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ABSTRACT 

This thesis studies the mode rn histociography of Khois a n 

resistance through a discussion of five selected authors. It 

outlines the main theses of these authors and of fer s a 

conceptual and methodological critique. 

The thesi s also describ~s concepts of Kho i s an ora] 

'tradition, which are used a <u a basis fo:( I~. hc c on ceptual 

critique of tle historiogr~phy. 

In the .L ight of the cri t.iq"!le, an i:1tt. cmpt. .i ~:: macie> to 

develop new hypoLheses and g enora lj Zclt i. onu about Khu [. sclll 

resistance . 

Finally, the conclusion draws out t h e rel evance o [ t hi s 

work for both history and society in South Af r lcCl. 
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I NTRODUCTION : TELL ING AN AFRI Clili STORY 
" the fate of the San at t he han ds of al ien 
peoples has b een par all e l e d b y t h e di sregard wh j c h 
histori a ns have by and large s h ovm them. 11 .1 

This thesis began as an introduction to a case study on 
nineteenth c e ntury Khoisan resistance. Fairl y ear ly on i n my 
research I rea l i z e d that the his t o r iogr aphy wa s n ever going t o 
serve as a sprin gboar d f rom wh icfl to laun c h my ca ~~ (; s tucly . 
Ins tead it formed a net o f u nE ollndecl El s ~3IJmp1~i o w" 
methodologica lly unsound anal y s es and incorrec t conclusions ; 
all of which bound me conce p tually and ana ly L.i. ca. l Ly. T ry as I 
might, I could not sneak und2 r it o r work my liV ay arou nd j t. .I n 
the end I found that befo:r~'e I could ge t to t h e c ar3C? study I 
was going to have to unrave l the :h i st~o:r i ography down to p a c h 
individual strand. Thus the work at h and d ims q u iLp 
deliberately at leaving a mass o f loose ends. 

Those who had writ tE.cn the hi st. o rieE; came f rom t:h r:o cuJ. tll .n.! 
of the coloni z ers, v/h i l e I waf.; wor kinq teom U l r'O! s t c-H ldp oi n I. () r 
t. il e c o loni zed . This dichot omy proved t.o b e L·. h (~ eruc i C) I 
pro]:)Jem. Timc:: a nd timr:o aga in r f o und my~)elJ' Lh:ink i nq : ' Thi ~j 

Just does not ma ke ::;ense ! I Ponder i. n~.J thi.s , [ ((~ a.L :i :/.cd lhdt: my 
re f erent. was a quiLe s pec i f :i e ver s ion ot h .i ~,; t~. u ry b a n ded down 
to me through oral tradi t ion whi ch d if f ere d from t h e wr i LLe. 
historiography on seve ra.L cruc ~i al p oints. The p roblem l ay n (!t 
just in dif fe r e nt i n terp r et a t i o ns DE t.he ~3 d me event~;, tJu l., 
more [ undame nta11 y ; in the wa y crucia l conccp t ~ .: we:ce cl (!f Ln f::!d . 
One could call it a l an9uage probl em . I fOUIH.'i Ll'lD i: !:, vr,,:n suc h 
ba.sics as t he word 'Khoisan I h a d a very d i f r-c n~IJI: lTI (~ 'HILnq f o r 
those who we re descende d from th~sc p e ople ~nd f o r t ho se who 
were not . Th8 words 'res~i. stanc c! ' a n d 'co .L l(}bo rat::i on' mC clfl i-, 
cLi.f fe r e n t t hings t.o thosc:',: who w (-~ rc coloni z ed a n d i.ho ~ ; (: wh u 
we re not. Th e n th(~ :c (-? we ce c oncc pt.s which 'd(-'!C'e m("'~lni r.l~Tfll:1 t.O 
the J at ter, suc h as 'pee '- c ol on i c) l ' a nd ' pre - r1i. ~3tory ', IIJhi.. c h 1. 0 
the former we re almost mecmingless. I n mom8 n t.S o f' d c::sp Cli,- r 
even began to suspect:. th at 'e rll:: wend ' his t o ry ' rw.cl <.it lei) ~~ t t w c; 

mutuall y incompatibl e mc'!an ing f.::; . 
Thu s 1 could n ot. even b e q i n t:o (jc~ (1 1 wiLh LflC! 

histori ography until I b ad [:ct up ~ ome l, i nc'J or di ct. i OIl Cl CY, 
trans l a t i n g be t ween the c u l t ure w.L Lh in wh i c h I Lh j n k and Lh e 
culture wi. t h in which I am wri t. ing. My s econd purpo ~; e b e c 2uTle t o 
redefine ana l yt ical concept s .E rom the s t. a ndpu i.n t of o r a.! 
history . Now , v.Jhat i s offere d h e r e is no t ortJ.1 b i ~~t. o(y i n th 
conv E;nt i onal s en ~:;e . Th e :r: e wi ll b e n o i n tel-vl ('!\!JS or t. r:a n s c ci pL S 

1 J. Wrig ht, "San H'L story and NOD - San .Hi s t. or. ia u s II 

Collpcted Semi n a r Pape r s o n t h e Soc ie t i e s of Sout.h e r n Afri ~a 
1977, Institut e of Commonwealth Studi es, Londo n , p p. 1. 
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presented, no systematic exposition of ' t raditi ons. Perhaps a 
bet ter name would be o:('al cuI t u re, since my purpose i s t o 
explain what particul ar c on c e pts me a n , n o t what is be ing s aid 
wi th these concepts. In fact.. , in the rete l l ing of a story a 
discussion like the one I am attempting here would n e ve r 
happe n since the v ery act o f story t ell ing builds o n a set of 
shared cultural meanings which are so obvious, Lhey are never 
in question and thereiore neve r explaine d . Either you are 
within the culture and do not have t o ask, or you are outs i de , 
in which case you should n o t be told. I n a sens e , then, t h e 
oral hi story in this thesis can be seen as coming entirely 
f rom inside my head. It may b e viewed in the E;a me s pi r i t a s I 
am using it , as a concept ual basi s for a cr i t i q u e o f t he 
historiograpt~ and as an alte r n a t ive wa y i n t o the sou rces . 

Th is alternative worked much b e tLe r tha n I h a d d a red 
hope. Almos t imperce p tibly, my tra n s l a t 'l on of cTI ~1 t~U I~ cl1 

concepts mer q ed i.. n t.o my t h ird pu r po s l: , n ame ) y to b e'g in iW 

al t.erna tive i nt:.erpretat:.ion of t h e sourC8 S b cu; (~d on t h (~ 

con cepts o f o r al tradition .. To re tur n to my me t aphoI" , I b e q i:.Ul 
Lu replait.. , very loosely, i;ome o f t he l oose eIld~3 1 h cld 
unrave l led . I say 'began' a n d 'loos e l y ' adv Lsed.1 y" I t wo u l 
go f ar beyond the boundar i es o f t .. h i s ','lork t.O r- ewri t ,~ Kh o i S dn 

r es i s tance h is tory " St i T1, i l: would not: be r i g h t: [, 0 t e a r d own 
the historiog raphy wi l-. lwut of f e c.i.. n q a way 1:0 r eblJ i l ei i t . 
Therefore , e a ch chapte r i n th i s the s:i s i s d i v i d e d i nt u a n 
analy t ica.1 s e ction which d iscusse s th r~ h i s tori og rap h y , ,md a 
conce ptual one which translaL e s conce pts a nd o f f e r s new 
hypotheses. wi t h i n the scop e o f t ld s the s i s , j t i ~; n o t 
neces sary tha t t-.he s e hypothese ~:3 b e correc L . Th e y Tl.ec d me r e l y 
be suf f icient ly pl aus ible t o invi t e f u r t h e r r e s ea rch . My hop e 
is that I can demonst..rat e l.. hat a his t o r i .. oSJ raph y wh l eh bc:~ri. n:..: 
f rom the way we understand ou r p a st c an o f [c:_:[ a more [rll i l ~ L u 'l 
understanding of the past.. a c lLcms o f l\l.ci c a wJ . /\.1. the vcc 
leas t , it:. s h oul d o ff e r a sohl ti on I~ o my pce ;3 c~n l" pr'()b .L u TI, 
n a mel y that of how to r e ad re sist a nc e h i.s i....or i oqrapJJY . .1 t UJi.l l 
lJ J:' obl e m is s o lve d h e r e, T wi Ll bl~ at):\ C ~ to r etu rn l.· o lny CD ~; l! 
s t u d y with a c l e ar mi n d. 

In s urv e yi ng t b e mod ern hi stor i.oSJ_ca p h y 0 r' Kh o i_SdIl 

r e s i stance WE' are con f ron ted wi t lJ () p e c u l i a r p ara ci o x. : a b od y 
o f hi storian~ , quit e d e libeca tc l y ~~e L ou t to [ e r u Le col uni i;lJ 
myt h s about t h e Kho isa n . Ye t i n Lhe p roce s s t he y c n d c ll IIp 
restat ing, a n d reinf o rcing, many o f t h e co l onia l ~) I :~ ce () t ype s 
which the y s e t out t o di s p r ove . S t r d-n g e though t h i s may seem, 
it is not an u nprecedent ed event i n South Afr i can J"t i s t oxy . A t 
the height of the Black Consciousness moveme n t of l:he ..Lat.,,: 
s e venties , S t eve Biko warne d us a g ainst s ympath i 7. i nq wh.i.tL.; 
political a cl-: i..v i s ts by arguing with b r utal f ra n k nes s L.h a t 
' f i rst the y ki ck you, th e n Lhey v~an L. to t e J I y ou b ow 1..0 
r espond t.o tha t kick /. To r e p hra s e t Ile a r gumen t , we, w en_~ 

ki c ked a r ound fo r centu rie s . No w mo d e r n r e s is t ance 
histor iog r aph y wants to t el.1 us how we r e3ponded t r that k i ck . 

presented, no systematic exposition of ' traditions. Perhaps a 
bet ter name would be o:cal cuI ture I since my purpose is to 
explain what particul ar c on c epts mean , not what is be ing s aid 
wi th these concepts. In :Eact., in . the rete l ling of a story a 
discussion like the one I am attempting here would neve r 
happe n since the very act of storytell ing builds on a s et of 
shared cultural meanings which are so obvious, they are never 
in question and therefore never explaine d. Either you are 
within the culture and do not have to ask, or you are out s i de, 
in which case you should not be told. I n a sense, then, t h e 
oral hi story in this thesis can be seen as coming entirely 
from inside rr~ head. It may b e viewed in the same s pi r i t a s I 
am using it, as a conceptua basi s fo· r a cr i t i que o f tbe 
historiography and as an alte r nat ive wa y i nto t.he sou rces . 

This al te rnati ve worked much betLe r than I h a d darr~d 
hope , Almos t imperce pt i bly, my translat'i on of cll~1 tU J~ a . 

concepts merq ed i nto my t h ird purpos l~ , na ne :J y to b f.:g in ;'111 

al t. ernati ve i nt:.erpretat:.ion of the source s bas (~d, on the 
con cepts of ral tradition. To return to my me taphor' , I be~Ful 

Lu replait., very loosely, ;,;ome o f t. he loos -: end~3 L had. 
unravelled, I say 'began' a n d 'loosely ' advL sedl y. lt wou Ld 
go fa r beyond the boundar ie s o f this wo rk to r ewri te Kh o i sa n 
res' s tance h i ~ tory , StiT1, iL would not: be r i ght Lo t . 21.1 d own 
t.he historiog raphy wit.hout oi feLi. n q a 'vIay Lo r ebu i l ei i t. , 
Therefore, e ch chapte r in th is thcsi s i s divided into an 
analytical s e ction which discuss e s the h i s toriosrraphy , ,md a 
conceptual one which translat e s conce pts and o[terG De w 
hypotheses, wi thi n the scop e o f tr j s thes' s , :i r.:. i ~; not. 
necessary that t:.he s e hypothese !_' b e corrcc , They n.eed Il1e:ce l y 
be suff icient. ly plaus i ble t o invi t e furthE~:C n~ sea.L'c.h , My hope 
is that I car demonst.rate that:. a hi;;~ t ()r:i.. o9:r.'aphy whi ch bC:~Jins 
from the way we understand ou r p ast c an o f fe r a more [ '-ll .i l~ i u l 
understanding of the past a ct .1. e DH of ALci c Cl JlS . AI. the vc.;:c 
least, it s h oul d offer a sol uti on I ~ o my prc:~ r3cn l-. pcob.L ,tn, 
namely that Ot how to r e ad resi st. ance h i.s t.ori09rapJJY , .I t UJ r.lL 
problem is sell v e d her e, T VIi U JJl~ ab l E~ to r eturn ['-,0 lrIy ctJ~~ e 
study with a cl e ar mind. 

