subsistence, needs to be 

systematically organised. Seen as a whole, the society is a productive 

cofTl!lunity which consists of separate units of production : the individual 

families. Each unit of production is segmented into smaller sub-units 

fonned on the basis of sex. Labour power within the homestead and on the 

farm is primarily expended in the production of crops and dairy produce. 

Traditionally this labour power was organised by a rigid division of 

labour and social role. The women were continuously involved with 

agricultural activities and homestead affairs while the men were actively 

concerned with stock keeping at the same time as being responsible for 

the overall co-ordination of the total economic product. Children 

generally played valuable supportive roles in maintaining the production 

activity and, depending on their sex, fonned part of either the female or 

male sub-unit. 

Estermann (1976 : 102-3) maintains that the division of labour is 

governed by a straightforward principle : cultivation and the preparation 

of food and drink is the work of women, who are generally associated with 

the hoe. The men are associated with the axe and do the work with which 

it is related, as well as with the affairs of stock-keeping. People 

therefore sometimes refer to the sex of new-born babies by saying they 

are born with either an okatemo (a little hoe) or an okakuva (a little 

axe) when di sti ngui shi ng between boys and girls ( Estermann 1976 : 102). 

Because these roles are rigidly maintained, any deviance is treated with 

suspicion : sexual perversion in particular is linked to a man if he 
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works with a hoe or abstains frorrt working with an axe and the same 

applies to the role of women. 

Today, the divisions between sub-units of production within the homestead 

is becoming increasingly blurred and not as clear as in the past. The 

push/pull factors of urbanisation, the war, consistent drought and the 

system of migrant labour have created social and economic imbalances in 

the fabric of society as a whole. The economic foundation is moving from 

a subsistence level to a consumer oriented society at a rapid rate. As a 

rP.sult, women and men alike are taking on roles which were traditionally 

encoded to behaviour and economic activity of the other sex. However, 

the broad division of activity is still very much adhered to where 

possible. Thus the men drive the cattle to the pastures; water them; 

milk the cows; maintain the huts and palisades; clear the forested areas 

when establishing a new homestead; construct the granary baskets and so 

on. The women work in the fields; clean the horriestead; prepare the food; 

make baskets; plaster the huts with clay and look after the small 

children. The interchange of economic roles which is taking place is an 

appropriate response to pressures which would otherwise threaten and 

impede the continuation of the homestead as the unit of production. 

There is thus a degree of economic flexibility which is built int o the 

homestead and ensures its stability. 



104 

HOMESTEAD ZONES AGE AND SEX STRATUM 

The homestead needs to have two zones which relate to the male 

and female roles. They in turn each need to consist of 

sub-zones that accolllJlodate the adults and youths respectively. 

The historically inherited idea of socio-economic role playing 

based on age and sex is very much adhered to and reinforced. 

By building these ideas into the physical layout of the 

homestead the status quo can be maintained and made visible. 

The objective in pre-colonial agrico-pastoralist society was 

to extract and maintain optimum social, material and 

ecological benefit for the family and cOlllJlunity at large by 

ordering the relations of production between individuals to 

ensure an interaction which was positive and mutually 

beneficial {Clarence-Smi th and Moorsom 1977 97). The 

homestead was a reflection of this and was spatially arranged 

as a reminder of role di visions and relations between them. 

In other words role playing was consolidated in space in the 

layout of the homestead 

A feature of the layout of the contemporary homestead is that 

it is structured around an almalgamation of compartments each 

of which represents a di sti net zone relating to the age and 

sex of its occupants. That structure is formulated according 

to the relations between the occupants which is rooted in 

their respective socio-economic roles and consists of the 

following :-
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1. Female Zone 

the wife's zone; including the food storage huts and food 

preparation areas, the threshing platform, the granary, her 

personal hut and shelter for socializing and the culti vated 

fields. All of these spaces relate to the wider role of 

women in society. 

the gi r ls' zone; their personal huts, the area for stamping 

millet and sorghum and all the food preparation areas. 

2. Male Zone 

_._._ .. :. 

the husband's zone; his hut and shelter, the olupale, his 

'cuca' shop,kraal for cattle and goats, the pig enclosure and 

the grazing areas including the farm as a whole. These 

spaces relate to the status and role of men. 

the boys' zone; their huts and the grazing lands. 

1---------1~- 1-1\JSBANt:>'~ 1-\UT. 
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ANIMAL HUSBANDRY AND THE KRAAL CONCEPTS OF VALUE AND 

SUBSISTENCE 

An enclosure is needed for the livestock which is close to the 

homestead and partitioned off to accorrmodate calves, cows, 

oxen, goats and pigs. 

Animals, in particular the cattle, are an important value 

asset whi ch require protection and attention. Historically 

this has always ensured that the enclosure for animals is 

attached or not far from the homestead. 

11 The domestic animals of the Ovambo are the 
ox, goat, dog, pig and cat (which I 
recently introduced), and the barnyard 
fowls. Horses, of which of late years a 
few have been brought into the country, 
don't thrive; for the most part, indeed, 
they die at the end of the rainy season of 
the so-called 'lung sickness'. Those that 
survive, however, are said to be exempt 
thereafter from the epidemic. 

Neither have sheep succeeded, those which 
have been imported from Damaral and, or 
elsewhere, have for the most part succumbed 
to a disease designated 'blood sickness'. 

The cattle, which are of fair size, differ 
in nothing from other native breeds ..• " 
(Andersson 1875 : 229). 

The most important domesticated animals are the cattle. 

Herding and milking is the function of the males who see to it 

that the herd is adequat ely watered, fed and cared for . A 

good sense of animal husbandry is developed from the time when 

young boys are sent off, anned with bows and arrows and 

assegais, to tend to the herd while in the pastures. Cattle 

therefore fonn an important focus in the 1 i ves of males who 

learn to respect and attach great value to the animals under 
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their care. The possession of cattle gives a large measure of 

social prestige as they are the only important items of 

property that are inherited through the matrilineage. Cattle 

are moreover the traditional medium of exchange : marriage 

payment and fines levied in the district and ward courts can 

be paid in oxen and cows. It becomes the ambition of each 

male in society to possess his own herd and they are kept 

whenever and wherever it is possible. Disease, starvation and 

theft demanded that cattle be kept close to the homestead. 

This was so particularly in the pre-colonial kingdoms where 

cattle raids were a frequent feature of 1 ife {Clarence-Smith 

and Moorsom 1977 : 102ff). Animals occuppied space in the 

1 ayout of the homestead usually around the perimeter. In the 

contemporary layout the kraal usually fonns a separate 

compartment situated close to the entrance of the homestead. 

This is because the kraal is moved from time to time which is 

a way of fertilising the fields and because cattle theft is 

uncommon. As a safeguard against cattle dying because of 

infectious diseases and the effects of drought, many fanners 

send portions of their herds to the cattle posts situated near 

Oshivelo in the south {Personal observation July 1983). 

Also, the government has established a series of cattle pens 

scattered within the wards and districts for innoculating 

animals. Accurate figures of size of herds are difficult to 

obtain but infonnants indicated that herds varied a lot; 

between nine to fifty head per household {Personal observation 

: July 1983). 

Within the homestead the value of cattle is reflected in the 

ol upale. Horns of cattle slaughtered on special occasions 
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such as a marriage, are displayed on a rack or on the wooden 

palisade near to the sacred fire. These are mainly the cattle 

inherited through the matrilineage. 

Goats are co111T1on and used for milk but mostly as a substi tute 

for meat from cattle. Their enclosure forms part of the 

cattle kraal and has its own separate entrance. 

Pigs are siMilarly kept but their enclosure is apart from the 

kraal. They are all owed to run free and are fed on a mixture 

of millet and sorghum waste. 

Chickens are a feature of every homestead and occupy deserted 

huts and shelters. They are generally the property of the 

women who ensure that there is an adequate supply for 

slaughtering. 

Donkeys are a common means of transport in Ovamboland. They 

are not kept in pens and wander about freely. 

A '1'CONC., 1-lER!:lWil IN \115 FA1\1~S C.ATTLE. K~. CA.TH.£ IN 
5Mi\\..L AND "'l:O NOi '1'18.b LA~E. (Xll/.-ttfftlE."S Of M\L\Z . 
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AUTHOR I TY OF THE HOMESTEAD OWNER SPATIAL REPRESENTATION OF 

THE ROLE OF MEN 

Personal quarters in the homestead needs to be provided for 

the husband which are for sleeping, are in the private section 

and are close to his wife's hut. 

He also needs place which can be used for important meetings, 

usually the olupale. 

The authority of the head of the homestead needs to be 

maintained. Personal spaces that reflect this status within 

the fami ly are a means of ensuring that his position is 

physically manifested and is seen. 

"A homestead is not built for many men'' (Loeb 1951 : 327). 

This philosophical proverb expresses the social position of 

the husband who should be master of his own homestead. It is 

the aspi ration of every male to one day have his own 

homestead, cattle and fann. These together represent and 

symbolise the role of men. 

Within the homestead, t he olupale is the focus of his 

authority. It is here that meetings are held if there are 

important matters to be discussed with neighbours or, if the 

man is a sub-heacinan or heacinan, community disputes are 

heard. The sleeping hut is situated within the female zone. 

However, t here are spaces and sometimes a shelter within this 

zone, sol ely for the use of the husband for infonnal 

entertaining and beer drinking with close friends and 

re 1 ati ves. 
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Cattle-raising is the most important activity of men which 

includes herding, milking and making butter. These tasks are 

undertaken mainly by the boys who are under the strict control 

of their father who authorizes their activities in the 

interests of the economical functioning of the homestead. 

The kraal is usually close to the homestead which symbolizes 

the importance attached to cattle and the re 1 ationshi p with 

the men. 

Although agriculture is the responsibility of women , the 

cultivated fields estab l ish the limits to the domain of men. 