In survey i flg t h e modern h i stori.o SJ.c~ phy 0 f' Kh o l saIl 
r e s i stance VI P are con f ront e d wi t b (} P -. cul iar paradox. : a body 
of historian [, qu i t. e d e l:i.b erately seL ou t to r E-fu Lc colonii;d 
myths about t h e Khois a n. Ye t i CI Lhe roce s s I~, b.ey end(~d u p 
restat ing, a d reinforcing I many o f t h e colonial BI:ecen types 
which they s e t out to disp r ove. S trange though this may seem, 
it is not an nprecedented event i n South African )-Ji s t oxy. At"_ 
the height of the Black Consciousness movemen t of l: .he .Late: 
seventies, S t eve Biko warne d us a ga' nst sympatb iz i nq whi te 
political a cl: ' vists by arguing wi th b r u .al f ra nkness t.h i'l t 
' fi rst they ki ck you I then Lhey wan L', to t eJ 1 you h ow L.o 
r espond to tha t kick'. To .r.ep hrase the a r gument , we wen_' 
ki cked arou nd fo r cent.u rie s , Now mo d e r n re sis tance 
historiograph y wants to Lell us how Wt? L~ spond ecl t c that kicl' . . 
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In a more academic context, Ducille has described how 
this is done: 

" ... othered groups .. . remain obj ects o f the white 
h e i.e ro s e xual ga7.e throuqh ollL the t ext , den -ipd t h e 
auLh o r ity of cultura l voice , marg inalized and 
objectified even in those discussions in which t h ey 
are the putativ e subj ects . . .. It is h:'om s uch a 
skewed perspective tha t the tone of the d is c ourse 
is e stabl ished, and we see the conseque nce s o f a 
methodology tha t adds the othe red as an object u f 
d i s cou rse wit.hout_ au t h o rizing i t. a s a sub:j (~ c t . II :> 

This is exac tly what. happene d in t he historiogr aphy of t he 
Khois an . De s p ite t.heir purpose of rej f~C t ing coloI] lcd 
stereotypes, t h e wri t e rs c:once .cn e d could n ot gran t t he Kh o i :; ,m 
an authority o f cul t ural voice . That:. t.he in tent. i on was t o 
treat the Khoisan E3ympat.het i cally is not in d i sput.e . I wil l , 
however, shm - that the Kh oisan re s isters \lH~ n:~ ob ~iec tL L i e d 
within the historiography a n(l that in adding tbe Khoif3 dn af~ elfl 

object of analysis \llit.hout granting them the-i .c s ubjec tivl~ 
unders tanding of t h.eir own his t. o r y, t h e w:c i.Len:: faL lc~d te) 
liberate t he i c h i storiography [rom i ts c Olonlal ~nteced enl .s. 
I nst.ead they p r oduce d a t ext. ual neocol oni i11 i ~·; m, one whi ch 
purported t.o 1 iberate at t h e same time as i L boun d and 
fettered the Khoisan to the colonial image o f who t h e y wcrp. 

There are seve ral :cea :30ns why th 'j s pcobl em f':: .hou Ld hi; 
glaringly obv i o u s wi thin the f l e-I d of Khoisan lli:3t orioq[uphy. 
The most fundamenta l ce a~:;cm i r3 U1CtLi t:-..i s an (~X t.r(~ ITlC I y r;maJ I 
f ield. Despj t e the fac t: t.hat t ll ("':! K hoi ~-: cUl rwv8 lJ ad_ l-he lon<jcl :1. 
history o f all groupf~ i n southern l\fr.icd, t.rle i c hiS i. o r:i CJ9 C2.1pil) 

is probably the least ext.ensive. The f:-~t:.udy o J- rC fJj st_ ~.mce i r; ,If! 
e ven smal l er. subfield. Compared to, I- or. inS LCl nC() , 1.l1 (~ 
constitutional h isto ry of t_ lle Cape or Lbe ccUn Orrl"LC h.isLO(Y 0 
the Tr ans vaal, KhoisDn resi s ta nce h istor'i og ruphy .i s ext rcme L, 
sparse. For t h i s study I h ave c hosen f ive auLh o r s who b eLwcen 
them represen t s o me of the b es t work in t h e f i e ld and wh 
therefore wil l best illuminaLe t h e concep t s a nd analyses wiLh 

2 A. Duc i lle, " IOthered' Ma tters: R.econ cepl: ua_Liz ing 
Dominance and Difference in the Hi story o f Sexu a li ty i n 
America", Jou r nal o f t he Hi s t o ry of Sr..>x u a l itv , 1-: 1, 1 99 0 , 
pp. 10 5 - 106 . 
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which I will take issue. 3 Apart from these five, I can list 
the work done i n the field in two paragraphs. 

v,]e have Penn's two es s ays on the e ighteen th c e nt ury 
fronti e r. 'J Tll ,}re is J'l1alhe r be' s s tudy of leading f i gures of t h e 
1799 war in ~he eastern Cape ~ , and Ki r k ' s wo r k on t h e 1853 
Kat River r e bellion.6 For t he lat t er h alf of t h e cent u ry , 
there is Ross' article on the !Kora wars of 1878 i'md h i s 
account of the Griqua rebelliun in t he same year, as we l l (} s 
Beinart 's two piece s on the 'war scares' of t h e 1890's i n e ast 
Griqu a land. -; The most det a iled narrative o f the 1878 

3 S. ['-Tarks, "Khoisan Re si ~;tance to t h e Dll l-~ ch in the 
Seventeenth and Eight.eenth Centur i es" J ou r nal Of btri,r,.:an 
History , 1. 3 : 2, pp. 55 -7 8; R. El p hick , KrcidJ ,mei C( l sll~. ~_ ' l.l1q 
Khoikh o i and Lh e Fou nding o f Whi t e Sou t h Afr i c a , ~T al e 
Univers i ty Pr e ss, New Haven, ~L 9F/ ; t-1. Le g a ss i ck , "'l'he NorLh(~rn 
Frontier to J820 " in R. Elphi c k and H. Gi l i ome e (eds . ) The. 
Shaping of South Af rican Soc i e t. y , Longman, Ca p e Town , 1 9 79 ; 
S. Newton,-King, "The Rebelli o n of th e Kr10i i n Gra (} [ - J<pinLL : 
1799-1803" i n Th e Khoi khoi l~eb~lLj on ,i n the EiJ~:;t::e cn Cdpe 
(17 99 - ] 80 3 ) Ce ntre For A:f: r i c a n S tudie ::..:: , Uni v ers j_t y o t Cap c=, 

Town , 1 9 8 1 ; C _ Cr ais, Wh ite E>uj).r:e rn cl c y a n d n , l a (~l:c_J<c sjF~tml r,.: f! j-fl 
Pre,· Industrial So u t. h Af r i c a : 'l'he r1aking of tlw CoJ on .lr.J.) Orde r 
i n t h e Eastern Cape CClffibr j dqe UOL vE-~rs i ty Press, CZ.lTrill.cidge , 
1 9 9 3 . 

'IN. Penn," The Fronti e r :in t h e Vil e ste r n Cap(" 1 700 -1 '/1\0" 
in J . Parking t on and M. HaLL ( ed s . ) Pape r s in U1 C~ J.)c.,?-h isto :cy 
o f the West e rn Cape , Sou t h Af r ica R.n . R, Oxfo rd , L98 ! ; 
"Labour, Land and Lives t ock i n Lh e v~ es L ern C r-1JX': OU r .Lng t. hc; 
Eighteenth Cen tu:r:y" in ft.7. ,Ja rne E; and M. S imon ~;, (cd ro; . ) 
Cl a ss , Ca s te and Co lou r : JJ... Socjal Llnd Economi c lli.sL_ory or '~j)e 
South Af ri c a n We stern 
Ne w Haven, 1 9 9 2 . 

s v.c . Kh o i Ca p t ains in t h e Thi rd 
R€!bellion in t he E.QGtcrn C 2.ilLC:;. 

C,JIHj 

6 T . Ki rL , " The Cape Ec o n omy a n d Ul(~ Kxp ropridL Lon elf 
the Kat River Se t t lement" in S . Marks a nd A . Atmor(~ (c d r; , ) 
Ec onomy and So c i ety in Pre - l n dus t r i al South Afr i c a Lo n gman , 
Ne w York, 1980. 

7 R. Ros s , liThe !Kora Wa r s Of! t h e O:.ca n ge Ri v er, 18 39 ­
1880", Journa l of Af r i can Histo r y , l6: 5, 19 75 pp _ 53 0-~) 6 8 i R, 
Ross, Adam Ko k' s Grigua' s : A S tudy in t h e Dev elopmenL.-Q[ 
Strat if icati o n in Sout h Africa , Ca mbridg e Univ ers i ty Press , 
1 9 7 6; W. Be i nar t , II Set t Ie r Accum1l1 dl:i o n in Eas t Griqua lan d " in 
W. Be i nart, P.Delius and S. Tr ap i do (eds.) Put t iner (.I Pl o !lqh to 
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uprisings is Strauss' published Honouris thesis, which deals 
solely with even ts on the easte r n p ar t of the Oran ge River.B 
Finally, we h ave Nass on's account o f the black sid e o f the 
South AfricaL War at the tur n o f t he century.9 

I have l eft Namibian historiography out of my account 
because it has, by and large, been wri tten as if e ven t s in 
Namibia w("re completely separate from events south of the 
border. I will name only two excep t i ons to this conclus i on , 
both b y historia ns res i d e nt in South Af r ica. The Bondelswar ts 
Rebe L Lion o f 1 9 22 dnd the f~ehob() L h H (~bellion o t 1 925 hav e 
givcn rise to two published papers by Emmet t and Pe ars on . 111 

This complet e s the s urvey o f the historiography o E Kho i san 
resistance. 

The ' si ze of the fi e l d i s a n importan t f a cto[ i n 
expla i n ing its limit a ti o ns , T1H,,! co 'l Lec t i v e rC~f:; (c>u r. ch e f :F orL l~ : 

smal l. A f actua l error b y one a u t hor may no t. be no t iced t o r 
y e a r s simply because there is no one else l"'ho :i.s a cqua intr':d 
with the sou r ces. If t.Il is is so wh e n it comes t o a simple 
matter of a d ate or a place , one may im,:1g ine h ow much l arg e r. 
the problem o f size looms in matt e r s o f i nte rp r e t a t i on . IL j s 

st ill possibl e to be Lhe only expert 0 11 a p a ,c t i cl1 l a r pe r iod or 
region. 'rhe historian may bene fit f rom genera~ i zat ion s f rom 
othe r p eriods, but thc r'e is no one t .o enrich the analysis or 
check the work by examples and arqum8n t s r.,;pecific to LYlat: 
peri od. The p henomenon of a singl c~ exper t is ~o common in 
Khoisan hist o r iography that it, i s easie st 1:'_0 n a me the s u b fi e Ld 
in which there is more than one au t.bor , t o wit , t:: he h u n d l"pd 
years ' war in the eas t ern Cap(~. Not:. surpri ~3 ingl y, thi ~:: is t: he 
s ubfield wh i ch presen t E~ the r ich E:st evi d ent :Lacy a nei 
methodo logical sophis ticati on. 

Li oIl and DisQ.QSE~~~~_S :~ Qll i n E'ln'i:ll.. 1l(21J1JJ 
w. " ..~'- ,~ ! -'- " ..J" - 1 93 0, l<.aVt)n Pre s :::.:, Job annc :::;burg , 1 9 13 6; W. 
BE'~inart. , "The Anatomy o [ a Ru r-a l Sca Le" i n W. Bei rla rl. cUl d (' 
Bundy (eds.) Hid d en Struqg le f, i n Rural Sou t b Af r i ca : P q l i L LCS 
and Popular t-10veme n ts in Tr anskei and t h e:: E ,lStp rn ~~':!.yc;,_ , 

Universi t y of Cc:U. Lf o rn ia Pre~: : ) , He:cke l cy lCJ il' I , 

8 T. St rauss, War Ch e O.can q e , Ce n tre For ALe i C c..u1 

Studies, Unive rsity o f 1 97 9. 

~ l.v. NasE;on, Abraham Esau ' s War: A Black So u t:h Afric an 
War in the Ca pe ! l 899 - 1 9 0 2 , Camb ridge Uni vers i t y Pre ss, 
Ca mbridge, 19 8 9. 

JO T. Emme tt I "Popular Res i stanc e in Nami b ia I 1920- 192 :'II 

in T. Lodge (ed .) Re si s t a nce a n d Ideologv i n S l'jt tl(~LSoc i~.J:i~s , 
Southern Af r ican Studies, Vol . 4 , I<ClV c..Ul p(C S[,:~ , 
Johannesbur q, 1 986; P . Pear:'son, "The Reh oboth Rebel l i o n " in 
P. Bonner (ed .) Wor king Pape r s in South e rn Afri c~n Hi s t ory , 
Ravan PreG c-;, ,Tob.annesburg, 198 ]_. 

uprisings is Strauss' published Honouris thesis, which deals 
solely wi th events on the eastern p a r t of the Orange River. e 

Finally, we h ave Nasson's account o f the black sid e o f the 
South AfricaL War at the tur n of the century.9 

I have l eft Namibian historiography out of my account 
because it has, by and large, been written as if e ven t s in 
Namibia w(;: re completely separate from events south of the 
border. I will name only two excep t i ons to this conclus ion . 
both by historians res i d e nt in South Africa. The Bondelswar ts 
Rebellion o f 19 22 . nd the Rehobo t h H (~bellion o t 1 925 have 
given rise to two published papers by Emmet t and Pe arGon . 111 

This complet e s the s urvey o f the historiography o E Khois a n 
resistance. 

The . si ze of the fi eld i s em impor t a n t f (.~ c to[ j n 
exp laining its limita tions. 'T' rl E~ co] Lec t ive r e s cu cch e ff o rL i~; 
small . A f ac tua l error b y one author lTIu y no t. be nc t ic ='c1 t o r 
y e a r G simply because therE:: is no one else who :i s a cquain l:c::d 
wit h t he sou r ces . If t.I1is is so wh e n it c omes t o a simple 
matter of a date or a place , one may imagine h ow much larger 
the problem o f size looms in matt e r s o f in t erpre t ation. IL is 
still possibl e to be Lhe only expert 0 11 a pa.r t icula r period or 
region. The bistorian may bene fit from genera..Li zat i on s f rom 
othe r periods. but there is no one t o enrich the c,nalysis or 
check the wo r k by examples and argumen t s f3pec ific to I.. 11.<1t: 
period. The p henomenon of a singlE=~ exper- is ~o cornman in 
Khoisan histo r iography that it i s easiest to n ame the s ubfi eL d 
in which there is more than one au t h.or. t o wit , l:: he h u nd J:' p(j 
years' war in the eastern Cape. Not: 8ur pris ' n g l y. thi ~:: is t: he 
subf ield whi ch p re s ents the riclJ e st e ,\T i d ent iC:H:Y a nci 
methodological sophi s t ' c atio n. 

'Ehe C';x'ound : Ac curnuJ al i oll and DisQ.os c:C ~': F; :~ or :l.n ~ural Gf.l!J.1.h 
Afr ica ( l85 0 - 193 0 • l<. av an Pres s. J 'obann [:;bLlrg. l C,)8 6 i W. 
BeiIlart. "The Ar atomy o [ a Ru r a l Sca r e" in W. D jnarl.uJd C . 
Bundy (eds.) Hidd en St r uqgles in Rural South A rica : Pc) I i t :i. c~; 
and Popular f'10ve me n ts i .n Tr ansk.ei and t h e 13,181:e ~n~~dJd(;L . 

Universi t y of CC:l.l ifo rn ia freu :, . Be:ckel c y 19 8'/. 

8 T. Strauss , v~ar AJ.onCJ t h e O.canq e . Ce n tre Fo r ALe i c an 
Studies, Unive rsity o f Cape Town . 1 97 9 . 

~ IN. Nasson, Ab raham Esau ' s War: A BlacJ Sou t b Mri.can 
.:..:W~a""r=--_l==-' =.:n'---"t'-"h"'"e=----'=C""a"..tp;<.:e~( _ _=l=_'8~9~9_-_=1=_=9"_0><_=2, Camb ridge Un:i ve:cs:i ty P .eG GS. 
Ca mbridge, 19 8 9. 

JO T . Emme tt. "Popular Resist a nce in Nami b ia ". 1920- l92 :, 
in T. Lodge (ed .) Resista nce and Ideology i n Set tle f: Socie.t ies . 
Southern Af r ican Studies, Vol . 4 . Ravan Press . 
Johannesbur S"j, 1 986; P . Pea:csoll., I' The RerlOboth R.ebel l ion l

' ir 
P. Bonner (ed .) Wor king Pape r s in South e rn Af r i can His t ory . 
Ravan PreGs. ,TOrlann E-~sbur9. 19En . 
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The second maj or factor in determ-ining the contours of 
the historiogr aphy was simply t ha t t here was no c omp et i t i on. 
Compared t o t h e historiography emerging from white Afrikaans ­
language univ ersities, English histori ography was both 
abundant and remarkably radical. Thus generations of 
schoolchildren in the apartheid system l ea r nt o f t hre e 
centuries of Khoisan history in one paragraph. It goes , i f 
memory serve s me correctly, as follows: \ Commande r Jan van 
Riebeeck came to t he Cape in 1652, and there he me l-. the 
Strandlopers. They were scavengers who lived by e a t ing c00LS 

and be r r i es, a nd Be r r y was t he ir leade r.' After that p aragraph 
the Kh oisan d isappear from the o f fici a l history, neve Dnore to 
appear agai n. Compared to this, a nyt hing would look qood! 

I n SouLh j\f rican hist o riograp hy g enerally, t h e s e vent.i e s 
and early e igh ties we r e treme ndously exc itin g times. l<.a(iicd 
scholarship mounted a challenge to liberals which, regard l e ss 
of its t heoretical merits and deme rits, s erved to 
revolutionize the field. In the often acrimonious d e bate s, no 
quarter was a :::; ked or 9iven. The n:osul t was tho i. . f;;cho li'II'~'; were 
forced to re-examine a s sumptions, rework concepts and bE~ :~lLI::'e 
t hat t heir use of evid (~nce woul d stand up l_o C'ciL i (; a -1 
scrutiny. In the qui e t back_waters o f Kh oi san h oi ~) torio9raphy , 
however, none of t _his took place . Instead, the I :i cld was 
marked by a rare, and a t time s s t u pefy iD9 , de~-J rcC' O[ 
u n a nimity_ In troductory survey s of the h istoriography, where 
the y existed, would inev:i. tably lamba r,; t colon i iolJ. h is Lor i a f1 ~ ; anc 
make no menti o n at all o f conte mporary ones. Tbe latt(-~ r wo uld 
be found rather in the re f ere nces , s i nc e aulhor a tte: I: authm~ 
would cite the work of a p r evious hi stori an w i~~ out a p rior 
critical evaluation. In short-" it vJC=H; a LL v ery C(X~;y . Th c! 
re sul t h as b eRn that, :cadical sC.h o L an:~hip doc~) no l ~ diE [ e C f r om 
l i beral in th e Wc-lY it:. b a. s r e prod uc e d c o lon i d~ 1 ~jl- (-:! r e ot:ypes _ 'l'rHO': 
concerns of the analys is Ind Y be d j [ rec e n t, but (he 
objectification is the same. 

The thi rd factor wh ich h a s b e d e v ile d Khojsan 
historiography is t hat, in ma r ked contraSt, Lo t he concAptual 
unani mity, t h e debate over t ermi n o l ogy wa f3 n ever - endinq . Unt. -i I 
1991 ~J chola.r s could not e Vf:02D a.~Jre 8 which wor d to llse Lo d enol_l ' 
these peop] e , nor c a n t.hey ye L a 9 r ee on llOW Lo ChaJ:- (lct (~ ci /. 1. 

the labour sys ·tem through which tbe Kho isCln w (~rc in l:--(::SJr C1t ( ~ ( j 
into the coloni al economy . So u th Afr ican h if:;Lcn :-j oqrapl1y L~-j 
Dotorious f or its terminological minefields. Yr.!t., wit_bin iL 
there is no f ie ld in which t he i ssue o f t ermino-Logy h a s been 
so contentiou s as Khoisan historiogr aphy . No ODe , f or 
instance, would argue that Lh e word \ Xhosa ' or \ ;(.llJ H ' i ~; 
inappropriat e to de s ignat e the h i stor i cal e mergence ()[ t he se 
groups, yet no work on the Kho i san can b Rgin with ou t- a pri.or 
discussion, and justification, of Lhe termi n o l og y us ed . It i s 
th i s curious combinat i on of conceptua l d_q :cec rnent cmd 
terminologica l disag:ceemen t wh ich tlas ma de t h e h i sto ciography 
so difficult t .o challenge- how can on e beg in t.o ques t i o n an 
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The second maj or factor in determ'ining the contours of 
the historiography was simply t ha t there was no compet i t i on . 
Compared to t h e historiography emerging from white Afrikaans­
language universities, English historiography was both 
abundant and remarkably radical. Thus generations of 
schoolchildren in the apartheid system le . rn t o f thr ee 
centuries of Khoisan history in one paragraph . It goe s, i f 
memory serves me correctly, as follows: \ Commander Jan van 
Riebeeck came to the Cape in 1652, and there he met the 
Strandlopers. They were scavenger s who 1 i ved by e CAl. inq U)Ot ~ 
and be'cr' es, and I-I!?rry was t hei r leader,' After thCit paragraph 
the Khoisan d i.sappear from the officia l history, nevermort:~ t.o 
appear again . Compared to this, anythi ng would look qood! 

In Sou l. h .l\frican historiography generally, the sevent.i e s 
and early eigh ties were treme ndously exc it ing t.imeG, Rae i. e ') 
scholarship mounted a challenge to liberals which, regardless 
of its theoretical merits and dem rits, s e rved to 
revolutionize the field. In the often acrimonious d e bates, no 
quaJ:-ter was a8ked or given. The resul t was tho i.. r3chol ars WLre 
forced to re-examine assumptions, rework concepts und be c ure 
that their use of evidence would stand up lo cr.iL' ca'] 
sCT'utiny, In the qui~~t backwaters of Khoi sClrJ 11 i Btoriogcc ph y , 
howev!?r, none of tIlL s took p lac E. . Instead , the L i cld ... ,as 
marked by a rare, and at times s t upe fyin 0 , deg r ee' or 
unanimity, Introductm:-y surveys of the h istoriography, where 
they existed, would inevi t.ably lamba st colon.i. ... l1 hisLori aw; a nd 
make no ment.ion at all o f contemporary one s, The l at..tc~'c muld 
be found rather in the references , s i nce aulhor a f te r auU Of' 

wou] d c:i , Le the work of a previous hi st.orian wi I.llou\:. a p .cior 
critical evaluation. In sl.orL, it was a LL v ery C() ~;y . 'Il'lu 
resul t has bu~n that. radical scboli. rship do ]f'O no I. dif l' 8,c f r om 
libera.l in t.h e We1 yi. t [JdS r -'produced c o lon i al ~'jl.(-~,n~ otypes , Ttl. 
concerns ot the analys .i.s loay be eli [l '-" c e nt:, b u t the 
objectification is the same. 

'J'he thi. rd factor which h as b e cie v i l r.= d Khoisan 
historiography is that, in mcrked contrast- to t.he concept ual 
unanimi ty, the debate over t e rm L Dnlogy was n v er - endi ncr . Unt·j j 
1991 scholars could not eve n agree which wor d to llE; e Lo d en() t, 
these peopJ e , nor Ci,m t.hey y .. L. a gree on h ow LO Cll<LI-:-c..tcte r Lzl: 
the labour system thT'ough which the Kho .i.san werc.~ in l:,8srrCltnU 
int.o the colonial economy. South African lrLRLo:r i oqrapl1y L~; 
notorious f or its terminological mi efields. Yet , w.iLh.i.n i. 
there is no field in which t he issue of t ermino'j ogy h ~ s been 
so contentious as Khoisan historiography, No one , f or 
instance, woul d argue that Lhe word \ Xho sa I or \ z,uJ H ' i s 
inap- ropriate t.o designate the historical e mergence of. t he s e 
groups, yet no work on the Kho i san can b e gin wi h ouL a p rior 
discussion, and l ustif ication, o f Lhe t ermino logy us ed . It's 
this curious combination of conceptual aqrecrncnt- ,md 
terminological disagreement wh' cll has made the h i stor iograph 
so difficult to challenge - how c an one begin t.o ques t i on an 
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author when there is no agreement even' on how to def i ne the 
unit of study '? 

Th is t he s i s can be s e en as a n e ff o r t t. o p r ovid e the 
critical scrutiny which has marked t h e fi eld b y i ts absen c e . 
I will a rgue that we need to agree o n te rminology and ge t down 
t o the real wo r k of conceptual and me t hodological r e vi si on. My 
a rgume nt will hinge on two major p r opositio n s. The f trB l: i s 
the conceptual one that the labour sys tem through whi c h t h e 
Khoisan were i ncorporated into the colonial economy is crucial 
to an understanding of the nature of their res i stance. It 
follows tha t the way we conceptualize this system is c entra l 
to our analysis. I will trace varyi n g conceptualiz a t i ons i n 
the historiog raph y , rangi n g f r om Mar ks, who did not have one 
at all, t o Cr ais, who characte r ized it as \ n ea r s}(:lvery ' ," 
In chapter six I 'vl i ll exp l ain h ow t.he d escen d a nt:') or Lhe 
Kho isan h ave viewed the sys t em, and the implicaLi on s o f Lh i s 
for resistance. Here I on l y wi s h to state my p oin t o[ 
depar t ure, namely that I us e t he term inbo ek to d ef3:lgna te t h e 
sys tem throug hout the trJ eSi f3 an d th.a t I see 1:.r1e sys tem (l ~: 

o riginat ing in the n e eds of t he col oni s ts , not just to a cq ll~ rc 
labour f but t o crush the determined res isLance o f th e:: Kh o i. ~:cln 
in the eightee nth century . 

My secon d p rop osition ,i s a ml~thodological UTlC , n(,: lflc~.L y 
t h at vJha t I r egard as an impr oper u : ;c~ o j- sou rceE; 1'1i:W t)(~('n La r 
too p r evalen1. in the f i eld . 'rIms c::. de scr Lpti OJ] of Lhes e 
sources is if' orde r . I do not know :i. f a c omparirwn -i n t.J .l is 
context is meaningful, but if the r e is a c a nd idate f or the 
dubious honour of being the p e op l e most d e spi s ed and r e viled 
by colonia l ists, it would be the Kho i s a n. To -i. IJw,; [- r au.: tll e 
depth of this prejudice, J c a n only mention t hat , ct S . l ~te as 
17 5 8, t .h e Kho is i>o we re not even adrni t:t e d to t.lw djqnlLy o f 
bej_ n ~J par t o f U'le Il'U lna n speci e s. [) Ha :cdly b ad t hey be en 
adrni t ted to the privi·!ege ot b e longing t: o t he senne ~ ; pC l; i. C;S (lS 
the Europeans before sc ientifi c rac i s m aga :in demoted t hei c 
ontologi c al s tatu ~.~ t o that o f t h e l owest of Lhe l o w . I L 
f oll ow: ; that the bi ases in Lhe SOll T' Ce S c1 ~a ins l: an y 
a uthorizaLlon of Lhe Khois c.l n a;; s ul) jecLs <He E~);txerne . 
Fu r the r more, Sou t h Afr i can h i f3l.o ci i:ln ~; would prob<l h 'l y t')~ 
sur p r ised t o hear that tbe dcsc(·.~ rJ(J C:lT1 t s o f t he J<bo i r :'i1 ll c vpn 
h ave a tradit ion of oral h istorv. '.I'lir': ce i :::; n oi Lor T<h o is(ll'l 
historiograp hy the equivalent c;f ~3()g d ' s wri t i nq s, Lhat i ~ 
there are no p rint:e d col lec tio n s o f OJ:-al Lradit ion r: comp i led 
by an insider to t h e c u 1 ture. 1 

I 

11 Cf. Cr ai s White Su prema cy pp. 2 . 

12 Cf. C. Linneaus, Sv s t ema Na l::u:rae , Facsimi l e copy o f 
t ent h e di t i on, Bri t i s h Musewn , London , 175 8 ( 19 56 ), pp . 22. 