The women who work the fields are subject to the owner's 

authority who commands and controls the economic 1 i fe of t he 

homestead and farm as a whole. 
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A SEPARATE HUT FOR THE BOYS : A HISTORICALLY DETERMINED PLACE 

The place for the boys hut is at the entrance and close to the 

public areas of the homestead. By having their own 

compartment and sleeping hut the separate role of boys is 

maintained. Traditionally the boys were the guardians of the 

cattle kraal when it was part of the homestead layout. Most 

often the kraal was part of a broad passage around the 

perimeter of the homestead which provided an effective barrier 

of which the boys were in control. The huts for boys are an 

important symbolic indication to the outside world that there 

are or have been sons in the household. This also shows that 

the family has cattle (which need looking after). 

The safety of cattle in the pre-colonial kingdoms demanded 

high pri ority. Consequently the kraal formed an integral part 

of the homestead layout and with the boys in attendance. 

Their huts were thus close to the vulnerable points of kraal 

and homestead entrance. With the threat of cattle raids a 

thing of the past the kraal moved away from the homestead 

while the boys• huts remained at the main entrance. 

The number of huts depends on the number of boys in the 

household : usually two or three young boys to one hut. These 

are not necessarily all sons of the homestead owner who would, 

according to the laws of matrilineal kinship relati ons, 

acco111Tiodate one or more of his sister's sons. The boys show 
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great pride in 'their place' as a retreat into a world of their 

own. Their compartment, al though close to the main entrance 

and meeting place is made private by a screen. Personal 

be 1 ongi ngs and important i terns such as bows and arrows and 

eating utensils are stored in the roof space of their hut. The 

floor is used for 1 esser important i terns such as boxes and 

suitcases. Once the boys leave home, either to get married or 

to go on contract labour, the huts remain as storerooms, simple 

shelters or become places for guests . 
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THE CREAMERY CHURNING MILK INTO BUTTER 

Within the epata there needs to be a place for making butter. 

Butter is frequently used for frying meat and vegetables as a 

change from boiling as a method of preparation. 

One of the duties of the boys is to churn the milk into 

butter. This is done all year round but the milk is generally 

of a better quality during the rainy season (Personal 

communication : July 1983). The milk is churned into butter 

in a calabash called an oxupa. The oxupa is supported by two 

vertical posts. It is filled with fresh milk and swung 

backwards and forwards until the butter is formed. The 

buttermil k is then poured into calabashes and the butter 

packed into whatever small containers are suitable, usually 

old mugs. 

There is no particular place in the plan layout of the epata 

where the creamery is situated. It is however mostly located 

under or close to a shelter. 

AN oxuPA : sroRA.c:iE t>l..Aa. 11-1 ONE or ltlE. 
Otv'ALIM~ ( f'Atf11N) . 
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THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC ROLE OF WOMEN PERSONAL SPACES AND THE 

STATUS OF THE WIFE 

The wife's zone, called the epata, needs to be in the most 

private part of the hometead and generally consists of the 

household kitchen, the pantry, guest quarters and a shelter or 

two for socializing. She also tends to have the largest and 

most impressive hut which is always built within the epata. 

In a predominantly matrilineal society the wife is a socially 

and economically important figure. These positions need to be 

reflected and maintained. 

The productive role of the woman is wide. Traditionally her 

role was primarily focussed on the agricultural aspects of 

economic production. This position has changed somewhat with 

the absence of men due to the migrant labour system, 

unemployed men who have moved to the towns and others who have 

left to join the liberation movement. Her role has widened to 

include many of the tasks and decision making nonnally 

perfonned by the men : controlling the herd, organising work 

in the fields, running ''cuca'' shops, membership of church 

organizati ons, educating the children and so on. Figures in 

the 1970 Census showed that in the adult population of 

Ovambo 1 and between the ages of 15 and 59 women made up more 

than two-thirds of the t o ta 1. The daily task of women is 

generally hard as described 
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by a woman in an interview: 

• ••• Apart from something like a one hour break at about 10 am 
to go for breakfast and to feed the cMldren, women in these 
areas work from 5 am to 1 pm from Monday to Saturday, every 
week. This is true whether you are talking about cultivation, 
weeding or harvesting seasons of the year .••• After spending 
up to 7 hours of backbreaking labour in the fields, women in 
the rural areas do not retire to rest for the day. They must 
also fetch water, grind grain into flour and prepare meals, 
not to mention washing the babies ••• 11 (Moorsom 1982 : 60). 

The wife occupies personal space within the homestead, the 

farm and sometimes, outside the boundaries of the f arm. 

Within the homestead her social position is special and is 

reflected in the hut and epata she occupies. Both are l arge 

in comparison with other parts of the homestead and this size 

both represents and reinforces her value. This is not 

exclus i vely her own territory for it is shared by the whole 

family for its own purposes as well as for enterta i ning 

others. There are historical reasons for this. In a 

polygynous household each wife was allocated personal quarters 

in accordance with her rank in marriage. Each was however an 

independent economic production unit with her own portion of 

agricultural land and hut, pantry and shelter separate from 

the others (Loeb 1962 : 132-3). Further, the more wives the 

owner had the larger his agricultural territory, the more 

cattle he could keep and consequently the more enhanced was 

his status. The current situation differs only in that the 

agricultural land has been partially substituted by the 11 cuca 11 

shop as t he thrust into the economic pattern which maintains 

her independence and status. This in effect makes her a 

co-owner of the fann and homestead (particularly if the 

husband is absent). 
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The granary is traditionally the "territory" of the female. 

The more grain baskets there were the greater her status. 

Consequently this became a measure for the success of 

agricultural production which was the economic domain of the 

feMale. 
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THE GRANARY GOOD AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE AND FOOD FOR ALL 

Effective and sufficient storage for the grain needs to be 

provided so that it is kept dry, protected from rodents and 

insects, not far from the homestead and protected from animals. 

The majo r crops are harvested once a year when it becomes 

necessary to ensure that the homestead has enough grain for 

the months that follow. Also, food has to be stored in the 

event of famine; and rain and pests are a threat to the grain. 

The women are the chief cultivators in the homestead. Their 

inherited agricultural skills ensure that, given sufficient 

rainfall, an adequate grain crop is harvested annually. 

Preparing the lands, planting, digging, weeding and ploughing 

fonn an important part of good agricultural practice which 

requires year round attention. During October the weeds are 

burnt or removed and t he soil is hoed to prepare for the 

seeds. Millet, sorghum, pumpkins and groundnuts are pl anted 

at the first signs of rain, usually in November. (Seeds for 

the crop are stored in baskets in one of the storage huts or 

sometimes in a pantry in the homestead). Once the seeds have 

taken and begin to sprout the lands require extensive weeding. 
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Ploughing techniques vary according to the amount of 

rainfall. Furrows run towards the oshonas when there is a 

good ra i ny season. This ensures that the lands will not dam 

up and cause the crop t o rot. During the periods of little 

rainfall the furrows run with the contour pattern to hold as 

much water as possible. 

Once harvested, threshed and winnowed, the grain is stored to 

be used when necessary. Large, raised grain baskets (etambo 

l omanda) are an important feature of the homestead. Their 

numbers and size indicate crop size and consequently form a 

measure of status. In some cases the homestead owners 

indicated that they had sufficient food stored in the 

granaries to last between three and five years (Personal 

observations : July 1983 ) . 

A typical granary consists of a number of baskets and is 

either attached or separate from the homestead. Mostly it is 

surrounded by its own palisade to protect it from the 

1 ivestock. The individual grain basket are each supported by 

a number of forked stakes driven into the ground which are 

attached to the base of the basket by a circle of grass rope. 

The height above the ground varies between 300mm and 700mm. A 

cone-shaped thatched roof supported by wooden pol es forms an 

umbrella over the basket. More than one basket beneath a 

thatched shelter is not uncol!ITlon. 

Construction of the grain baskets is the job of men and 

women. The men weave the sticks and strips of bark to form 

the basket and then lift it into position on the circular 

shaped r i m. 
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Using wet clay from the anthills, the women plaster the inside 

and make sure that the basket will remain insulated against 

insects and rodents. A grass lid covers the top of the basket 

which is sealed with anthill clay and dung once the basket is 

filled with grain. The thatched shelter is then lifted on to 

the supports to complete the job. 
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STAMPING THE MILLET A SOCIAL EVENT 

The oshini needs to be positioned so that it is close to the 

entrance and visible to the outside corrmunity It also needs to 

be closely defined as a zone in its own right by being screened 

and by the provision of a shelter. The women tend to take 

advantage of their tasks of stamping the millet and sorghum and 

the making of flour by using them as opportunities and 

occassions for social interaction. 

Porridge, part of the staple diet, is made from the flour which 

is produced from mi 11 et. This production process involves the 

stamping of millet which is exclusively the role of women and 

fonns an important part of their household responsi bi l iti es. 

This activity is characterised by singing and chatting with 

friends and relatives who may be passing by. The young girls 

especially, take delight in using the rytllnic beat of their 

heavy stamping sticks (omisi) pounding into the stamping holes 

(oini) to set the pace for their songs. 

In the oshini enclosure there are usually two to five stamping 

holes which consist of hollowed logs set in the ground to serve 

as mortars. The floor of the oshi ni is made of smooth clay 

which is constantly swept clean. A shelter is used to provide 

shade and protection from rain for most stamping holes and also 

houses the racks on which the stamping sticks are stored : it 

is considered bad luck for the homestead and the harvest if the 
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sticks are left lying horizontal on the ground. The flour 

making process follows a set pattern and involves pounding the 

millet to a smooth consistency and removing the bran. After an 

initial pounding the contents of the stamping hole is taken out 

and sieved to separate the bran. A smal 1 amount from the 

previous pounding is added together with water and the mixture 

is pounded again. The meal is again sieved and the part not 

adeauately pounded is put back into the mixture and the process 

repeated. This goes on several times until the fine flour is 

achieved. A small amount of the rough remainder is used again 

for the next pounding process. The flour is spread out to dry 

in the sun on a woven mat or hesi an bag. It is then ready to 

be used. During this process there is no wastage and even the 

rough bran is kept in baskets to be used in beer or, when 

millet stocks are low, it is mixed in with the flour. 
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THE HOUSEHOLD PANTRY FOOD FOR DAILY USE 

Pantries called "omalimba" are required for ' the storage of 

food which are close to the oshini, within the epata and close 

to the cooking place. 