:l J.H. Sa ga , The South Eas tern Bantu , Johannesburg , 1 930. 

http:Khoisc.ln
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These problems, however, are a matt e r of degree, not of 
quality. All historians have p roblems o f source bias. All 
historians of historically marginalized groups have to 
confront the problem of silence in the sources and have had to 
develop techniques of 'reading against the grain', of looking 
between the I i nes and in the ma r g ins of the narrativE~ to find 
out what their subj ects may have t h ought and dorIC:: . Thus ~i tis 
not the source s themselves which constitute the major p r oblem 
in Khoisan h is toriography, but the way they have b e en used. In 
fact, my atte mpts to offer an o.l ternative vie w o f Khoi s clD 
history are based on p r ecise ly the same sou r ces t ha t have been 
available to histo rians f or yean .;. Insoia r as I f3ucce c:ri in 
gran t ing t he Khoisan a 'cultural v oi ce ', it mu s t i n ~ il~ E(-:: lt 

constituce an argume nt fur t h e f il e t t h aL it is po s s i b l e t o d t 
this e ven [ r o m biased sources. Here, I wi Ll only unde l L in~ 
the poin t that it is n u t only pos s i bl e, b u t ne c es sary: 

n I find ther e is s ome t h i ng so bo rrity in9, 
ultimately, in our fa i lure to unde r stand how long 
this Black struggle has gone on .... u n less we start 
with the self-activi ty and self-creativity of t he 
ordinary - therefore extraordinary - human b e ings 
who were faced with the mosl: severe explo il.:.a t i on, 
we t,vil1 make very lit t.l e prog r e ss in 11n d e r s I:anding 
human ... histo ry. n 

H 

I began this int roduction b y discussing t h.e CDonnou ~' 

problems posed by language. It is pp~chaps fj tU n g t o c one l n el l", 
it b y giving a br i ef gl o s sa :cy o f f lOW I h a v e w:ie d k ey I . l:~ nn ~;. 
The fir st are tho se whi c ll a rp h e u ri.sL'.i c d(:vi cl''. ~~ dcu iqne d i:)()tlJ 
to a n a l yze a n d d e s cribE': a phe nomerlOn : ronccpl~f3 like \ c Ld~~ :: ' 
and \ trope'. I tend to use them in a (jef';c ci pl- -j ve s (c: nr:;e J" ,:JL l'l cr 
than in a n analytical one. The!J Lb (~:ce dr0~ l.~ erm ::, vilT i ch e d T! 
r e f er bo t h to ob~) ervable phys i cCl l f ea t u res and l:he ~3 0 c i. al 
const.:cuction thereo:t, f3u ch as 'y,lC C ' a nd \~W'ncJet: ' . When used , 
I mean t hes e' i . ~ erms to r efer to b oLh a~~pccLs. T11c:n ~ i~) () thj.r:d 
gTOUp \!71 1 ~ch 112., \;(:' t.) e(~n u sed in re l a L_Lon t o J\[ri c a Tr\,1"inly as 
SOmeV,iil a t clumsy It>1es t e rn a pproximat ion s uf t I l e WC',l Y /\ j: r Lean 
peap.1 e construct t he concept~), vlOJ::-df; J ,i.)"e \ trib e ' a n 
'ethn .icity'. 1 have t e n ded to steer clear o f such words, using 
where necessary wo:cds 1 ike \peopJ e ' On o c ca.s iun I h(-) \1 0: used 
the word 'ethnic' Lo d enote b o th t i es o f b l ood , a n d the socia l 
cons tructs t h at dpte :cmine which ties o f blood matt_er . (n the' 
section on ' Khoisan' an ope r ational d efini t i on of a group o f 
people has been constructed whi ch hope fu lly is nei t h e r Gt ati c 
nor ahistorical, but 1."hi c h ma y be es s ential ist.. I rli'lVe in 

I1G. Rawi ck, "Slave Re sistanc e in t he D ~La spora and the 
Shaping of Af rican H i~3tory" i n B . Wood ( (~d .) Nam:i bia 1884­

ro1994: Re adi ngs on Namibia ' s Histo r y and Socie t y Unit-ed Nat i on 
I ns ti tute fo r Namibia, Lus aka , :19 BS , pp 39-1\0 . 

http:ri.sL'.ic
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principle no obj ection to this charge: I am convinced that 
there is a bal ance to be found between the essence a nd the 
social construct . My prob l em is how to achieve this b a lance. 

My reservations about the terr:i \nation' stem from the 
historical experience of my continen t. When colonial borders 
were first es t a b lished by t h e Berli n Conference of 1 885 and 
later rat if i ed by the Org.:.miz a Lion of 7Hr ican Uni.ty ill 1963 , 
they bore no rese mblance to any canons o f modern na t i onal ism 
with respec t to African r e aliti e s. As a result many Af r icans , 
including myself, have no idea wh t:l.t this t erlo i ~~ suppose d. to 
mean in the post-colonial cont e xt. . Wh ere I h ave use d 
' nationa list' it i s as a sho r t - h a nd for the aims and methods 
o f t h e anti - colonial i :ndependence movemen t.s whi ch won s u ch 
successes in t h e s ixtie s a n d sevenLie s and occasLona Ll y a s a 
description for t he histori a ns o f res is t anc e who ba~clmc caught 
up in thos e movements . 

Finally, the word ' af rikaner ' is o r ten u sed to denot e t.h e 
non-British Euroy::>ca.n sett] e r s in South Atr i ca. To me I th i s 
usage reflec ts a process of cultural coloniali sm whichl do 
not wish to condone . In Kh oisarl rd ..f3to r- ioSjraphy i n PiJJ: t i cuJ dr 
the usage is al so confus ing s ince Afrik('mer is UH~ n (l me o f a 
Khoisan clan which p layed a major role in n ine L8p.nth ccmtu r y 
resistance. I ns t. ead T have use d Lhe S Ll iTIe U:~rm Eor the i;(::: t_ L l (~ :c s 

which the d CG cendants ot the Kh()i~;:)i:m use in da i l y 1i fe : 
' boc T.' , . 
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social construct. My problem is how to achieve this balance. 
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CHAPTER ONE: EGINNING WITH BASICS 

This chapter sets certain b a sic p arameters. It d e f i ne s 

whom we are talking :elb ont, or at l east cl a rifie s wha t I mean 
",'hen I use t he word ' Khoisan '. Th e chapter g oe s on to examine 
concerns and preo c cupations at t he incept ion of the mode r n 
historiography of Kho isan resistance. 

DEFINING THE UNIT OF STUDY 

" v-lhat '>I1 e need are not n e w l abels, but accura te 
desc ript i ons of wha t and whom we are talJ<.- i n 9 
about. ,, 15 

One of the a dva n t ag e s of being a n academic is that i l 
gives me li c e nce Lo as k qu e s t iow " to which the a nswe r::; (J ce ~~ () 
obvious t h ey woui e). s eem strange c omin g f rom any n ormal p l"r SOJ1 , 

bu t p e opl e Ray t o eac h oth e r : ' I t. 's he r work, y o u k n o w', and 
bear wi th me mo st pa tic~nt ly. Thus when 1 l"Jav(' yhll hul Ule 
st reets of Bonte h euwe J or JI.1 :i tchc~11s Pl ai n oDd a s k~ed p c np Ie : 
\ Wh o are you "?', the ar.u:~wer [ .l 'i '::; always b ecn : ' We ' H .T: '-lie 
d e scend a nt s o f tb.e Kh.oi.' Th e p o j n l-:. t)(~ i nq t l li:1l. we know \:, 110 W(> 
are. To us :U:. i s no t. a n i ~::sue. To l .lH~~ (}ut s i (~h-:! wo r Ld , .1l()W ( :~ v r; I, 

it h as been a source o f unceasin~j wo nde r:- a n d u e b a l... e . "'C''''' 
peoples have been so consi stently miSL1l1d e r s t ood and myst ifled 
as the Khoisan. In p a rt, thi s wa s due to t h e prej ud ice s o f UIC~ 
people who wrot e a bout t h e m . Marks puts i L wi t h s ome 
restraint: [tJ h e Kh oLD Cl n peoples . . . h ave on t. h e who] chad <111 

bad press fr om historians, as ind(-~ec.i t. h ey h a d f r um mO ~3 1 _ o [ 
t he ir sevent. een th and e ighte c )).t. .I·) c E'ntu:cy c(>l1ternpord:Li.. c..~f~ . I I,\I 

Pr ej udice wa~; (-Jccompa n i E:~d b y an a l mos! _ t.ota l l a cJ~ 0 [- .oj n si ~J J) I 
i nto the inter nal wcn'k ings o f Kho i sa.n ~::oc i e t.y . Uo t i l Lrrc C',:l rl v 
nin et e enth c (~ntury , t ew Europeans could even ~;pt!( lk l.!' l( ' 

langu age. Be y o nd the Li ngui s t.ic d .l v ide , Lh e c uI.. t u r d I (J o P Wd n 
b a rd t_o brid9c~ . 1n d if:1cu ::..,sin9 I..lJc ic mucb more"' ~JccI J_ 1 I U r[J Lcd 
de scendanU:1 , [.'(~brua ry r e rna.rkcd Lh(ll~ " ['IJ] b -it c ett le' rnp l: : t f) 

defin e and comf~ to grips 'vi i t h ' co l (m r c(j ' p u l i I.i Cil l 
aspirations ma y f ounder p r e d ~;c" y beca u se t_ht-' Y I hi ill-.-:- t il.t'Y 
understand t h e \ c o J our(~d I 1 i:.l)"lgu a~ j(~ whc'r·e as j n e SO::CflCC , j- rl ( ' 

South e :Cfl At Ii c a .: 
A Comp arat i v e Ethnograph y of t h e Khois a n Pe ople s Ccmil:nidSJc' 

Press, 

l ~ S. r'1arks , "Khoisan ResiE::tan c e t.o l::.11e Dut ch in Llle 
Seventeenth and Eig hteent h Centur i e s II lJournal. o f A£ri c dfl 
Histo ry J_3: 2 , 1.. eJ7:/., pp . 1,1,) , 

http:nguist.ic
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miscomprehend the 'coloured' idiom" 1', and i f that is a 
problem today , one may imagine how it was two or three 
centuries ago. 

Khoisan res i s tance in itself did mu ch Lo muddy t he 
waters. JI.utjoema (Berry) fo r instance , or for t bat mat ter 
Aramap (Jonker Afrikaner), would tell the whi te peop1 8 wh at 
was strategical ly necessary at the time, and there was o f t eD 
a sharp distinction between wh a t t hey we re t old and wh at Y./ a ~' 

actually happening. van Riebeeck had his own reasons f o r 
obscuring the truth, as d i d his successors .I e Finall y, a f l er 
a survey of s e ventl::;enth and eighte e n th century sou r CC-': f_: , Gordon 
argued tha t the usage of ' Bus hman' dur ing t his p erLod is bE:-~ s t 
seen as a label meaniWJ ' highwa yrna.n ' or 'ban d it ' ca Uw y t. h a n 
an ethnographic descript ion. 19 T his conclusion not un l y l ay s 
bar e tJ'l(~ t ype! o f bias exh ihi t. ecl t owa:t'cb t he Kh () i ~ , cJrI i n Lilt' 

primary source s, but also e xpJ aj D,S t h e pxt.:.rerne c a u t Lon need(~d 
in us ing i.~ h em. 

As f or t he secondary sources, \ihlmsen llas point e d to the: 
overriding r e asons ninetee nth centu ry ethno~lTapllG rs lJ ad to 
create an ima ginary 'Bushman' , onl y disLantJ y rc~l(J t t:~ d 1.. 0 
actually existing p eople. While the original n~asons may h ave 
disappeared, conte mporary a nthrop o logy i s still LrY Lng [0 J 'i V l ' 

down i u, col oniaJ origiDf3. :'0 UnderE-; tand a bly , t h e comp J exi. L i("~; 
fceinS) the td storian who mu s t work f rom wr i tten ~30UCC t.'~ ; ttnd 
an1.hropolu::) ical evidenct.o are eno r rnou s . Nev~rtbc J C~ ;~;, ~3 ()lrlC 

rc:spect[or the subject' Eo c ultural voi c e rn j q l l. h Z.IVC helped . 
For instance, Elphick sound e d a no te o [ CO',.lrrton ~3r-':' fl :3 e in l. hl:~ 
confused and ( f ive hundred y ean:; l ater ) st i Jl on~JoiwJ d dJiI t.c 
of who we are by saying tbaJ. \1 •• • lth e :1 KhcrLkl']o i ~. IJC~l n:;(~ 1 V('f:; 

have made no such cl(~ d.r teind s y st ema..Lic el i f ;L i. n c: l. i.oTl Ix '1 W,~;C , IJ 

II V . February, Mi n d Your Cololl (: --.1 ' JJ.G_~ Cs:>1 C2lJJl:(J ' 

S t ereotype in Sout: h Ai ri can I .i .t:e raLuce , KeSFHl Paul, I ,(JIJd ulI, 

1 981, p p, 1 73 , 

10 Cf. e ,g. J. Naidoo, 
Eight South Afri can Cas e s 
pp . 33 - 34. 

T:cackinq Dmm Hjsl.or i cal rvJ fL.l1 ~~: 
, /\ D Donker , Johallne:::;bu cg , l')B 9, 

I.~ R . Go rdon, \I Bushnld Jl Bo ndi ·tr'y' in Tw c n t. i cth Con t u ry 
Namibia" in D , Crummey (e d.) Banditry , Re be l LL_Qn c!nsL ~~)cJ al 
Pr o test i n Af rica ,James Cu r rey , London , 19 86 , Pl) . L '74 ': L 7 ~J , 

20 Cf. E. \i~ilmsen , Lan' 
Economy o f t h e Kalahari 
Ch i cago, 19B9, PP VLl.-X 

F L LU:"';: Jl. lIe)} it,i.caJ 
Universi t y o t Ch i l~ a ~1 o l'n~s~ 

'J.' . Ranger an d C . Mll r:cay , 
Sou thern Africa n S tud ies R : ~ 1 9A .l 

II . Comaro :CE , or I<.e vel a t· i Q£L __-,:!.TI ~i 
Colonialism and CunscionGness :1.J1. 

11 Int rodu ct ion ", ~IQ1!:L'na l o f 
pp. 1 -, 1 5 ; LT. Comaroff an 
Rev olut ion : Chri s tiani Ly. 
South Africa , Un l ver:; :i ty of Chic2.'jo Frc~f';S, Chi ::::,':1(::; :) , 
Xlll. 

.L i) 93 , pp . 
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peopl es, the i r term 'San I having a wide refe rence to both 
hunter and small s cale past.oral group s . 1t2J There were n o doubt 
good historiographical r eason s why El phick desp i te t h is 
knowledge continued to make a cl e a r and s y stema tic dist inc tion 
between peoples. Still, it does u nders core the di ff icu l ti e s o~ 
the his~orian foolhardy enough to write about KhoisilD 
resistance when the definition of the subject mat ter itself is 
the focus of so much controver sy. 

There are, however, some signs that a me eU.ng of minds i s 
beginning to occur between our s e nse o t who we are , a nd th~L 
of those who study us. Thus Barnard's survey o f t h ~ 
anthropo.logi c al li t e rature defin es us as follows: "The Khoi sar 
are a cluster of Sout he r n Afri can p e oples which in~ lude the 
San, the Khoe khoe a nd the Damara ... the Khoisa n peop I C: ~; share 
:. c atures oE t err i toria.l organization, g e ndercc La Li Oll s , r .LLual 
and cosmolog y . ,, 7.:< 

This is strikingly simil a r to tJ'le way t he pcop Je u L 
Bonteheuwel or Mitchell's Plain define t he Kh o :i ~3an, wi. l h tlw 
only di f f ere nce that whc:re Barnar d s eef: seveDl'\ p~OTJ le~:;, t bpy 
see only one. Feom t .he Dtandpoin t. o f coLLec L i v (-~ me mory, I b(.! 
Khoisan are a g .coup of penple wh o ~~:lla .[e c u LtU l dl ~o~irn j I d Ci Li ('~ ; 
and. certain c ommon fea t llJ: er~ 01 s o c i a.I orq a n i :<:a L i o n . Whcni .1"1 
doubt, h oweve r , t.he s impl est way to deIint~~ (L ike I ~ d lronar..(j)i ~ : 

t~o make a l ist . People can b e qu i t e d ef i ni te iJbouL wtlO i~,; and 
who is not descend ed from the. Khoi san , it Lbc-?y cn'c b u l 
requested to do so . 

Second, the trend of the ans we rs I g e t when] ask p e opl e 
who Lhey are is t hat Lhey a r e Khoisan beca u::-;c o t l;._ i. {' S o t 
blood. In other words, the y s nare a common clrtCREl LOC whi e ll 
other Af r i c an p e opl As do not have. I h ave not yC~ l: d sce r l-_,J ined 
at what. his tor ic poin t t h is d i vergon c e occ1Jcrf~d , ~; j_ n c<::~ Ul!.~ 
answer I get i s that 'we have alvJC1ys b eeD h e r e . Ilvc cy t )ody 9 L :3(; 

came Crom somewhere e l s e, but we wel'S b orn b e r e .' rt: ~;h ouJd b c: 
poinLed out t hat th is ' a l ways ' i ~ .; n o t us e d i n t he s ense i L 
often is in oral tradi t. i on ot ' a v ery lon~j time ' [t mean~~ 
literGdJy 'since the beginn ing o f CreaLion' . 

Th i s br i ngs us to the thi r d p o i.nt o f id c ll i.i Ly , rt Cl IIlCJ Y Lhc 
sense of being autochthonou~) -j nh alJi t a nl-:. s. T()l) ~;; e a Ca oacil a n 
analogy ,the Khoisan aT e the n a t 'LV (~ ~;(lut- he rn /\I'ri C( lJ l :~ , Kc:i n ~:i 

one of ttlOse t hin gs that (Jrc SO obvi ou::3 LrJ e y d r-(; n C; V l! r :3p ()k(-~1l 

of , it is h ard t o Lllld t bis con sc i ousness i n UJC sou.cces . 
Ne vertheIeE,s I hope t,o s ho \lJ t h at t:11i s c onsci ousr.ler..~s i_ ~, 

integra] to a ny study o f ]\hO ~L s an r e sistance , and one of the 
factors which make i t unique At this p o :i nt i L is on l y 

7. 1 R. Elphick, Kra al a n d Cils tle : The Kho ikhoi dnd thc:;! 
Founding o f White South Africa , Ya l e Uni v ersi t y Pr ess , New 
Haven, 1977, pp . 41; cf . also Wilms en , La nd Fi ll8d With Plies 
pp. 26 - 28 . 

22 Barna r d, Hunters and He:nie.r [; -ccon I. i. spie c e. 
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necessary to define the unit of study: that the Khoisan are a 
group of peop le who see themsel ves as i n terr e l a ted. They 
recognize c ommon featu~es of c '.lltura l and social o :cga...l1 i z a tion 
as distinct from both the Europeans a n d oth er Af rican p e oples. 
Finally, and most crucial for our purposes here, they share a 
common history. Of course, by far the largest part of it 
consists of, in Comaroff' s quaint . term, "preh -: st-cy;-:- ic" 
history. 23 Even so, any definition of Kh oisan needs to tak 
into account the effect of r e cent traumatic event[, o n t he 
Khoisan sense of identity. Ev en if ~he Khoisan ha d had n o 
sense of white community prior to colonialism, five centuri (~s 

of it would have been enough t o crea t e one. Th(~ con £ron t a ti..o fl 
with colonizers would hav e shar p e n ed t hei r sense of wh o t h e y 
we r e by the f o r c ibl e c OTTlp a :cison to wh o t Il ey were no t. . Th(e! 
e :Kper i e nce of disposses s i on woul d h ave , s h llr pcncd LJH; 

co l l ec tive TTle mory o f wh a L they on c e h ad . 
Even thoug h 'Khoisan' i s , dS Barna.rd righ t l y p o i n L s Oll l" 

a foreign linguistic cons truction, 'Khoi' and 'S a n ' are b ot. h 
indigenous wo rds. 11 An indigQnow:-; const r u c t ion wo uld b(~ 
'sankhoi' and would me a n 'p(-: o p le wh o r e ap t he boun l. i e ~j o [ 

nature' rather than any p a rticu lo r group . The rc~a son for:: L bi ~; 
is clear. Li k e any autochthonou~-; gr·01.l p , t he Khoi sanhad Lit t i e 
need too define themselves unt il f orced [- 0 do s o iII t fJ r> 
crucible of colon ization. Thu s the ent i Ly now d8 ~.; i.qnaLed 
\Khoisan' may have had a l ong e x i s tence, but the t erm i( s elf 
must be seen a s historica I.ly specific to thp. col oni a l p e r i od . 
Its content would change as t h u Lives of t he p eopl R t o wh om 
the te rm refe r red, cha nge d. 

It remain s only to cluri f y the rel a tion o f my[.::: (.~ lf t u the 
historical Khoisan. In th~ oral t r a dition, a lTlc.tj o r dYSl IJfJCI- llI'"C.­

in our culture a n d mode s of soci a l o rgan izat. ion i ~; lK' 1 cl 1.0 
have t ake n pl a. c(~. The dy sjunctur c:~ i s norma l l y f::c c n d~ ; h l"l V i nq 
occu rred earL-L e e a nd bee nOiore t:b o couqh Ll)(:~ fu r [-.her r:oulll () (I\­

goes, b ut can b :coa d ly be da Le d to t.he declJ d e.t~ bctvlt)( 'Y1 l H'J (J 

19 1 0. At abou t t h e same t: i.me the c ol on i al. rt~CJime Cl .L r;u l)(~cF-m 1. 0 

repl ace the old swea r vmrds 'bu Ejhrnil fl ' and ' IlOU:. e ntot ' wi lh i. h(-' 
word \ c oloured ' , which gradu ally acq u L:r'ed a Lp~C11 COJIl~ e Jj I- I r orn 
tll e 1 92 0's to the 1960's. ~! · Th e p e jora Li v (:'2 u~:; (~ s o f ' ( 'o :iOllre.d ' 
a r e ll ardly les~=; o Ef ensiv e t hdn Lhe DId wo r d s, dnd I J I i ~: ]-);-1[; 

naturally given ri s e to d i vided opi ll. ionc; aJ)out iL , ~~ ()JnC i ~noLl; 
it, others re j e e t i t v e h e m.e nt l y , dn d yc't ot h,; r;., u~, e j 1::1 n t hI' 

23 J. Coma:coff Body o f Powe r , Spi r i t o f Resistan ce j Thv 
Culture and Hlsto r v o f a South Af r i can P e o p l e , Un i v ers ity o f 
Chicago Press, Chicago, 198 5 , pp 13 . 

21 Barnar d Hunte rs a nd Herders , p p 2 5 . 

7.'; Ce r t.ailly the most amusing hi s t ory o f t h e legE:LL 
def initioT:; 3 o f 'coloure d' j s Feb r u a :cy lVJ i.n d Y Oll r Co LCll:r: l>P . 3· '/ 
and J'.~ppendix I II pp . 190 - 1 93 . 

http:gr�01.lp
http:Barna.rd
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same sp i rit as the Khoisan of old used to use 'hottentot' - as 
a concession to a people who wil l neve r wan t to unde r sta nd who 
we are anyway, and who will just invent s ome thi ng e v e n more 
offensive if we reject this word. I have tended to re fer to 
the last four or five generations as the 'descendants of t he 
Khoisan', which is technica l l y co :::- rect , i f c LwrH.:y . Tt do(: ~; 
mark our sense of a change a nd acknowledges t h e dit l ~rencc u 
between us and t he his Lorical Khoisan.?6 vil e are of l he m bu t 
are not t hem. We fee l both continuiLy and dysjuncture. It i s 
this which accounts for my conf lictj ng usage s of the wor 
'we', which a t times means both ance s tors and descendants and 
at time s means only descendant s. I have striven to maJ<.8 it 
clear from the context which is mea nt . 

De f initions are onLy use ful in an initia l d (~JimiL a Li on o [ 

the subj ect . In the final analysi s , the only way t o fu 1 J 
explain the teem is in fact to write the recent his tory o f 
the Khoisan. In that pursuit , the his t o ry of Khoisan 
resistance is particularly use fu l. The sta r k con t rasts enabl e 
us to throw into s harp relief both who they we r e , a n d who they 
were not. Converse l y, as we s hall s ec , Khoi .svn his toriugrapMy 
ca.nnot rise a bove the 1Afay t he t.e:cmLs concep l-.u a l :i. 7. r :d. '[1' i. : 

definition of Khoisan which or:i.g :inate ~; from Ul (~ w01::-1 d V i. 8'f.l 0 1 
their descendants is to prove useful, i. t C dn on Lv b e t)f:C~llU )(" 
. t enables us to writ.8 bc:::t t er history . 

http:concepl-.ua
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FROM RUFFIANS TO WARRIORS 

"A border scuffle with a band o f hal f st a rve d 'Kora 
rebels had begun in October 1878, and to Merrima n ' s 
disgust was sti ll dragging on, a f ter n i ne mon ths, 
when ParI iament met in June, 1 879. " 2" 

One of the things which make hi s t o ry such a n 
ideologically loaded pursuit j ~ the sheer power o f words . Thu s 
the s i ngle most powerful achieveme nt of Marks' s cm i n a l 
a r ti c le lay in its title: Khoisan Resist.ance . :w Lewsen' s 
desc :ci ption, above, of Men: Lman' s r eLic t ions may serve d ~~ (} 

f air l y Lypical indication of how the v()]~ious Kl10 i r;an Itm n ; ,mci 
uprisings had been regard(-:-)d in governm~nL cir cles tinct 
undi.~ rl ines the off i. cial a n t ecedents of c o lonic,d 
historiography. 2~ Marks's r eph r asing c rea t e d Kho i san 
resist a n ce as Cl les Ltimate field o f ~) t uciy . Sh.e showed tha i n ot 
on ly did the Khoisan rl:~i st. , but U.l iJ L l:hey (3 i ci so oV(~r d I unq 
period of time and were more succes sful trli:l [] h :i.s t o .c ta rn; h d d 
given t h em cre dit for. 

We should not un derestim,v.e Lhe d i..Ef ic u l t i ef.:; o f wr i t. i ns 
the articl e . F irst, Khoisan histor i ogr a p hy Wd S sp~rs~ , ~ nd 
o f ten wri tten by non - his torians, J II Li ":e thir; wor)<: , Mi::l rk~: 
f ound i L necessary to spend f :ive p aqes rede f ini n g t h(-~ lw i t oJ 
study. Her a p proach, that the sources themselve f3 qave no 
reliable indication as to who was Khoi and who was Sa n , Wd S 

innovative and prov ed to be a much more mOc1e :cn and Ll sab l e 
approach than t.he contempora:cy :i n t erpretat t on of Wi l :;cm , I I 

Second, the poverty o L secondary l i Lprature me a n t. Lh tll: IVJd rks 
had to rely heavily on prima:cy sO tJ r ce~~ f or t-h c rno::n· :1 i..lTlp l e 
f acts. Despite t he occasion a l erc o r , Lh c-:; ::, llCcr ll lnO l lll t.. o f 

n P. Lew:3 e n, ,J ohn X Merrima n: Paradox ical SQu.. l .h Alr .L ccln 
St atesman, Ya le University PI~es s , Newl:lave Tl, L9 fl2 pp , gIJ . 

7B Tlilarks Khoi s an kesist aLlC E! pp . 5 5 . 

2~ Cf. Mar]<;:s' thorou9h r e V.L ,7;W of Uv­' c o I onia.l 
historiography, ibid. pp. 55 - 5 7. 