Adequate prepared and unprepared food needs to be stored so 

that there is sufficient for the daily meals of the 

household. This is short term storage which is constantly 

being consumed by the family and supplemented by supplies f rom 

the oshini (stamping area), the granary or the cooking areas. 

The wife usually has a personal elimba close to her own 

quarters. It is not directly related to the food preparation 

areas and contains the utensils which she values most. These 

include pots, baskets and cal abashes that are used only by her 

when she is preparing t he food. Grain is stored in open 

buckets which she alone prepares. 

Other pantries do not have specific relations with members of 

the family except that it is mostly the young girls and the 

mother who use the epata in which they are located. Clay pots 

and baskets contain the flour, grain and beer; meat is hung 

from the roof structure to dry; sorghum shoots are spread out 

on moist hessian bags in preparation for beer making and 

porridge is kept in pots which are sealed against insects. 

These items and containers occupy a lot of space and it is 

normal for a household to have at least two omalimba. 
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THE HEARTH FOOD AND COOKING 

A place needs to be provided in the epata which is sui t able 

for cooking. It needs to be situated close to the pantry and 

oshini and have its own shelters under which cooking and 

eating can take place. 

Food is cooked over open fires, and fonns part of the female's 

domestic activity whic h is spatially centred within the 

epata. Large quantities of flour are not kept in the pantry 

which means that millet is stamped regularly to ensure an 

adequate and constant supply. 

Traditionally each wife i n a polygynous homestead had her own 

cooking place in which there was a hearth made of three 

cooking "stones" or potsherds. Most Bantu-speaking used three 

stones but because there are no rocky outcrops in Ovamboland 

the stones had to be constructed out of the clay from anthills 

into fonns resemb 1 i ng pots (Loeb 1962 : 171 ) • Today broken 

pots are used to fonn the hearth upon which the cooking pots 

are placed. Only occassionally do the men get involved with 

cooking and this is generally when meat is roasted. Fuel is 

provided by cattle dung and wood. The dung is collected by 

the chi 1 dren from the nearby pastures. Firewood is generally 

scarce and is mostly fou nd only in those areas that have not 

been deforested which are in the Mbalantu and Kwal uudi 

speaking areas. 

4 
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The staple food is porridge, meat and vegetables. Cattle are not often 

slaughtered except on special occassions; goats, chicken and pigs form 

the general meat diet. Beer brewed from sorghum is drunk with the main 

meal and, when it is hot, during the day. 

Meals are prepared and cooked by the mother and assisted by her daughter 

whose kitchen chores include fetching water, washing vegetables, making 

fl our and so on. 

Usually only one main meal is cooked per day which is most freauently in 

the evening. This is the time when the whole family can get together 

after all the homestead, agricultural and stock keeping tasks are 

complete. Also, this is when the children return from school. In many 

households the father is away from home at great lengths of time on 

contract labour and it is mainly the wife, children and any relatives who 

may be staying in the homestead who will eat together. There are no 

fixed rules about where the meals are eaten. This could take place in 

the kitchen courtyard under the shelter or in the main meeting chamber. 
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A PLACE FOR THE GIRLS THE REPRESENTATION OF A FUTURE ECONOMIC 

ROLE 

A separate hut for the adolescent girls is required whic h is 

withi n the female zone. Unmarried girls above the age of 

puberty remain in the homestead of their father until they 

marry. The time spent in the female zone is a period of active 

part i cipation and preparation for their own 1 independent 1 

production when they one day leave the homestead. 

Production in the homestead takes place with the extraction of 

labour from within itsel f for the exploitation of resources 

under its control. In thi s context the female zone or 1 epata 1 

is a major sub-unit of production in that it constitutes a fonn 

of labour power which is expended in the production of crops 

and the maintenance of the homestead. Hi stori ca lly, in the 

polygynous household, each epata represented an autonomous unit 

which was reinforced by the number of children. Because the 

role of the boys is outside the realm of the girls and because 

young girls do not leave the homestead until they marry they 

constitute an important reinforcement of the labour power 

within the female zone. Under the rules of neolocal residence 

in Ovamboland a newly wed woman leaves her father 1 s homes t ead 

and establishes her own epata in the homestead of her husband. 

If he does not already occupy his own homestead the couple stay 

with his father or with hi s maternal uncle (Loeb 1962 : 132). 

In all cases the new wife is expected to become economically 

productive and is expected to know how to maintain and manage 

the resources under her control. To this end she assists from 
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when she is a sma 11 girl and is gradually integrated into the 

wider nature of running the homestead and its agri c ultura 1 

activities. Typical t asks include stamping the millet, 

assisting with the harvesting, preparing food, collecting 

firewood, cleaning the homestead and so on. 
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HOSPITALITY A PLACE FOR GUESTS TO STAY 

At least one hut is required as a "guest suite 11 for friends or 

relatives who come to stay or for passers-by who need to spend 

the night. It needs to be part of the private zone of the 

homestead and possibly in the female zone. 

The place for guests automatically forms a part of the 

homestead's ''schedule of accorrmodation 11
• 

This is due to: 

1) Social responsibilities 

2) Respect for the indivi dual 

3) Sense of corrmunalism 

The visitors hut shares space with the wife's hut in the 

'female' compartment of this domain. The hut is usually 

sparsely furnished and chickens are allowed to use the hut for 

nesting and laying eggs when it is not being used. 

It is significant that the visitor shares space that is 

occupied by the wife's hut and store room. This 'female 

space• is important because of the soci a 1 status attached to 

the wife who offers a portion of her space to the house 

guest. Besides, to be spatially included within the intimate 

part of the homestead integrates the visitor with the life of 

the occupants and represents a form of spec i a 1 welcoming and 

hospitality. Historically, the guest quarters formed a 

particular part of the layout of the homestead. Depending on 

rank and sex, the guest quarters were separated, the most 

important occupying zones close to the household head or first 



130 

wife. In a polygamous society each wife had a small gues t hut 

and it was the duty of the first wife to attend to the guest 

of the household head (Loeb 1962 131 }. This inheritance is 

currently reflected in the physical position of the guest hut. 
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INNER SPACE THE NEED FOR PRIVACY 

An intimate, private zone needs to be set aside which is for 

the use of the family, close relatives and invited guests. It 

needs to be positioned in relation to the public areas of the 

homestead to ensure maximum isolation and possibly 11 difficult 11 

to get to. The family needs spaces for its sleeping quarters, 

ablution areas, cooking and eating activities which do not 

fonn part of its public or social obligation. 

The value of privacy is reflected in the position of the 

family's sl eeping and eating quarters. Relative to the notion 

of front (public), the more personal spaces for the occupants 

are situated at the back (private). The position of these 

spaces suggests that the importance of privacy is physically 

manifested by the compartments in which the sleeping huts and 

food preparation spaces are placed and by the circulation 

routes which lead to them. 

The hut, as a cell of occupancy or activity, is the most 

intimate unit within the scale of private and public affairs. 

It is the sub-unit withi n the overall compartment of pri vate 

life which, by its relation to other huts and shelters, forms 

smaller compartments relating to particular activities and 

spaces. 
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EAST FACING ENTRANCE THE GARDEN GATE AND FRONT DOOR AT ONCE 

There is only one entrance (onu) to the homestead which is 

situated in the outer palisade surrounding the homestead and 

faces an easterly direction, which makes it easily recognisable 

More than one onu is expensive and makes the homestead more 

vulnerable to criminals and other intruders. Traditional 

religious ideas, even if not currently practised have been 

inherited which affect aspects of settlement; including the 

entrance. Also, in a flat landscape it is necessary to 

provide some form of orientation and to use appropriate 

p 1 anni ng techniques that respond to an understanding of this 

environment 

Besides i ts pragmatic function of being the only entrance 

through which people must pass from the landscape to the 

privately contained world of the individual family, there are 

other important functions which the onu has to perform. These 

functions have to do with how homestead space is re 1 ated to 

its wider social and physical environment such as those which 

derive f rom, amongst other things pre-colonial relig ious 

concepts and appropriate planning techniques and which are 

reflected in entrance position and technology. 

The forma l approach to the homestead establishes and confi rms 

the east : west axis around which the homestead is organised; 

for example the east/public/front west/private/back 

relationship is a clear indication 
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of the two fundamental zones of the homestead relating to the social 

aspects of family life. Because the sun is life-giving (by its 

association with Kalunga) these directions became important spatial 

symbols which were associated with certain social rites. For instance, 

if a person was asleep or a sick person was allowed to remain lying down 

at sunset then they ran the risk of going down with the sun to the world 

below. Sick people therefore had to remain upright and standing at 

sunset in order to avoid 'going down'. Similarly, at sunrise the sick 

and weak were brought to the main entrance so that their condition could 

be enhanced by the life giving sun (Loeb 1962 : 129). 

Although many of the pre-colonial religious ideas have disappeared they 

have nevertheless left their mark on contemporary society; such is the 

case with the east facing entrance. 

This spiritual logic is supplemented by an environmental planning 

technique which is similarly logical and rational. In a horizontal 

landscape with very little scope for vertical articulation, the east 

facing entrance establishes a rule which helps to orientate people when 

approaching a homestead. The palisade, from a distance, appears fonnless 

and by making the entrance position invariable, a planning 'rule' is 

established thereby making orientation easier and the approach less 

confusing. The importance of this idea is cl early demonstrated by all 

hoMesteads. In one case where the entrance deflected slightly away from 

the east the owner constructed an independent wooden frame situated 

outside the palisade and which faced the "correct" direction. Further, 

he indicated that he had to have his "front door" facing the east. 