30 Cf. e.g. 1.D. MacC[ one, Ra.ce L~ ""L_ -'- '- <.L'~L .~ 
Af rica : Historical , Exp erime ntal and Ps 
Wi twatersrand University Press, lJohanne s b u r g, l ~ !.:'-; a 
psychologist) ; or M. Wilson, "Hunt0rs ,i nct H(::! rdJ::~ r ~~ I I iu 
L. Thompson and M. Wilson (e d s .) The ():x f m~d History o f S(1)tll 
Afr i c a , Vol. 1, 1 969, ( an a n thr opologist ) , 

:11 r' ~ }r C' 'l(-t ' - n : 1"' t - ,-" . " ­ L ~ ~ "L .,'la r ,- ,-, . "lOlSI.lll I"LeS.L.., C'['.: p. 1:-'.~) ' .j 1- -- . i \ . i:1 Lr: () ',"; i . 1~: ()Jl 

H~~ters a n d He rders , p p. 6 6 . 
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research done by 1\1arks deserves respect. 32 Her account of 
eighteenth century res i stanc e has stood t he test o f time and , 
sadly, is still unparalleled in s cope. 

Marks was the first to show an interest in the social 
organization and motivation behind Khoisan resistance. She was 
a ble to demonstrate a continuity in aims a nd intentions. Thus 
in 1660; 

II [tJ hey complained that the Dutch were \ taking 
every day ... land which had b eJ.onged to them from 
all ages and on which they which they were 
accustomed to depasture their cat:.tle . The y al so 
asked whether if they vlere to come to Holland trle y 
would be permitted t:o acL-:. i n t h e samernanner.' 11 ':: 

Some ei.ghty yearr:; later Ule <:lim of cc ~:;i ~..>t ance rerna i n cd " ... l~. o 
chase the Du ~ ch out of their land as l ong as the y l i ve in 
their land ,, 31 A~3 regards L.he ir soci a L or~Flni zat i on , 
Marks concluded that th e Khoisan d isplayed a con~'jide.c(1ble 
degree of soc ial homogeneity. Th ey did not seem to h ave 
chiefs, or if they did they certainly d i d not ho:Ld them j n 
respect. 35 Moreover ,they did not d e velop a group vihich 
could in late r centuries have provi ded the f ounda tion of u 
nationalist p e tit bourgeoisie, since [t .lhroughouL the peri. odII 

of Company rule there was no creat ion of an educated ,./Dei 
articulate Cb.cistian elite within Lhe KIw i ~; an communi t.y . 11 ' (' 

In this concll1sion, Marks showed borself to be presc ient . Sh~ 
laid the basis for an explanation why the d e scendants o t tbo 
Khoisan were to be, by and large, remarkably uninte res t ed in 
the strivings of national is t move ments such as tb e Africun 
National Cong r e ss. She did not. draw a n y suel') ~in i(; I-:- enCL' 
he [ self. She ha d produced some intcrest:i n g evidenc('~ o n r<hoi ~~dJJ 
cul ture and ~::;oci ety wlLich should havf.: :::hcd c.:orne l iql lt . o n i~h c: 
political beba.v iour: of t.he 'i :c de[.;cen(Jant~; , bu t did no t. c1 J i :W cHl 

g e n e ralizations from it. . 

32 For instance , Marks sl-:. ates [ h ill: the mll crjer of (l lJu t e ll 
herdboy occurred in 1657 whe n it aCL.ual1y took pl a ce in 1 6 S3, 
a fact which forces us to reconside r the i dea () I: 'J.n i_n l l~. Lei l 
period of peace between Au t joema and van Rieb eeck . ct. 
Naidoo , Tracking Down HistoricaJ l"'lYths pp. l 53 , foo t.note lB; 
Marks Khoisan Resistance pp. 62-63. 

3J Cited 'In Marks Khoisa n Res isl",an c e , pp. 611,. 

31 Ibid., pp. 7 1 . 

" Cf . i b .Ld ., pp . 76. 

36 Ibid ., pp. '79. 
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Instead, she went on to the task of explaining the 
1l II• failure.. of Khoisan resistance.: 7 Trlere are 
indications that she was overwhelmed by the magnitude o f her 
task . Re f e r r i ng to the resistance of the last quarter o f t he 
eighteenth c e ntury she noted t ha t: " [i]t would be tediou s to 
relat.e the d e tails of their incursions ... . " IU This is sure ly 
a strange jud gement when one cons iders that the previous year 
Marks had sai d of the same st r uggle: " ... the enti r e northe r n 
frontier erupted in a bitter struggle which he l d up fu rther 
white e xpans ion for thirty yedJ . .rs. 1\ 39 Stranqe r s[: i11, Ma cks 
had e l sewhere found it p e rfe c t ly reasonable to spend 404 pages 
relat ing the deta.il s of two yeac.,: of resi stance amo n9s L t h e 
twentieth c e ntury Zulu. 411 It would have b een tar more 
honest, and definitely mo r e tactful, to a.dmit t hat s l'le had cu n 
out of either sourc~ s, space or t i me. 

What is more, Lhe problem o f ' fa ilure' lay at lea s t in 
part in ~1ark8' s definition oE t.he concept : " ln J ot. onl y ci"id 
the Khoisan f ail to dislodg e t h e whi t e man; they u.ndoubt edly 
also lost thE:ir ethnic identi t y . I\ H I n usinS:J th e U:? r m ' wrl i 1. 8 

man' Marks c hanged the terms o f r ef e r e nce since , we remembe r, 
the article was entitled 'Khoi s a n Re s istance to the Du t c h ' . We 
have seen that in Marks' own op i nion the Khoisan WC Lf~ ar. Lr~<l~t 
s uccessful i n sr:.emmins:J Lhe tide o f Dut .c h advan ce . Whe t. hr:~ r I.. h c:y 
would ever h ave succeededi n r e v c r si n 0" it we s ha L1 n e v e r know 
becau se, f oe reasons which wi l l b e d ..i.scw ;se d :i n d e p t. tl i 1"1 

chapter four, it was in fact t-:h8 arrival o E Bri tish miL -i. t-. 't ry 
might, and British diplomacy, wh i ch ensure d the fut ur0 o f lh c 
'white man' in southern Africa. Th us the reas o n f or KtLo i SrH) 
'failure could be as simple a s t he fa ct l beJ t l.h (~'yf Dtl nCII 

themselves f i ghtinSJ not. one but two enem:i f: S , botb ot wh om 
vastJy outnurr~ered them. 

Marks' own explanat.ion of the ' fai l ure' went. on 1:.0 b.1 dlTll ; 

the victims. ,SrJ.e argu e d that f a r too ma ny Khoisi:lll 
collaborated and that : 

"In account.ins; tor the u] t Lma te di ~, appearancp- o f 
the Kho i s a n i::l:j an ethni c e n tity , the i r propon s i Ly 
f or acculturation mu s t. b e taken i nt o a c.: coun l~ .... 
They literally accultu r ated themseL ves out 01: 
existence. The sicrnifican c e o f this ir:; not s.imply 

37 Ibid ., pp. "75 . 

,0 Ibid., pp. 73. 

1\ 
].9 s. ~1a rks and A. Atmore, Fi r e a..n ns :i n E;o llthcrn 

Africc;:" , Jour n a l of Af rican Histo r L, 12: 4, 1 9F1, pp . 51 ~ . 

10 S. Marks, Relucta n t RebeLLion : The Zulu Distu r J:) iHlce s 
in Natal, 190 6 - 1908 , Clarendon Pres s, Oxford, 1 97 0. 

41 Marks, Kho isan Res i stance pp . 75 -7 6 . 
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that it gave rise to the Cape Coloured community , 
but that many of the acculturated half - Khoi 
identified with whi tes and p as s e d into their r a nks 
so that t h l3ir own g roup o;.ia s d epriv ed o f manpo v/er 
and potential lead e rship. In many cases those wh o 
'passed for white' must have been t h e most 
successful and dynamic indivi duals , in the 
eighteenth as well as the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. \I 12 

This formulation begs so many questions it requi re~;; an i n. ­
depth analys i s. In t.he f i est place , t h e ' extermj nat ion b y 
c:lccul tura ti on ' procc ~~~; i::-; ·1argely a F:E~TT1 i)JIl. i (~ ~ : 1 ,.::i ~lll'- o f hand . 
Needless to say I Marks did not b as e t hes e conclu s ions o n 
specific e v idence. Rather she t ·ested on contemporary 
ant.hropological (and for that matter h is tor Logr~phic a l) 
formulations of t.he Khoisan dS a st a t ic LJhi::;tori ccli. ('nl~ i..I: '( , 
defined by ce r tajn economi c a c tiv i ti e s: hun t ing g a t her i n g a ndI 

h e rd i ng. 1 3 A~) soon as KrlO isan changed l:he i r way o f l.i.fe t hen 
they could no longe r be Khoisan - by d efini tio n . 

Second, what Marks fa j .led to d iscuss is the Ep .n:~ 2ld and 
institutional Lzation of t.he inboek E;ysl~ (~m ' in l...hf:~ L .d.e 
eighteenth c 'Jnr_ury. \IJhen one cons i d e .c s t h e (;l em(~n U,; of 
coercion and violence c Tlibedde d j n the inboe:!c r::y u t lC ..: m, il 
becomes clear thdt her rea~:)onin9 was-; lTli ~;placed in a di ~::: cu :':;~ 1 on 
of Khoisan resi~;tance. In any sy f.~ t em o f s l avery cull ln al 
independence, not to mention open re sist~an ce , i s ~~e.L cJom d 

viable option. 11 Slavery may be u.nderp inned 1.;y coe rc ivE:..' 
ideologies, but we do not need oral eradition to tell u s t h aL 
the power o iC ideology was backed up b y t he whip , t ~. h(~ c:tJu ·i_n and 
t.:he gun. Thus even if we arSJue t hat Lh o Khois a n l os I. t hei l 
ethn·;,~ identi t y - a point t'lhich is .by no means ~) (.,.)u~ I c d - Ult! 
idea that they wiLlingly gave it up LS pce pos t e rou :-~ . vv(; hav<. 
no indication as to what~ vIOul d helve b e come o f Kho i f.::a.r.l cul t: lI cc 
and social coh esion in the absence of t he i nboek s ys tem . II 
did exist and it. posed a ~wriouE L :rLl~ ea t. to th(O; socia l a ndI 

cuI tural col:l es ion of theKhui ~3 an . What :.i.E n e c(;ss <l :LY is to 
di scuss the origin~:; ofU~e inboek s y sl:em in tbe con l:cx l o j­
the determined :cesistance of ·t h e l a :,;l thi r ty Yf:Cl r -[; of the 

.--­

1:' Ibid., pp. 7"7. 

13 In all fairness, I should point out that I am mclk i ng 
exactly the same argument he ece about t he Khoisan a~, a ~p::-oup, 
that Marks made again~;t. previous hi s t orians' t reat me nt o t the=: 
San; cf. ibid pp. sn.l 

14 Cf. e . g. R. Shel l liThe Fami ly an d Sl a very i n Uw 
Cape, 1660- 1 800" in W. Jame s and M. S imon s (e ds .) Cl ass, Cas t.c 
a n d Co l ou r : .7';,. Soc i al and Economi c His t.ory t b e Sou t h AtriC: im 
We s te r n Cape , Transact i o n P ubJ"ishers , 1 98 9 , pp. 2 0 - L2 . 

f 

that it gave rise to the Cape Coloured community, 
but that many of the acculturated half - Khoi 
identified with whites and passed into their r an k s , 
so that th'3ir own g roup "'las deprived o f manpower 
and potential lead e rship . In many cases those wh o 
'pa.ssed for white' must have been the most 
successful and dynamic individual s, in t.he 
eighteenth as well as the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. \I 12 

This formulation begs so many questions it requirc~ s an in­
depth analys i s. In t.he fi .cst place , t he 'extermj nat ion by 
acculturati o n ' proc e ~3~; i:::; la.rgely a sem;J IL.i c HJ lc:i ~l ' ll_ of hand . 
Needless to say, Marks did not b as e these conclu sions on 
specific evidence. Rather she :r:- sted on contemporary 
anthropological (and for that matter histor i ogriJph iccd ) 
formulations of t.he Khoj san ;'lS a stati. c lJh :i. c:toriccli. 'l: tLy , 
defined by ce:rtal n economic activi t :i e s: hW.1 ting, ga ther Lng and 
h erd i ng. 1 3 A~) soon as Ktlo isan chcmged the i r way o f L lfe trlen 
they could no longe r be Khoisan - by defini tion . 

Second, what Marks fajled to d iscuss is the spr ea d ami 
institutional Lzation of the inboek sys l::C!!n ' in Ll'If:~ L(-.i! .(:-. 
eighteenth c 'Jn tury. ltJhen one con.s i de.r: s t b e el em(~nLs ot 
coercion and violence ornbedde d j n trl inboe1c sys t l.~ m , iL 
becomes clear tflLlt her rea~wnin9 was mi ~:;p J.aced in a d i ~~C llS~ 1 on 
of Khoisan resi~;tance. In any system o f s l avery cullu ral 
independence f not to mentio'o open reGist.all ce I S ~~e1 clom (J 

viable option. 11 Slavery may be underpinned l)y coerc iVE:: 
ideOlogies, but we do not need oral t::radition to tell u s thaI. 
tho power of ideology was backed up by t he wh ." p , t. Ile"'; c:bClj nand 
t.:he gun. Thus even if we arSJU 8 that Ul_ Khoisan 10s l. th{.: ir 
ethn-'r,~ identi t y - a point which is by no means S (.,.~ u~ I c ci - tl"il: 
idea that they wi Ll ingly gave it up 1.S preposterou ~~~. Wn have 
no indication as to what vlO uJd hClVl~ b come o f Khoi r::!an CUl t:llCC 

and social coh esion in l-.: he absp.nce of t he inbo ek s Yf.>tcm . Jl 
did exist, and it. posed a fwriOllf, Lh J:'eat t-.:o the soc.La l and 
cultural coh es ion of the Kho i c:;an . Wha t. is nec(~sR(1:cy i.s to 
di scuss the o r igi ns of l.he inboek sY'it.e m in the con l-.ex L o r 
th.e determine' ~cesist an (~(~ oj~ the . .L as tJl.i r ty yE~a r" s e)f Lrl(~ 

1" Ibid., pp. 7'7. 