{Personal communication : July 1983). According to Loeb {1962 : 129) 

previous homesteads had two entrance s . A main entrance facing east and a 

secondary entrance f acing west whi ch was used for the family, their 
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servants and as an exft for visitors. Also, when the cattle kraal fonned 

an fntegral part of the homesteads' outer perimeter space, the main 

entrance was approached through the driveway (oluvanda) whfch led to the 

entrance of the kraal. It was fenced in with bushes and constructed to 

ensure that cattle did not enter the fields just before harvesting 

(Bruwer 1961 : 54ff). There is no evidence of these patterns today. 

The position of the entrance is made visible by the way it is constructed 

in relation to the palisade of which it is a part. It consists of a 

frame which is made up by two vertical posts, a cross-beam and a 

threshold set into t he ground. A wooden door is hinged to one side and 

padlocked. Generally the same wood used to make the palisade is used to 

construct the entrance frame. Larger, more prominent timber members are 

chosen for the job. Traditionally only certain types of wood could be 

used to construct the frame and which prevented the entry of unwanted 

spirits (Loeb 1962 : 129). 

During the construction of the homestead the first important elemented to 

be erected after the palisade has been marked out is the entrance frame. 

By 11modern 11 dimensional standards it is narrow, usually between 55()nm and 

70cmim. This is a historically inherited dimension which dealt with 

keeping the spirits from entering the homestead at night and was usually 1 
reinforced with a high threshold over which people had to step (Vedder / 

1966 : 75; Moller 1974 : 111}. Except in cases where people have used 

standard doors from hardware dealers, the narrow width is maintained at 

the entrance. 

In the sense that it is a threshold at the entrance to the homestead 
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which is neither a "house" in the 'western' sense of the word nor merely 

the collection of functional spaces such as huts and courtyards, it 

becomes an important "lock" which clearly establishes the access to 

private space that is neither the "front door" nor the "garden gate" but 

both at once. 
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THE MAIN MEETING CHAMBER THE MOST IMPORTANT PLACE IN THE 

HOMESTEAD 

A fonnal "lounge" is required which can be used as a place for 

the family to get together, guests to be entertained, fonna 1 

meetings and important ceremonies such as marriages 

This space needs to be clearly defined within the homestead 

pattern and must rel ate t o the entrance, the public areas and 

have access to the rest of the homestead. 

This is the centre of t he homestead which carries with it 

symbolic and practical significance. It is the most important 

space i n the homestead and an opportunity for the owner to 

display his traditional wealth and status. 

The importance of this space called the olupale (which means 

"a big clear space") has been historically detenni ned. 

Functionally it is significant at two levels. Firstly, its 

traditional role derives from religious ideas based on the 

belief of a Supreme Being. He was represented by the sacred 

fire (edi ko). The meeting place contained the fire and 

occupied the central position of the homestead. The fire was 

the most important feature of the homestead which consequently 

elevated the importance of the meeting place above all ot her 

spaces. The symbolic meaning of this space was further 

enhanced by it being the venue where the horns of slaughtered 

cattle were placed, usual ly on a rack near to the fire. These 

included t he horns of cattle which belonged to the matrilineal 

estate of the family (Bruwer 1961 :53-63) and the horns of 

sacrificed oxen (Walton 1956:157). Whilst this aspect relates 
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to the religious substance of the space it nevertheless 

broadens its significance to include economy. This is because 

of the value attached to cattle; the number signalling the 

wealth of the owner. Secondly, this space was meaningful at a 

pragmatic level. As a pl ace it was shaped as a 

multi-functional chamber to which all the passages led. It 

was used for counselling, important meetings, festivals, beer 

drinking and dances. Shelters (etala) provided shade and 

seating was on logs around the perimeter of the space. 

Although the traditional significance of the olupale has 

become less important it nevertheless retains value as the 

focal point in the contemporary homestead. Although i t is 

pri vate and at the heart of the homestead it is also a public 

area. The family use it on a day-to-day basis as a setting 

for eating, drinking, some cooking, socialising and also for 

chopping wood. At evening time it is usually where the family 

gather round the fire and both adults and children participate 

in drinking beer. The fire, seating logs and cattle horns 

maintain the importance of the space as the nucleus of the 

homestead. 
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GOODS OF VALUE A SAFE PLACE FOR INHERITED ITEMS AND OTHER 

THINGS 

A storeroom for personal items and inherited goods of value is 

usually provided close to the husband's or wife's hut. 

Valuable articles are often bulky and large requiring a lot of 

space. There is consequently little space left over in the 

personal sleeping huts, so a separate storage hut needs to be 

built which is shared by husband and wife. 

The only inheritable fonn of estate is movable property; 

notably cattle. All ot her possessions are handed down 

according to the laws of matrilineal inheritance and either 

used on a daily basis or specific occassions. A women's 

personal effects and cooking utensils are handed down to her 

daughter. The personal belongings of a man pass to his 

brother or nephew or sometimes to his own children. This 

pattern ensures that there is always a stock of items in the 

homestead which are valued and need to be taken care of. 

These are stored in suitcases or tied up in bundles, the 

contents of which include: 

Belts made from ox skin cal led omuija. 

Men's and women's aprons made from the stomach of an ox, 

called etet a. 

The back apron worn by a woman -made from the skin of cattle, 

called onguuo. 

Baby slings made from the skin of calf or from brightly 

coloured patchwork cotton fabrics, called odikua. 

Jewellery such as copper beads, earings, ostrich eggshell 

beads, copper anklets and bangles and so on are safely stored 

away. 
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Other items such as drums made from hard wood, called ongoma, 

spare bicycles, extra bl ankets, beds or any artefact which i s 

not fre quently used are stored together. The hut has a 

padlocked door which is a 1 ways 1 ocked and the key kept by 

either t he wi fe or the husband. 
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THE 11 CUCA 11 SHOP : A SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC DEVICE 

A 11cuca 11 shop either outside the homestead or at its edge 

which is used for selling beer and other smaller items and 

meeting and socializing with people. 

It is usually therefore easily accessi b 1 e to the community at 

1 arge. 

Socially it is important to remain hospitable; and by 

establishing a venue where beer can be obtained ensures that 

people will congregate and meet at the homestead from time to 

time. Thi s is one way of making money and a 1 so penetrating 

the cash economy. Usually the entrance to the homestead or 

along a pathway that passes the homestead close by is the best 

place for locating the shop for maximum public exposure. 

There is a rising tendency for this space to be part of the 

'schedule of accommodation ' for the homestead. The demand for 

each homestead owner to have a "cuca" shop has increased 

during the recent past. (This observation is based on 

periodic visits to the area during the period from March 1979 

to July 1983). The tenn "Cuca" is Portuguese and is used in 

Ovamboland to dennote a place for trading mainly small scale 

and perishable goods. Soap, matches, sugar, second hand 

clothes, candles and so on are colllllon items displayed on 

shelves and worktops. Beer however is the most colllllon. 
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Traditional brew is made from the fennented sorghum by the 

women. It is brought to the 11cuca 11 shop in buckets and sold 

by the jug. It is not a strong intoxicant and people can 

drink it for many hours while sitting around catching up on 

the late st social goss i p and news. The beer made by the 

breweries is bought by t he owner from traders in one of the 

towns or settlements. He then sells it by the bottle at a 

profi t. 

The open i ng time varies. There is no set period for trading. 

Sometimes the shop is le f t locked for periods of up to a week 

(Personal observation : 1983). It depends on whether the 

owner is at home or whe t her he in fact wishes to trade at a 

particular time. The women are al so 11 cuca 11 shop owne r s 

either individually or as co-partners if neighbours wish to 

pool their resources. 

Construction is mostly of a timber frame cl added by sheet 

Metal. One space divided by a counter top with essential 

seating at the edges is the usual layout. Sometimes a shelter 

is attached near the door and seating provided outside. 
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HYGIENIC SPACES BATHROOMS, URINALS AND GARBAGE PITS 

There are three types of ablution/hygiene spaces whic h are 

planned and integrated into the homestead layout. These 

spaces are the bathroom, the 11 urinal'1 (oixuxuilo) and the 

garbage pit 

The bathrooms and urinal s are mostly concealed by palisades or 

behind huts, and are close to the private and public zones of 

the homestead. Garbage pits must be located close to the 

homestead. 

Personal hygiene and good hea 1th is ranked high and there is 

an implicit and unspoken planning rule that the landscape be 

kept free of litter. 

People take great care i n washing regularly and the chi l dren 

are taug ht from a young age to keep themselves clean. The 

"bathrooms" generally occupy left over spaces which are 

concealed and private. Depending on the size of the household 

there i s nonnally a fema l e and a male "bathroom''. In smaller 

family units one wash area does the job and would nonnally 

consist of a galvanised sheet metal laundry drum in which one 

sits or stands. Millet meal mixed with water is sometimes 

used in place of soap. The floor surface is stamped hard and 

smooth to a falls away from any hut which may fonn part of the 

screen. 

Urinals called ''oixuxuilo", occur more frequently in the 

plan. For instance, there is always at least one oixuxuilo 

which is located close to the main meeting chamber. This 

would 
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approximate the 'western' meaning of the "guest toilet". Other 

oixuxuilo are similarly planned for convenience; close to the 

female zone, next to the homestead owners' hut and so on. A 

large log is simply laid against the palisade to form a barrier 

for the loose soil wi t hin. People do not defecate in the 

homestead but use the ag ricultural fields. 

Every homestead owner digs a shallow pit for depositing 

garbage. Paper, beer cans, broken bottles and so on are dumped 

in the garbage pits which are rotated from time to time . The 

only cri t eria for the position of the pit is that it should not 

encroach upon the cultivated fields. The areas between the 

farms and homesteads is exceptionally clean and pollution free. 

• 'N~ f4 PLAC'E. 
(> 4N?.M C. E. Prr 

HOMESiEAl:> IN 1\1£ ~'41fE.tl\'IA 
t> \~IRIC.T. 
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TERRITORIAL SPACE THE MEANING OF BOUNDARIES 

Boundaries around territory over which there is a personal 

use-right are made explicitly clear. 

There are historical and pragmatic reasons to do with the 

system of land tenure why this is so. During the pre-colonial 

period land ownership was vested in the king or chief. He 

appointed headmen who were granted with land rights in 

specific districts. The heacinen assigned segments or wards of 

each district to sub-headmen after the payment of cattle. 

They in turn provided individuals with farm sites which were 

also paid for with cattle. This pattern is identical today, 

the only difference be i ng the form of payment which is 

sometimes in cash. 

Just as there are rites of transition (Loeb 1948 : 16ff) 

marking the passage from one social state of life to the next 

so there are clearly delineated markers that indicate personal 

or individual space. There is an implicit and very clear 

sense of what is 11 here '' or "inside'' and "there'' or "outside" 

in relation to the individual, the family and society as a 

whole. This establishes a scale of territory, the delineation 

of which becomes sharper the closer to the individual it gets. 

The smallest "piece" of space is that which is occupied and 

defined by the individual. This spatial territory is 

represented by the hut. It is the private world of the 

persona 1 i ty who occupies its space and is furnished and used 

according to personal whim. 

® 
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Beyond the threshold of the hut is the uoutside" world of the 

family. It is bounded by a continuous palisade which 

establishes the compound of the homestead. Into this the 

personal and functional spaces of the family are inserted in 

such a way as to create a comp 1 ex of i nterre 1 ated sub-zones 

for personal and group action. The compound establishes the 

intimate world of the family unit thereby setting up a "here : 

there" relationship with the farm from which access into the 

homestead is only possible through the onu (main entrance). 

Limited and controlled access prevents farm animals from 

entering, in particular the goats, who do a lot of damage. 

The farm is marked by a continuous boundary of thornbushes 

which forms a dense hedge to keep unwanted animals from the 

crops prior to harvesting. A scarcity of suitable materials 

prevents this form of boundary in many regions where the 

owners merely stake out their land in a gesture of territorial 

delineation. Often, in the absense of a formal farm boundary, 

1 andmark s are used as property "pegs". Tal 1 trees, ant hills 

or, in some cases, electricity pylons, perform this function 

of establishing what i s "inside" and "outside". These are 

features which are prominent in a horizontal landscape which 

has very little vertical relief. 

The wards and also the districts have edges to them. They are 

not formally marked off but, as is the case on some farms, 

1 and scape features detenni ne the extent of the oshi 1 ongo or 

omikunda . The main feature of delineation does however appear 

to be the oshona system which sets up clear clusters and 

neighbourhoods of fanns. 
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MIGRANT LABOUR THE EFFECTS ON TECHNOLOGY, STYLE AND MAINTENANCE 

The effect that mi grant 1 abour has on the pattern and fonn of the 

homestead is twofold. Firstly, it derives the homestead and its econoll\Y 

of an important source of 1 abour power. This means that the work of 

repairing of huts, building additional structures, adding to the palisade 

and so on has to be done by others .£!'.:_ the work has to be postponed until 

such time as the Men return. Contract periods vary between eight months 

(Personal findings : July 1983} and eighteen months (Totemeyer 1978 : 

156}. Building repairs and gP.nP.ral hoMestead maintenance are nonnally 

undertaken from September to November, that is when the agricul t ural 

economic cycle allows them to happen. Consequently if the men are not 

back during this period, less time than is necessary is spent worki ng on 

the fabric of the homestead than would nonnal ly be the case. Secondly, 1 
the technology that is used for constructing the homestead is beginning - -
to be challenged. Workers exposed to ideas and techniques in the towns 

and on the mines and fanns are 'importing' not only ideas about forms 

(such as roof style and plan shape} but are also returning with actual 

building components. It is not uncommon to find a lorry or bakkie loaded 

with door fraMes, timber sections, steel windows, door leafs and so on 

winding its way through the oshonas. The new structures that are built 

using this form of technology are not common and within the homestead 

they are usually occupied by the wife or an elderly man. A lot of status 

and iMportance is t hus being attached to the new style. In none of the 

case studies currently being investigated was there any structural 

transformation within the relations between spaces in the homestead. 

These technical changes are thus purely at 'surface' levels only. 

The absence of men from the homesteads at great lengths of time has 

consolidated the co-operation between neighbours and reinforced social 

® 
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links. People fonn labour groups in order to assist one another with 

agricultural and homestead activities. 

Men who are away are not necessarily at work in the south although this 

fonns by far the largest group. Figures for 1975 show that out of a 

population of just under 400 000 there were 40 000 away on 1 abour 

contracts - 10% the of total population of Ovamboland (Totemeyer 1978 : 

156). Others are employed by the military and police forces in the areas 

and are away from the homesteads for most of the time. The third group 

of absent males are those in exile. They are Mostly the Men who have 

joined the liberation movement and its military wing which, according to 

observors, comMands widespread popular support (Moorsom 1982 : 68-9). 

Migrant labour in Ovamboland and in Namibia as a whole is not a recent 

phenoMenon but has its roots in the pauperization of the country 

beginni ng at the turn of the century (Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977 : 

lOfi). It is not necessary to trace its hi story here but rather to point 

out that the homestead as a set of spatial relations, appears to have 

withstood the forces that Migrant labour has brought to bear on it; a 

response which suggests some form of in-built flexibility. 

nt~ N~W l'EcHr-toLOCH: 
SHU:! METAl- AND SVN-tl?.IEl> 
BRICK W>i:S\'RVCl\ON( ~KO 
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INFORMAL EDUCATION CHILDRENS 1 RESPONSIBILITIES AND GAMES 

The homestead, its grazing areas and cultivated fields fonns the 

background for the preparation for adulthood. Traditionally this 

education was broad with the aim of preparing boys and girls for their 

future economic role. Today most young people are forced by 

circumstances to leave home and find work in the towns and on fanns in 

the south. For this reason the education at home has little to offer but 

is nevertheless sti 11 emphasised as being customary and necessary for 

personal development. 

The education at home is infonnal and learned by participation and 

experience rather than by the conscious passing on of knowledge i n a 

system divorced from reality. As such, most of the education is by 

imitating the adult way of doing things. Children learn tasks and 

techniques simply by doing them. Most of what the child learns is 

practical and has a direct bearing on the economic life of the 

homestead. This makes the child 1 s activity meaningful as it contributes 

to the general feeling of mutual responsibility in the family. Moreover, 

much of what is by imitating in the homestead carries through to the 

children 1 s games as well. Models of cattle and homesteads are made by 

the boys; babies are imitated by the dolls which the girls make and play 
-with. A knowledge of natural materials, plant and animal life and manual 

skill is developed by the boys because of their participation in 

activities related to animal husbandry and hunting. The tasks of the 

girls are related to the domestic chores in the homestead and from an 

early age become assistant housewives : stamping the omahangu, collecting 

firewood, 1 aundry and so on. The overall effect of these re spec ti ve 

activities is that they introduce at an early age the sexual division of 

labour in and around the homestead. 

4: Q 
0 
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FORMAL EDUCATION THE ALIENATION OF YOUNG PEOPLE FROM THE HOMESTEAD 

A recent increase in the number of educational facilities has added to 

the number of people being educated in schools. Beginning in the mid 

1970's the Ovamboland administrative authorities embarked upon an 

accelerated progralT'l!lE! whereby classrooms, schools and hostel facilities 

were built in the region (Personal discussion with Mr Oosthuizen, Works 

Department May 1979). This provision has brought with it social 

changes which have indirectly affected the homestead and the overall 

settlement pattern. 

Economic pressures have forced the need for fonnal education in the 
11western 11 style. Job opportunities and consequently economic status is 

enhanced by a school education which has meant that most young people now 

attend one of the schools in their respective districts. Because of 

distances and the l ocality of these facilities not everyone who attends 

is a day scholar: many children have to be acco11111odated in hostels. This 

means that they are away from the homestead for most of the year thereby 

depriving it of a valuable source of labour and economic power. The 

imbalance in the economic equilibri um which results has to be made good 

by the rest of the family, usually the women, the elderly and the very 

young who take on t he extra tasks. Daily chores by the young boys in the 

stock-keeping sphere and the young girls in the domestic and agricul t ural 

spheres have either to be neglected or done by others when time permits. 

This includes helping to maintain t he fabric of the homestead: pal i sade 

repairs, sweeping the courtyards, assisting with thatching and so on. 

Household income derived from migrant labour, casual labour in the nearby 

towns and 11cuca 11 shops is spent mostly on maintaining the children at 

school. Whereas this was previously expended on the farm and homestead 

in the fonn of new building materials and agricultural implements, it is 
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now used for school fees, books, shoes, uniforms and other sundry 

expenses. 

The schools focus primarily on educating for vocational skills with an 

apparen t de-emphasis on training for social relationships, which is what 

the infonnal education in the domestic situation offered. Education was 

traditionally acquired by copying the skills and actions of elders which 

the child witnessed around him. Thus, besides learning technical and 

domestic skills the young people were automatically socialized into 

perf orr.ii ng what constituted socially accepted behaviour. School 

education has in effect separated these two "educations" which has 

conseouently created differences and controversies between age groups in 

the family. The authority of parents has been challenged and, in some 

cases, weakened (Tuupainen 1970 : 132). The spirit of communalism in the 

community has been de-emphasised in favour of individual interests. 

Teenagers frequently do not have any interest in the affairs of the 

homestead and the fann and the network of co-operation that reinforces 

and maintains the continual economi c production of the society as a whole 

(Personal observati on : July 1983). Peasant families and the community 

are becoming more stratified into distinct classes as the alienation of 

the young people from the rest of society increases. 