4J In all fairness, I should point out that I am mak i ng 
exactly the same argument he r e about the Khoisan as a group, 
that Marks made against. previous his torians' treatment o f LhL 
San; cf. ibid, pp. SO. 

11 Cf. e .g. 1<. Shel l liThe Family and Sl a very' i l U-w 
Cape, 1660-1800" in W. Jame s and M. Simons (e ds .) Class, Caste 
and Colour: .n.. Soc i al and Eco nom:' c History the s oue tl 1- tric,U] 
We s tern Cape , Transaction PtJb1 i she:t·s , 1 989, pp . 20-22. 
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eighteenth century - that is, to tell . the very story which 
Marks found too tedious to relate. 

Third, what we are c o n fron t e d with h e r e wil l become a 
perenni al problem in t he historiogr aph y , n~mely tha t 
conceptual analysis is rep l aced by an appeal to colonial 
stereotypes of the Khoisan and tlleir descendants which were, 
and are, commonly accepted in South Africa. Still, fI'jark:;' 
explanation would define inboeksel ing e as non -e t h n ic beings , 
forever excluded from the white community, while Baste r s and 
others, for some reason regBrded as invariably the best and 
brighteE3t. of the cOfiraruni t y, b ecotll (c! play- WILL t (~ s . Th p.n~ j !---: no 
need to wc:-tst e time refuting these s t.e reo t.YI! t::s. .LL i:::, ().u J y 
necessary to point out t h at Mar ks' concl us ion i s 0 0 t h 
offensive and incorrect. f\1a rks' e xpo s ure to the de sc(~ndan t ~; o i 
t h e Khoi san wa s pe r haps 1 imi tec1 , [;0 she may n ot h a ve l;:nowJ'l 
t hat the accus ation 'an! you ke(~p iIlg yOUJ~se l t wh i t e ';" i:-: the 
most offensive o f insult:.r; wi t.h i n tha t commun iLy. Mi'.Lt. ks ' own 
evidence showed that during one lmndred a n d f ifty yean:; of 
Company rule the Khoisan did not p roduc e a. Chri st ian el i te . 
This alone should speak volumes about their 'pro p e nsity f o r 
accul turation' . 

I t is of some concenl t b at JVla r Kf:j ign ored h e r own fineJ iw::ls 
In o r der t.o rep roduce a ~'jt ereotype. ,'[,h e re su l t is t hat wlld t 
should have b e en a discussion o f Lhe genoc ida l impl ica l; :l ons 0 1 
the inboek system becomes enrnesh(~d :i n tlJe in Ll e x 'i bi l i. t:. y o f d 

static concept of 'Khoisan'. f\10reov e r, vIe s h o u l d be s e r i.ou s :l )l 
concerned aLout the fac t t ha t n ot. onl y doer,; jVl~lJ-:-)c :' 

inl-.erpretaU o n reproduced colonial fjt e c eo typcc's, but.·. 1: r1d ti t 
bc~ame wide l y a c c epted by h i s t or L~ n s . 

Blamin g [:h e vi c L.ilm'; doe s nol~. jt13 l: ob:j e c ti..ty t.rl e m, i L I~; 
also u njust. It n e e ds to b e po in ted ou t. !hiJ t t.he a )"L i c ll' 
covered one hundred a nd f i tLy yeurs of r esi s t an c e . T o iWl l m l. 

one and a half c en t:u r i e s o f open a nd arme d re~::i~·; i ~. El nc:ei f : nJ) 

achievement no othi?! r peopl e in South At c:i C d ha f; (-; (JU d LI e d . 
j\fU~r such a s u rvey , to p hrase the q ue r-.; t. i o n : ' wh y d 'i. d tb e y 
lose ?' rather than to ask: 'hm'" c ould they k e ep it u p Lo r [.;0 

long?' seems ungenerous . As )\'larks ' articl e sho ws, it i.E: als o 
an obstacle to d eveloping a convinc i ng e xplana t ion. Th e 
crucial gap in the a r t i cle, an anaJ. ys is of tl 'iE~ i nboek ~~ y ~ ; tem, 

~" ~lS to r e main a source of rnYf3tificaLion in t h e h .i.~:~ t o r i () cJl~d'phy 

i· or twenty y eG1rs. ln the introduct i. o n the po i nt Wd S :Cc:ii_sed 
that histori ans can still not agree even wha t t.o c all ~ i . . It 
follows that discussions of the na t ure o f the 3y s tem w~re a 
source of deep conEusion . vile shall see t ha.t. t he s h o rt.c om.in <i r..: 
of 1\1arks' s analysi s were as sE~minal as i t s stcengt:.h~; . 130L:!:-1 
TJ.J e re to i nfluenc e tut.u re hi s t or ian s d eep l y- j t :cl~m (::'1 iw~ L o be 
~ (~cn whj. cll in Eluenc(~ p c(-~domina I-. (-~d . 

eighteenth century - that is, to tell .the very story which 
Marks found too tedious to relate. 

Third, what we are c onfron ted with h e r e will become a 
perenni al problem in t he his t o riogr aph y , n urnely tha t 
conceptual analysis is replaced by an appeal to colonial 
stereotypes of the Khoisan and tlleir descendants which were, 
and are, commonly accepted in South Africa. Still, (l11ark :,' 
explanation would define inboekselinge as non -e t hnic being s , 
forever excluded from the white community, while Bas ter s and 
others, for some reason reg0rded as invariably the best and 
brightest. of t he corlr~nuni ty, become play- wI-lites. ThA :C"C-~ j F: n o 
need to waste time refuting these st.ereotY(JeL.. .l L is C!.u J y 
necessary to point out that Mar ks' con clus ion i d Lo th 
offensive and incorrect. f\1a rks' expos ure to tfle df-:! sc(~nda.n t ~> o f 
t h e Khoi san was perhaps 1 imi ted , r;o sbe may n ot 1 ave l;:nown 
that the accu ation \ an~ you k eeping your :--e l t vieLi t e ';)' i to: trI te::! 

most offensive of insul t.G wit.hin that commun iLy. Mi':u:.kL) ' own 
evidence showed that during onG lmndred a nd fifty year;:; of 
Company rule the Khoisan did not p roduc e a Christian el i te . 
This alone should speak volumes about their 'propensity [- or 
accul turation' . 

I t is of some concenl that J'vlarks ignored h e r own fin eJin<::Js 
l n o r der t.o reproduce a ~~tereotype. ;['he res ult is t lr t Whd l 
should have been a discussion of Lhe genocida l impl:i.ca.L ions 0 1 
the inboek system becomes enrnesh(~d·. n t.he in t lex 'i[) i l Lty o f Gl 

static concept of 'Khoisan'. Horeov e r, we should be s e r .i.ou s J y 
concerned aLout the fac t that not onl y does Mork~ ' 
inl-.erpretatj o n reproduced c o' on i..a l f; tereotyp(~S, but-. 1: rld ti t 
b c clme wideJ y acc __ pted by h i stor L ,.m ~~ . 

Blaming [:he vict.im~c; doe s Dol~ . . j1JSi: ob:j e c ti.ty t.rlem, l l. i~; 
also LL'lL just . It n eeds to b e poi.n ted out. Lha t Lbe at'Licl c 
covered one hundred and f i ft y y e urs of resis tdnC(~ _ To lJ\(l l ml. 

one and a half cenl: u rie s o f open a nd arme d :ces is tEmc:e i f ; (lJl 

achievement no othe r peopl e in South Atr"j Cd Il.as (-;qu cll Le d . 
Aft.(~r such a. survey, t:o p hrase the gues t~ '_o n : \ why d .' d th e y 
lose ?' rather than to ask: 'how coul d th~y k e e p it up tor so 
long?' seems ungenerous. As Marks' art j.c l e shows , it is a l s o 
an obstacle to developing a convinc ing e xplanat ion. T rl e 
crucial gap in the a r t icle, an analysi .. s of t tl __ i r.L.b o ek ~;y~;t Ecm, 

~"Z..l.S to r emain a source of mYf3 l_iIi.caLion in t h e his to.rioqI'dphy 
f or twenty yeurs . In the in'roduction the po i nt wa s r aised 
that hist_orians can still not. agr ee even wha t 1.-.0 calli 1. . It 
follows that discussions of the na t ure o f the system were a 
source of deep conEusion _ We shall see that t.he short.cominq ~; 
of 1\1arks' s analys i s were as seminal as it: s st r:·e ng ttw. 130 tl'1 
T!-lere to i nfluence f ut.ure h isLori -m s d e e p l y - i t .t:cma i 'lL~ Lo tl _: 

0 <.~on whj_ ch. in f luenc :o! pcc-::domina I-_ (-~d . 

http:introducti.on
http:Mi'.Lt.ks
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CHAPTER TWO: LAYING SOLID FOUNDATIONS 
This chapter concerns itself with t ;rl O linked questions: 

were the Khoisan one or tv.JO peoples?, and -,vas 'Narfare a nd 
conflict widespread among them long before the white 
colonizers ever hit the shores of the Cape ? These questions 
are linked in what I have called 'the myth of the 'Bushman', 
so it is necessary to define this myth: it is the idea that 
there were groups in southern Africa who were 'pure' hunter ­
gatherers, who had remained at this technological level since 
the evolution of the species, and whose economic system 
necessarily pitted them in fundamental opposit i on to 
pastoralists. 

\ TAKE I\lm TO YOUR LEADERS' 

1I]\1uch of what has been vITi tten ... , has been 
vitiated by thi s inability to achieve even the most 
elementary imaginative understanding of what goes 
on in the mind of the otber party, so thaL~ the: 
words and actions of the other are always made to 
appear malign, senseless, or hypocritical. History 
cannot be written unless tbe histor i an can Clchiev e 
some kind of contact with the mind of those about 
whom he is writing. II 1!; 

The work of Elphick c a n just if iably b e considere d Lhe 
mode rn classic of Khoisan hi s toriography. Eo rliHr hi~t o r L ~n s 
in th i s field had concerned themselves with the Kho iG ~n OI~. y 
insofar as t hey constituted the ance stors o f the present - d ay 
Coloureds, and this concern unde rpinned the i r aJ.most complete 
lack of interest in the inner work ings of Khoisan society.1& 
Elphick depa rted trom the preconception s o f coL on.i.a1 
historians in that his ana l ysis of the Khoi san atl:c~rnpted to 
see them less as objects tha n ClS subjects pos se s sjng n h i s tory 
and culture of their own. He replace d colonial conceptions of 
Africa as a tabula rasa wh ich only Clcquired a h i i.; Lo r i c al 
interest with the arrival of the Europeans with a tho rough 
investigation into the early history of the Kho isan. 

4 ~ E.H. Carr, What i s u ~~ ~~~ y Macmillan, London, 1961, 
pp. 24 . 

16 Cf. 'd . Macmillan, ~~~~ ~~~~ ~ ~ Ques t i on : A 
Hi s to r ical Surve~, Faber a n d G 
The Ca p e Col o ured Peopl po 

Johannesburg, 1957 (1939). 
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Elphick's work came to constitute ,the first book-length 
history dealing solely with the Khoisan. In fact it may also 
be considered the last, unless one counts r~lp:hick' sown 
revision of the second edition a decade later. 4 1 This benign 
neglect is s t riking when one compares it to the inte rest in 
the Khoisan shown by anthropologists in the same period. To 
giv e just one example, a single group o f K:hoisan living in t :he 
northeastern Kalahari have been " ... the subj ect of intensive 
and sustained research by over a dozen investigators s i nce 
1951. ,,10 It is in this context of historical neglect and 
anthropological enthusiasm tha t one has to weigh Elph i ck ' ~:; 
achievement. It may not be unique, but. i.t must surely b e 
unusual, that whenever historians needed info:rmation o n UH:: 
Khoisan they were compel led to turn to either tl1e p r i mary 
sources or to another field of study altogether. I n Namibi d n 
:historiography, for instance, the greates t expert on t: :h e 
modern history of the San is an anthropologist. 'J~' Elphick'S 
work changed all that for South African :h i stor i ography . 

It follows that his work is central to a survey of 
Khoisan resistance. The term 'resistance' is perhaps somewhat 
of a misnomer since Elphick's centra l purpose is as follow ~: 

" Withi n sixty years of 1652 t he t rad iLional 
Khoikh o i economy , social stcu.cl U r E-~ ufld poLil:.ic<:ll 
order hud almos L. ent irely co l" ap ~:;ed. j\1y main SF)(,l L 
here is t.o understand th'l'~ co l lapse. I t: c a nno t be 
explained purely in milita ry Lerms .... N~ithe r c an 
it be seen merely as a resul t of the s ma .L Jpox 
epidemic of 1713, even thoug h this swept away the 
bulk of the ';r.]ef..::t c rn Cape Kho ikhoi populatiorJ . 
Khoikhoi decline was far advanced and probably 
irrevers ibl e well b e fore thi f~ fin ;] } catastrophe ." ', ll 

'Resistance' s urely imp l ies a fur more ac t ive rol e LiJa n tl l ' f ; 

s tory of col l apse, decl i ne and cata~3 t cophe . 'Paci f i C d L i. o n ' 
would perhaps be a b(~t l::e r VJord. ELphick himself Ui3CS th e I. .CJTfl 

11 R. ElphickKraal a nd Cas '~.l e: Khoikhoi and tJl(,; F'c2.:u n d i r1 S,.r 
o f Whi t e Sou th Afl.' i c a Yale (Jni v c r s i ty P re[;s, Ne w lJd 11(' 1' 

19 77 , 1985. ALL ref e rences t~o Elphick aJ:'e to thc' \ 9 '/'1 
edition. 