' . . . 
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RITUAL THE SYMBOLIC NATURE OF SETTLEMENT 

Rf tual procedures are the ceremonial manf festations or 1 acting out 1 of 

myths. This means that belief systems are the foundations upon which 

rituals are fonnulated and to which they refer. As Hammond-Tooke points 

out; 

"Ritual fonns the articulation point between the 
belief system and the network of day-to-day 
interactions be t ween men which is society. It is here 
that the social and ideational interpenetrate 11 

(1980: 344) • 

Included in this are ritual acts that are focused on aspects of 

settlement and land usage; they are the means whereby settlement is 

enriched with meaning. They are seldom carried out today but 

nevertheless retain importance, even if indirect, on the symbolic nature 

of space. The meaning of space is enriched by certain rituals that 

pertain to particular pieces of space, that is, the symbolism of the act 

enriches the identity of the envi ronment at which it is directed or 

within which it is performed. The close relationship which exists 

between the idea, ritual and space is physically adressed by the rites 

often performed at socially defined spatial intersections such as 

thresholds, boundaries and edges. In particular these are the rituals of 

insurance that are perfonned as measures of (i) protecting the homestead 

and assuring (economic) success in the realMs of (ii) agriculture and 

(iii) herding. An emotional involvement with space is thus generated by 

the integration of social rites with aspects of the physical environment. 

( i) The homestead: Tradition ally these measures applied mostly to 

new homesteads that were about to be occupied. Certain 

constructional details and materials were used to counteract the 
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effects of witches and natural acts. A crossbeam of special 

timber spans the gateway of the main entrance to keep out 

witches. Similarly, thresholds of sticks or bottles keep evil 

spirits and sorcerers away (that is, besides the practical 

functions). Bruwer (1961 : l 36f f) notes that species of gardenia 

were put on roofs to protect huts from lightning. 

(ii) Agriculture: A medicine-man walks around and across the fields 

of the farm and buries medicine in the soil to protect the crops 

from thieves. The same is done to the granary. The medicine is 

removed before harvesting time. 

(iii) Herding: The "dancing of the cattle" is both a feast and a 

ritual ( Bruwer 1961 : l 36ff). It occurs when the cattle return 

from distant grazing lands to the farm. Singing women dance 

around the herd se 1 ecti ng the best kept cattle. The ceremony 

ends with a feast for the herdboys. This ritual purifies the 

cattle and ensures much milk and many calves. 

~ 
I 
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SOCIAL RANK THE HISTORICALLY INHERITED INDICATORS 

Status and social rank are rooted in concepts of wealth which derive from 

two different sources. The ffrst concerns values attdbutable to the 

past and the pre-capHanst mode of production wMle the second may be 

ascdbed to contemporary socio-economk forces in Ovamboland and Namibia 

as a whole. Both these concepts are focussed on the adult male although 

there are indications to suggest that the role and status of women is 

changing to take on a new significance (Moorson 1982 : 57 ff). 

In the pre-capitalist mode of production in Ovamboland social rank was a 

physically reflected phenomenon which was measured by the size and 

coMplexity of the homestead, the number of cattle, the area of fields 

under cul thati on and the age of the household head. In polygynous 

households cattle were the prime generators of weal th and status : they 

were used in exchange for wives from other 1 i neages, as the more wives 

the greater the labour power to work more land. Wives meant the 

possibility of more children which increased the chances of more 

daughters and the subsequent prospect of more cattle as bri depri ce when 

they left to get married and so on. Furthermore the complexHy of the 

homestead layout was a function of the epata (female zones) which 

accumulated with more wives. 

There is little to suggest that, in the peasant social formations prior 

to the arrival of European traders in the 1840' s and the subsequent 

transfomations that took place up to the introduction of the migrant 

labour system in 1917, there existed any form of class structure or 

"feudal aristocracy" based on the unequal spread of weal th 

(Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977 : 98 - 101 ). That is, in spite of the 

control of land and the accumulation of surplus extracted by trade and 

exchange by the kings who ruled the independent kingdoms of this region. 
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Furthermore, these measures and others have, until recently, tended to 

'level 1 out the distribution of wealth in the co1T111unity which prevented 

the rise of a permanently weal t hy group or family. Other measures 

included the laws of kinship with dispersed matrilineage clans which 

determined the lines of transmission for the inheritance of property, the 

succession of rights, the patrilocal pattern of residence and the absence 

of any form of t he private property of land. These social mechanisms 

have been severely challenged by the intervention of the capital economy 

which has generated its own indicators of wealth. 
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RESPECT FOR THE INDI VIDUAL THE ELDERLY AND CLOSE RELATIVES 

~still, Aron was my mentor and many years my elder 
- according to our customs , I could not possibly 
walk out on him. So, in anguish, I listened." 
(John Ya - Otto 1982 : 38). 

The dignity of the individual is highly respected in Ovambo society. 

Obedience to those in authority and a sense of generosity and 

encouragement to share material goods are values which are stressed. 

There are historically detenni ned reasons why these codes of conduct are 

maintained. The pre-colonial era was characterised by independent 

kingdoms dispersed across the region each with its own ruler. The most 

powerful of these were the Kwanyama kings of north-eastern Ovambo 1 and 

(Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1977 : 97). Irregular tensions caused mainly 

by cattle raids generally generated a desire amongst all people for peace 

and tranquility. The aim of this fonn of moral law is thus individual 

respect and goodwi l l towards all. These patterns of behaviour are 

especially noticeable in relation to the elders of the community and 

close relatives. 01 d people particularly are regarded with respect and 

dignity as in the pre-colonial era they not only tended to accumulate 

1 arger herds but al so had many wives and could therefore work more land 

(Clarence-Smith 1979 : 73). 

These attitudes have physical or spatial manifestation in certain aspects 

of the homestead: 

1) The homestead and farm as a whole represents the essential unit 

of production, the family. The complexity and size of the 

homestead reflect the status of the household head as do the 

amount of cattle and extent of agri cultural 1 and. These issues 

automatically clarify his social responsibilities which demands 

respect because control of t hese resources and the continuity of 

homestead life rests ultimately with him. 
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2) A special hut called the onduda jovafuko is built for the sole 

use by: the wife 1 s mother and father, the husband• s mother and 

father and the wife's brothers. It is also used as a ceremonial 

hut for when a man brings home his new wife for the first time 

for use as a ''honeymoon suite''. The new wife stays here and is 

looked after for a month or two before becoming economically 

active. 

3) When people (including those familiar with the family) approach 

the main entrance they announce themselves by shouting their 

greetings and ask for the person they wish to see. A reply is 

usually returned from inside the stockade. It is considered a 

breach of social etiquette if one's arrival is not announced. 
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OIAPI'ER 3 

a::NCliJSICNS 

Hanesteads in Dvarrh:>land, as ohserved and studied in this investigation, 

display similar characteristics of layout, organization and accamodaticn. 

This suggests that, while no t\t.10 h:mesteads are identical, there are L-

definite structural regularities which are camor1 to all. The pattern of -
the harestead is an enclosed c:.'Cll'µ:>und which is characterized hy a central 

feature (the sacred fire) and an east facing entrance. In other "WOrds, 

there is a clear indication that underlying each individual harestead 

design is a prototypical diagram which is particularized hy the 

owner/ruilder. I t is in this light that the following preliminary 

conclusions are proposed: 

1) F.ach harestead owner is his own planner /designer and builder. He 
(1) 

accepts and uses +-..he standard spatial ~nts which are typical of 

the :tonestead and, hy inheriting specific ideas ahout space, which are 

handed do.Yn fran generation to generation, c:x::.nposes +-..hese CUtifXJ11ents 

into a fonn which suits his socio-ecnnanic needs and is appropriate to 

+-..he ecological environment. This is achieved within +-..he frarra..ork of 

an accepted set of rules which help him order his hanestead in 

relation to the physical and non-physical context. In +-..his way, hy 

using availahle techrx:>logy and naterials, spatial relations are 

autaratically regulated into a fom which confonns with the physical 

and rx::>n-physical requirerrent s of the envit'Ol1ITle?lt and which is 

enhellished with syrthols into a style which is neaningful. An 

irrplici t understanding of the envi t'Ol1ITle?lt helps the decision-nakil'XJ 

and design process insofar as it eliminates many of the variahl es . . 
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thet'e is oot so m.x:h a questioo of what fotm to adept, ooly tow to (2) 
ot'det' a set'ies of 'givens' to suit peno1al needs. 

2) Physical space is thus defined with the help of a conceptualised (3) 
t.ot:cgt'aphy. A difficult task is thet'efot'e aut.anatically nade easiet' 

hy the ' mechanical• inhe!'i ta.nee of this tq:x:x:_rcaphy which is 

suhsequently deployed individually. This diag"Cam (ot' mental nap) of 

space indicates the p!'eferred plan of the lxrrestead and is taken fot' 

gt'anted as a planning tool : in othet' \tJOt'ds, it is the theory which 

informs appt'opt'iate pt'actice. 

3) Unde!'lying the pt"eferred plan (ot' pt"ototype fut' settlement) is a set 

of spatial cx.rrq:xments consi sting of cells (huts and sheltet's), 

cx::mpat'trrents (meeting places and courtyat'ds), paths (passages), 

gt"ana!'ies and cattle kt'aal which a!'e st!'Uctu!'ed acco!'ding to a 

specific oode of !'elations. This stnictu!'al oode is rooted in the 

cultu!'al canplex of the society and hy !'elating the spatial COtifXXients 

in a particulat' way, it calls the prototypical lnnestead into heing. 

The prototype is then particula!'ised into vet'sions which a!'e at once 

unique, meaningful and t'es}XXld di!'ectly to individual needs. 

4) In o!'de!' to define the h:::nestead p-cototype, it is necessacy to 

cla!'ify the p!'operties which unde!'lie its canposition. By distilling 

the tarestead into "key structu!'es" (Kupe!' 1980 : 11) it is possihle 

to delineate its conceptual rrodel. Using current examples of 

h:::nestead case studies ohtained hy on-site investigation and ea!'lie!' 
descdptions (Bn.iwe!' 1961 53: Loeh 1962 : 128) it hecares feasihle 

to postulate a nodel. 
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The oonclusions d-cawn by Loeh in this . t"egat'd at"e hased on the 

p!'edani.nant pt"ea::>lcnial JX>l ygyrn.is lnlserold. In his desct'iption of 

the Kwanyama l'anestead plan, he desct'ihes its layout which: 

"has as a rule fout' rrain divisions in its living 
quartet's : one each fot' the kt'aal head, the fit'st wife 
and second wife; and one fot' the othet' wives. These 
fout' divisions at'e gt"Ouped arotmd a centt"al court.yam, 
the rrain rreeting place called the olupa.le. Fout' is the 
Kwanya.rras' sact"ed nurmet', standing not only fot" the 
foUt" cat'dinal dit'ections, hut als:> fot' a synthesis of 
sacred fonn and nurrhet'. 11 (op. cit : 129). 
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A b\A4RAM Cf 1\\t Ftl..'<C8NC1JS 
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l'btwi thstanding the lack of clat'i ty t'egat"ding the s:>Ut"ce fot" Loeh' s 

"sacred form and nurmet'" theory, +.his description, alth:>ugh it is 

prohahly a true -ceflection of the r:olygannus ln'restead, does rx>t go 

fat' enough. It fails to -cecognise +.he importance of the subsistence 

m:xle of p-coduction which fonns the foundation ft'an \tfuich the social 

fot'ITBtion is de-cived. Ag-cicultut'e and s+...ock-keeping at'e the hasis of 

subsistence. This estahlishes the tasis of the division of lahJut', 

wherehy agt"icul tu-ce -celates to the role of 'V.OTlen and pasto-calism +.o the 

-cole of men. If settlerrent pattern is +.he mitTOt' of social formation 

(Hanson 1976 : 32) then it Cx:>Uld he assurred that the-ce exists a di-cect 

t'elation he~n spatial patterns and the node of prcduction arrl 

aspects -celat ed to it. In othet' 'lllUC"ds, a -celationship hetween 

agt"icultu-ce, pas+.o-calism, eooroni.c roles arrl settlement. The 

following key stt'llct.u-ces cla-ci fy this -celationship in space: 



the 'olupale' 

the 'epa.ta' 

the 'osiunda' 

the 'etarrb:> lcrnanda' 
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(rtale une and rrain meeting chanhet') 

(female une) 

(cattle lrraal) 

(granary) 

5) Thet'e is no pt'escrihed gecmett'ical fonnula which c:nnnects these 
elements, hut t"at.het' a scale of "synholic dimension" (Kupet' 1980 : 8) 

(4) 
which affects theit' placement in space depending on the whim of tre 
h:rnestead ownet'. The t'egulat' rrannet' in which the key stt"Uctut"es at'e 
ot'ganized in O\Tarrb:)land suggests the at'ticulat'ion of t\\O dimensions 
which at'e associated with attitudes to Cb with: 

i) status (rrale and ferm.le) , and 

ii) life fot"ces (articulated by the East/west axis). 

6) By using the synholic scale, the key stt"Uctut"es and theit' spatial 

cx::up:>nents such as huts and courtyat'ds at'e 1..mselfconsciously cr.rrp:>sed 
hy the ownet' /huildet' int-...o a h:rnestead scherre that is at once fitting. 

In this way the synholic scale fonns the stt"Uctut'e which hinds 
t.ogethet' +.he fout' functional key stt"Uctut"es • It thet'efot'e heccnes 
possible +...o postulate +.hat these t\\O scherrata constitute the diaQ't'arn 
(ot' code) fot' hooestead space in OvarTt-oland. 

I WESt I ni:.At> ·. l)()\HN. 

I 
I L\'lt~ ·. UP 
I 

iEt>OT 

1\\E. l>IA41l"M Of "1\'\~ t-'OME.'=>~b : \Nt>\cAll~ rrs OR,4A.N\Z..&.l lONAL -!>~1.X:.:n.lRE. . 
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7) The fonn of the diag-ram ITBY he analysed g-raphiically as having the 

following properties: 

a) Structure: 

. . CEN1AALt1Y AND 

.. ·. · . - -: · .:- P~\ P\-\ER.Y. 

b) <kientation: 
'N . 

------ ..... ---- - --

c) Texture : 

d) <kganization: 

"'f:. . 

LAB'fRIN\r\IAN Q\JAW1Y OF 
1H~ ~ROONt:> PLAN . 

8) There are certain consistencies which emerge if the conceptual rrodel 

(the syrmolic scale and the four key structures) is applied when 

examining previous l-cJnestead plans (Bruwer 1961: Loeb 1950 53: 

Loeb 1962 336). Although p::>lygyny has disappeared, the basic 

structure or diag-ram of the l-cJnestead has remained intact. These 

hcftesteads derronstrate adequately the key structures and their 

relations hy virtue of the synholic scale. Given the ~ct C11 the 

social forITBtions in rurthem Namibia due to the work of missionaries 

starting in the 1870's (Clarence .. Sznith and M:orean 1977 : 101) and the 
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develcprent of migrant lal"nlt' ftan 1917. aiwat'ds, the h::mestead has 

nanaged to rcaintain its fundamental structllt'e. The gt"eatest effect of 

these fot'ces has heen the virtual elemination of polygyny. 

Notwithstanding the t'etention of fonn and ovet'all a~t'ance, the 
(5) 

h::mestead has t'emained t'esilient and has heen able to cnpe with 

changing socio ... ecx>nc:Jnic fot'ces. This is probably due to its 

flexihility which det'ives ftan a ronceptual rrodel that is rot 

pt'ertatut'ely specific in a gearett'ical Ot' fonral sense. Thet'e is 

evidence to suggest that sirnilat' fonnulae pt'evail in othet' pat'ts of 

southern Af-rica (Mat'ks and Atnot'e 198 : 13). This lends supfX)t't to 

the at'gument that the stability of the lnnestead is due to its 

flexihility hy vit'tue of the stt'engt.h of its diagt'am. 

9) The settlement pattern in Ovarrtoland is c;pverned hy a code that 

establishes the t'Ules hy which spatial t'elations at'e ot'ganized. This 

is sirnilat' to a language in that each h::mestet'ad is the t'esult of 

a pet'sonal manipulation of the elemmts (spatial cx:mponents) in a way 

that autcmatically ronfonns to the code (ot' t'Ules of gt"anmat') fot' 

settlement. It may thet'efot'e he at'gued T.hat each lat'get' spatial scale 

(ot' pht'ase) rontains smallet', rrot'e detailed scales and that the 

ovet'all settlement pattern (cx:rnp!"ising distt'icts, wat'ds, 

neightout'l~s, fanns and so on) ronstitutes a fonn of extended speech 

Ot' discout'se. This in tum calls fot' t'hetot'ic which is ultimately 

t"OOted in the ideology of the society that genet'ates it. 
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Postscript 

'Ihl.$ study presents an awt"Oach towaros the undet'standing of settlement 

which is hased ~a structural-functionalist metlm of analysis used hy 

social antht"QPOlogists. 
--------- - Its aim has heen to identify the evidence fot' the 

encoded fonnula of settlement space and thet'ehy gain a fullet' undet"standing 

of indigenous spatial pattems. These findings indicate the pt'esence of 

evidence to support this hypothesis, hut hefot'e confident ffi.l!'.lX'rt can he 

given, not'e wot"k will have to he done. In ot"det" to detennine pt'ecisely the 

encoded t"egulat"ities that tt"anscend specific envit'Orntlents, not"e settlerrent 
(6) 

types would have to he studied in southern Aft'ica. By studying and 

canpat"ing othet" indigenous settlements using a similat" metlm, it v.ould he 

possible 1-_o explot"e not"e fully the settlerrent code. This could t"esult in a 

gt"eatet" and ht"oadet" undet"standing of the meaning and function of space in 

indigenous settlerrents, which would he of pt"actical henefit to at"chitects 

and plannet"s woo at"e involved with hahit.at-rraking in southern Aft"ica. 

Aloo, hy testing the indigeOC>Us diagt"am fut' settlerrent against the ccntext 

of infomal and planned ut"han settlements, it would he possihle to see what 
(7) 

happens 1-_o it undet" tlnse cxndi tions. Such t"esul ts oould he used as a 

measut"e against which new designs and physical developnent stt"ategies could 

he awrnpt"iately evaluated. 

Endrnt.es 

1 vide inf. Conclusion, point 3. 

2 Such as huts, sheltet's, cx:>urt.yat"ds, palisades and the inhet'ited 
diagt"am fot' the h:rnestead. 

3 Gould, P. and White, R. (1974) Mental Mai;s. p.52. Middlesex : 
Pelican Books. A conceptualized tcpogt'aphY is a rrap ot' diagt"am which 
is the t"esult of a cnrplex int et'actioo of values t"OOted in the social, 
political, ~c and t"eligicx.Js fot"rrations of society and the 



168 

relative im!x>rtance attached to each. It det'ives ftan the "'10Tld view and is thet'efot'e the way in which a society sees itself : lnw it is ot'ganized socially; the pol itical houndat'ies within the gt"OUp: the role of the \loa'ne?l; division of l.aro.rr, and so on, all interact to fonn a self-image which is ' i deal'. 

Hanson, J. {1976) Time and Space in two Nineteenth Century lbvels. At'chitectut'al Associaticn 0-.lartet'ly, vol. 8, oo.4, W• 32·38. When this intet'action fonns a synthesis of ot'ganization Ot' system which, if it is suhjected to minirral external intet'fet'ence and t'emains constant, it hecorres possihle to descrihe the society as heing 'rrechanically solid'. In othet' wot'ds, when the rrental diagt"am intet'acts with the physical envirorunent, it constantly t'ept"Oduces settlements in a t'egulat' rranpet'. 

4 The t'esult is what Huffnan tenns 'expt'essive space'. Huffnan, T.N. (1981). Snakes and Birds : Expt'essive Space at Gt'eat Z.iJTi:1ab....ie. African Studies, vol. 40, ro.2, r:p.131. 

5 That is, the h::rnestead considet'ed as a set of spatial t'elations which physically articulates the social t'elations of its occupants. 

6 Such studies could he of henefit in testing the hypothesis that Bantu settlement types at'e vat'iations of a mmor1 conceptual diagt"am which takes on particulat' fonns when it intet'acts with diffet'ent environmental contexts. 

7 Fbt' example, the inevitable a:>nflict het\Yeen histot'ically inhet'ited ideas and the t'equit'ements of day·to-day living is highlighted in the tt'ansition rran a suhsistence econcrny to a consumet' econany in the ut'han context. These two CXJ'T'q'.X>l1ents of the diagt"am could form the focus of fut'thet' investigation . 



Glossacy 

EPata 

Fann 

fbnestead 

Kalunga 

Kraal 

Lahyt"inth 

Olupale 

anikunda 

cnu 

Oshilongo 

Oshini 

Oshipale 
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The female portioo of the h:Jresteaa, consisting of the 
cooking at"eas, stot"age huts, am pt"ivate quartet"s. Also a 
clan in the matt"ilineat" systern of social ot"ganization. 

This is taken to rrean a 'Native dwelling ot" a:mplete 
h:rrestead. Al so used fot" European rouse: h:Jre, arode, 
t"esidence, quartet"s. • (Tut"Vey 1977). These definiti ons at"e 
sanewhat ohscut"e, if rot sirrplistic, in equating the \t.Ot"d 
rreaning with that of t-.he 'Eutq:)E!an • house. People t"eferred 
nnt"e to the etn'l'ho as heing a family rare ot" a h:me of people 
t"elated thn:~1gh kinship, t"athet" than as a t"efet"ence to a 
collection of matet"ial CCJ!tfonents. (Pet"sonal ccmmmications 
with peasants : July 1983) • 

Often t"eferrd to as a' tuin • (Arrik. fot" • gat"den • ) • The tenn 
is used to t"efet" to the agt"icultut"al land v.ot"ked hy a single 
h:rrestead. 

The settlenent unit which fonns t-.he rrodule fmn which the 
settleirent pattern as a wh:>le is made up. See 'eunro' arove. 
The tenn is also used het"e to t"efet" to the peasant h:>usehold 
as the unit of pt"oductioo. 

The Supt"erre Being. Also God, deity. (Tut"Vey, 1977). 

Animal enclosut"e Ot" hyt"e, especially that used fot" cattle. 

The tenn is used het"e to t"efet" to the rraze-like quality of 
the qround plan of t-.he lnrestead. 

The centt"al space in the h:Jrestead which contains the sacred 
fit"e. It is the main neeting/t"eception venue. 

Wat"ds undet" the supet"Vision of suh-headrren. 
of sevet"al hcrnesteads. 

A wat"d consists 

The main entt"ance to the h:Jrestead which faces east/rnt"th­
east. Accot"ding to Tut"Vey (1977) the tenn t"efet"s to a 
dootway constructed of a • f-rame funning an at"ch • • 

Distt"icts undet" the supet"Vision of headrren Ot" seniot" headrren. 
Each distt"ict is suh-di vided int-..o a m.mi1et" of wat"ds. 

The enclosut"e fot" stanping t-.he gt"ain into flout". 

The place fot" tht"eshing and wi~ the hat"Vested gt"ain. 
It consists of a hat"dened floot" sut"face and a t"ack fot" 
stot"ing the gt"ain. 
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The ex>llecti ve tenn for several matrilineal groups wb:> occupy 
space in eouthem l\ncpla and rnt'them Namihia and wb:> are 
a::>nsidered to he part of the Western Gt'oup of Bantu speakers 
(Phillipson 1977 : 229). So far only the Kwanyana arrl Ndonqa 
languages in rnt'them Namihia have heen transformed into the 
wdtten fonn. 

The region in the extrerre north of Namibia which has heen set 
aside hy the Odendal Report as a Bantustan or 'haneland' 
with its own fonn of quasi-'independent' authority; as part 
of a ?Jlitical schene fot' Namihia as a wb:>le. 
The tenn is used fot' cnnvenience only in this investigation. 

P!::"e-oolonial The era pt'iot' +..o fot'eign influene and oonquest hy the 
European colonial errpit'es heginning at the tum of this 
century with the Genran and lat.et' +J1e Bt'itish and South 
Aft'ican forces of occupation. 

Suhsistence 
F.corany 

Trihe 

P!::"oduction whet'ehy only the imnediate and sl'x:>rt tenn needs of the pnxiucet's at'e provided fot'. Surplus is usually not used 
for exchange which genet'ates unequal gain Ot' investment, All 
the qoods pt'oduced have a functional Ot' social value, t'athet' 
than exchange value. 

An ohscut'e tenn covet'ing sevet'al definitions: speaket's of a 
camon language; inhahitants of a pat'ticulat' at'ea.; a group 
of people wb:> shat'e a a:mron value system, and so on. It is 
often used hy outside ohset"Vet's and officials to denote what 
they view as a gtOUp, when the people undet' ohset"Vation nay 
themselves not share any sense of groupness. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Field Notes. Sate ~king rx>tes am diagrams made in OVarrholam. 
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Aerial view of Oshakati location 

This is separated frcrn the 'white' areas hy an oshona. 
situated several kilorretres on the road to Ondangwa, 
develoµrent the only difference heing ~.hat of style 
house form. 

APPENDIX 2 

August 1981 

Ongwediva ~ship, 
is the latest such 
and appearance of 
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Srx>ntaneous settlements: An aerial vieN of Oshiele 
(Scale 1:1000) 

APPENDIX 3 

August 1983 

The lat"gest and rrost concentt"ated gt"o.-.rth occut"s in tht"ee at"eas amund • 
Oshakati in the settlements kno.vn as Oshiele, · Uupindi arid Okatana. Ot.het", 
SP"allet" qro,.Jth roints at"e scatt-et"ed alonq the rrain t"oad hetween OshaY.ati 
and OndaI"lg\'Va • 
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APPENDIX 4 

ARTEFACTS AND CRAFTMANSHIP The use of local resources 

Local craftmanship and materials are 

household utensils and other artefacts. 

uti 1 i zed to make 

Skills have been 

handed down from previous generations which are refined and 

appropriately developed for making c~ntainers, furnishings and 

other items which are economically and socially valuable. 

Indigenous resources are transfonned into everything that is 

required for domestic activities, social events and economic 

production. It is not necessary to list every item but rather 

to isolate the important objects so as to illustrate the range 

which is produced. The resources which are used include clay, 

plant and vegetable material, iron and animals. 

Clay is used mainly fo r making pots (embija) which is the 

craft of women. The oshonas and anthi 11 s fonn the source of 

the clay. It is collected in buckets and left out to dry if 

wet. Once it is suitably dry it is crushed into a fine 

consistency after which i t is ready for use. Pots are moulded 

by hand and are rounded with little, if any, decoration. 

Large pots are used fo r beer-making while smaller ones for 

drinking and for holding water. Any broken pot gets used as a 

potsherd for the cooking fires. Once the pot is fonned it is 

left to dry. This is done in a hole dug into the side of a 

mound or in a pit. The mouth of the hole is completely sealed 

during the drying out process which could last up to six 

weeks, the pots are then fired in open "kilns·• which are 
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shallow pits into which charcoal is put to cover the pots. 

Because not all women engage in pottery those who do usually 

make more than they require. The con111unity then buys the 

surplus (Personal observaions and discussions 1983). 

Plant and vegetable material used for the manufacture of 

artefacts consists of wood, millet stalks and calabashes. 

Cups, beer goblets and meat platters are carved from softwoods 

into fonns which are elaborated with simple graphics. Bold 

lines are burnt into the articles by hot iron rods after which 

they are smeared with animal fat or butter to seal the wood. 

Harder woods are used for knobkierries and arrow shafts. Bows 

are fashioned by trimming down the stalks from palm leaves. 

Small flutes are made from millet stalks. Calabashes are 

grown on vines in the homestead and are used for drinking 

cups, spoons and serving ladles. Men and women make baskets. 

The material they use comes from the branches of palm trees 

which are cut into st rips and twisted into coils. Drums 

(engoma ) are made from the hollow trunks of hardwood trees. 

Iron smelting is no longer colTlllon and widespread. It used to 

be mined in southern Angola (Clarence-Smith 1979 : 61) by all 

the people in region. A limited number of blacksmiths produce 

hoe blades, knives (omikonda), arrow heads (oikuti) and 

assegai heads (omaonga}. The latter are used for hunting and 

for slaughtering domestic animals. 

Animal skins are used for floor rugs and for making rope. The 

horns of cattle are carr ied by herdboys and blown when calling 

the herd. 

Graphic decoration occurs on all artefacts which are produced, 

except buildings. 
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FISHING AND HUNTING 

Fishing during the rainy season is a favourite seasonal pastime. After a 

period of heavy rain and when the floodwaters begin receding, fish are 

caught in the oshonas between the farms. These are mostly small, 1 ung 

fish (Clarias gariepinus) which come into the Ovamboland flood plains 

from the Cuvelai and Cunene rivers in the north. They are caught by 

using dip-baskets, called ejongo, which are shaped 1 ike beer sieves. 

Very thin saplings are used to construct the ejongo which vary in size 

froM about 380nm to 450mm diameter at the wide end. There are two ways 

in which fish are caught. The 1 arger fish are trapped by plungi ng the 

baskP.t over them and into the muddy surface. They are then simply 

removed from the narrow top of the basket through a small opening. 

Alternatively the fishing is done in groups and the baskets are skimmed 

across the surface collecting the smaller fish which are emptied into 

baskets on the land. People indicated that fish were a delicacy which 

were either eaten in dried form or boiled. 

Hunting is hardly practiced due to the scarcity of game. In pre-colonia l 

times hunting formed an important part of the diet and was controlled by 

the kings (Loeb 1962 : 158). Today, the only areas with any game are in 

the extreme eastern parts of Ovamboland where small buck and hare are 

occassionally hunted. Bows and arrows and small assegais are used by the 

boys for this purpose. Birds are also sometimes hunted using bows and 

arrows. 
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