10 R. B. Lee and M. Guenther, " Problems in Kal ahiJx i 
Historical Ethnography and the Tolerance of Error" ,Hi story in 
Africa: A Jour nal o f Me thod, Vo l 20 , 1993, pp. 188. 

~~ Cf . R. Gordon, The Bushman Jl1yth: The J~I3:kinq _.DE <-.', 

Namibian Undercl a ss Westv i ew Pre s s, Boulder, 1 992 . 

50 Elphick, pp. xvii. 
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'resistance' only once, in referring ta the First Khoi-Dutch 
War. 51 

Elphick could talk of 'col l a p s e' only b y very careful ly 
I imi ting his terms of reference it is the 'Western Cape 
Khoikhoi' only who are under discussion. We know that the 
Khoisan as a whole continued to resist colonialism for well 
over two centuries after 1713 and that the struggle in the 
Western Cape most certainly did not end by that date. We 
should not hold an author responsible for the misuse of h i s 
work. Yet, it is not too soon to point out that Elphick's 
theories have been generalized, as will be seen in subsequent 
chapters, to apply to Khoisan everywhere in sou thern Af r ica. 

Elphick did not foLlow 1\1ar.k:' s u~:dge in view:i n y t h e 
Khoisan as a single, if heterogenous, group. The dist.i ncti n n 
between Khoi and San tended to be taken as a given, a 1 Ltlo ugll 
Elphick eschewed the latter term, preferring to ref e r to t h e m 
as hunter-gatherers. s1 However , Mark's i nsigh t tha t t he 
boundaries between the two group~~ were fluid and ::~hi. f i, -.Lng wa3 
taken much f u rt.her. Elprlick not only provided evidence t h olt 
many hunter groups could and did keep cattle, but~ ;·;l lowed 
conclusively that many pastoralists reacted to dispoSS Gs sioTl 
by turninq to hunting and gather i n g."J He t o o k i,~sue wi U'] t h e 
anthrop ological ••• belief t hat hun ters o t r eccn L l~ime ~.; a rr:; If 

neces s a rily p ractitioners of an aboriginal culture and hen c e 
direct cultura l descendants of peoples who lived in particular 
regions of Southern Africa before the Khoikhoi." ',1 Thu s 
Elphick challenged the static view of a fundamental dichotumy 
between the two societies and attempted to develop a much·more 
dynamic concept."" In thi,,; dlo ne he fundame n t al l y rev i~;ed 
conceptions of the early history of the Kho isan and provirt e d 
conclusive proof (if one was ever neede d) f or the f act t h a t 
history is best left in the hands of h i s t o r ians . 

Elphick's reconstruc t i on ar9ued tha L tll (~ IZhoi kll o i 
originally lived in what i~) today f:3outhern B ot~)1J.ldna \rJl lCre t hey 
acquired cattle at lea~:;r-. by t: h (~ f ourteenth c enl~ucy, d "l'tr: C 
wh i ch began a migrat o r y d eilt s outh. ',(, Elph ick s a w trli.,,; dei. i t 
as a moving fronti(:c chaca cte cized by b oth Coop E:: c a L~ ion a n d 
conf lict. As the Kho:i.khoi movc-:: d into n ew areas t h(?v C r:W le i lii .u 

:;1 Ibid. , pp. 114. 

52 Ibid. , pp. XXlJ.. 

53 Ibid. , pp. 25 and pp. 29. 

54 Ibid. , pp 29. 

55 Ibid. I pp. 30. 

56 Ibid" pp. 11-12. 
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conflict with the hunters over pastures and waterholes. 57 

However, the Khoikhoi also recruited hunters into their 
societies as soldiers, messengers a n d herders, a nd t hus 
through cultural transference and intermarriage, pastoralism 
spread far beyond the original clans.~B Whe ther co - operation 
or conflict dominated at any given moment would depend on 
ecological constraints. If the ecology was stabl c , the 
incorporation of hunters into pastoralist societies vmuld 
g ene rate increased wealth for all: 

" The transformati on of the hunter's hostility 
into c ooperati on permit.ted the p e aceful g :.co wtb or 
Khoikhoi herds and fl ocks , as d i d the acquis i t i on 
of reliable herdsme n. Inc r e ased herds me a nt a 
secure food supply and human population 
consequen tl y grew. ,, 59 

The occurrence o f drought, disease o r " . .. a mass i ve a t t a ck by 
robber-hunters ... ", howeve r , woul d precipi tat e a wa v e of 
cattle raiding and retribution as one Kho i k hoi clan would rob 
another t o restore its wealth. 60 We ak a nd impover i shed clans 
could even have been forced to r evert to hunting and gath ering 
as a way of life. 

This theory raises a host of problems. First, there lS 
the same conceptual limitation found with Marks, name l y t h a L 
a s tat ic anthropological f ormulation waf; :cep l ace d b y a :3tatic 
historical formulation. The concep t of an ecological cycle 
allowed for change, but the change wa s s tr ict ly c i r c lli ar and 
could in principle go on forever. Second, Elphi ck's usaye ot 
the term Kho ikhoi did not succeed in r e moving 11S from a s l: a tic 
conception of these people. In v iew o f his a r gumen t aga inst 
t h e anthropolo~Jists, it may wi t h equal justice Ix : ob j e c t ed 
that he could not show that t he Klwi s a n h e was w:ci l_j n9 aboul~ 

were necessarily descendants of t h e f i rst pastort1 1 i s t~-; 1'Jl~ 
sited in south-eastern Botswana . Giv(' :n U1f~ prOC(~~3 f-; e s oC 
i n corporation Elphick described, iL wou Ld a l waYE; be ~lmposs ible 
t o tell who was who and [.he broad,- T term Kh () i ~; (ln wo ul d ha v e 
been more apt.. 

The t hird problem i s that of using inappropriate 
sources. Elph ick based his theory of pastorali s t migra t ion on 
archeological evi dence. He the n a rgu ed f o e a t h e o ry o f 
conflict by (kduction -- pastoralism dE:: on economic s Yf3 l-e m mus t 
necessarily conflict with hunting and gathering. Howeve r , th e 
archaeolog ical evidence showed a t e chnologica l diffus ion, not 
an ethnic one. Cattle bones or r emnants of i r·on too] s couJ.d 

S 7 Ibid., pp. 15. 

so I b id., pp. 15 and pp. 3 4. 

59 Ibid., pp. 35. 

60 Ibid. , pp. 3 8. 
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not tell us who moved southwards, or even wheth e r people moved 
southwards at all. There was nothing intrins i c in the nature 
of the evidence to show that cattle- keeping did not spread by 
gif t and sharing, fo :c example, rathe r than by migration, 
conquest and clientage. In addition, even the evidence for 
technological diffusion is not clear cut. There is a s ite nt 
Middledrift on the Keiskamma which dates from the e leventh 
century. At t h e site bones of domestic cattle and as well as 
pottery fragments and stone tools were found. 6"1 Middled c i. Et 
lies far to the east of Elphick's proposed dispersal rou te and 
predates it b y some three centur ies. In o the r words , we could 
not be sure of even the timing and direct-:.ion o f the d iffusion 
of pastoralist technologi.es. It is possible that Elph i c k wa s 
not aware of the Midd l edri ft site when he wroLe his book . 
Still , he should have knovlJl - a r eport was published as eri cl y 
as 197 3.(,2 No d oubt had he been working on, fo r e xamp l e , 
mining hi story, he would speedily have been informe d 0 1. 
evidence which flatly contradicted his the orie s. 

Finally, there is the pJ:'oblem of puce specula t i on . 
Elphick postulated an increasei.n popula t ion toqeth e c w j U'1 
ecological cons t raint ~; as a n:~a[)on t m:- bot h miSlc,l ti.on a nd 
conf J i ct: . (,J There is , how(~ver, simply no e vid e nce i uc a 
population increase. In f act, there a r:e no accura te r~ i ~3un:~ 
for the Khois an population at all until more Lhan a cen t- tH Y 
late r est.imates vary by a f actor of t en . 61 (t U1(~ 
population cannot even be ascertained, there i s cert il in Ly n o 
hope of establishing trends oE population change . The f,amE-, 
obj ection appl ies to the idea tha t a sy~:;tp.m o f c1 i (~n L a ~J (:; 
existed between hunters and herders prior t o coloniali sm, Th e 
only source Elphick could draw on to subst,c:mtiate U Ji f: 
conclusion wa s writ ten 'in 170 5 , at a time wlleJ'l h e lILm:::> c J i 
argued that Khoikhoi society was in a ~:; t a tc~ of irreve n ; i blc 
col lapse . 6', Tlle idea t::ha t p c-lf3toraLi.sL.s f irst ~:;L',ol (~ UH. ~ 
hunt.ers land and then lTlngnanimously offered the d:i.spo~j~~es ~) ndI 

the chance to work for them was of: CO'Ll[' s~e i.l. re f lccii on o f 

~ 1 L Ncc)ng(' c) and 'J' '!/anC'l'n~\ "c'()lJtl r 'r'rl Af-r l'("'\ ' ."·r e•. ... ........ C. l." . ..::J .. •Ct , ...J ~l \ .:. . . . .(. J_ .. <..' 


Peoples and Social Structure s" in D.T. NLanc , (cd. ) !l. C(~ n(~.nlJ 
HisLo r v of Atri c,'); IV: Africa F .r om the Twe l [ t tl t o._tl't~ 
Sixtee n t h Century , Unesco and He i nemann , Ca l ifornia, 198 4, 
pp. 503. 

62 Derricourt, R f'.1 Archeological Survey of the 'J'canskC? i II 

and Ciskei : Interim Report for 1977 " Fort Ha 
1973, pp. 449-45.5, cited in Ncongco et a~ 

&1 Elphick pp. 14.I 

61 Between 10 000 to 100 000. Cf . ibid., pp. 23, ;',0[2 1 . 

f.1) Ibid., pp. 34, footnote 40, and pp. ll~ . 

http:technologi.es
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what, according to Elphick, subsequently happened under 
colonial ism. Still, the r e i.s simp l y no evidence for the 
occurrence o f clientage prior to t hat time. 

In all fairness, Elphick himself was aware that his 
theories were difficult to substantiate. Thus he ended his 
account of early Khoisan history wi th the comment that: " 
[t]he foregoing reconstruction is of course speculative, and 
some parts of it are more probable t.han othel~s." 66 I t. h.as 
been necessary to demonstrate just how improbable most of i l:: 
was, because Elphick's analysis of e2rly Khoisan history was 
crucial to h i s explanation of the collapse. He a r':Ju e d t.hCl L 
the chieftainships which emerge d were weak and l.hi s, iO:-Jeth c; 'c 
with the frequency of inter-Khoikhoj wars, pl a y e d a l~ rge pa r t 
in making Ute clans unabl e to unit e a9a ins t t.b(~ c; o rn mon 
enemy . 6 " In fa c t., Eu.cop(; cn tra.cL ,i;ll r ope an c at l:. le r Cl. icii.ng and 
European sei zure of l~nd could b e v iewe d ~s a s e t. or 
additional ecological factors :in p r ecipi t at ing a down wa cd 
cycle of raid and count c e · raid . '['hese fa ctor s bE';c a me cruel a ] 
during the 1680's and 1690's when the Du t ch Eas,L Ind i .a Company' 
and the f reemen began stepping u p t he pace of l and ~3ej~urc. 61: 

In Elphick's detJcripti o n of thc:~ coLLaps e, European C'l9SfCC s s i on 
may have been a proximate cause, but on l y i n settinq o fE the 
operation of a traditional .·,i.nstitution which wa~; t he ult-Lrnat.e 
case of the Khoikhoi downfall. " The downward swinq \li d S a 
snowballing process which could be s t a r ted or 9iven furthe r 
momentum by fact o r s outside the fragil e,:, Khoikho_l, 0 COnomy. '1'1'18 
Dutch presence created many such fact ors, of wh i ch the 
official trad e was only one. ,,6 '1 What the Khoik:fLoi did n ot 
realize that this particular dowD';Jard sw ing v.;as icre vcrs Lblc . 
The disposse s sion of the lar;t. decade !:~ o f Lhc ~:r:~ v(:c n t (:-~ cnUJ 
century was fo l lowed by t h e 1713 sma llpox epjd(~mj (: ItJi]:ich ran~:1 

down the f i na l curt.ain: II In] ot only did it:. k i ll t.lF-~ Tfi i.J j o:c i Ly 
of: the p oplll a t: j on but. it al ~() eJ.im:i flat e d l.hO £:iC: VC! ~)l. l, C.WS o i 
t.radit ional Kll 0ikll.oi E·;ocial e.c;t .cucture .. . " wh i c h H:HlFl inc,;d b y 
t.he turn of the century. "" 

I f Elphi ck f s explanat ion of the col l a p s(::; f.:; ound ~; ClLCiollS.i y 
l i ke a r e sta t e ment o f the ' p ropew3 ity tOL accui t urat :io n ' 
t heory , tha t is because Lt i. E:. It if:: i':l f" orm idcl .l)ly we lJ 
researched restatement. T.h(~ bceadth and wealt h o L fiourC 8 n used 
by Elphick was never to be equalled, much l cr~ ~:; surpassed, 
until a decade a nd a hal f later. Ye t t he breadtrJ of r ese arch 

66 Ibid., pp. 22. 

67 Ibid., pp. 222. 

63 Ibid., pp. 227. 

F ~ I b i d., pp . 170,- c f . al s o pp . 23 7 . 

-' 0 Ibid. f pp. 233. 

http:0ikll.oi
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could not enable the theory to rise above the conceptual 
limitations of the 'blame the victims' syndrome. These were 
discussed in the previous chapter and need not be restated 
here. Instead, discussion will focus on two key concepts in 
Elphick's argument, namely the existence of inter-Khoikhoi 
conflict and the existence of unequal re l ations of authority. 
It has been argued above that Elphick could not establish the 
existence of these prior to the coming o f t h e colonizers. 
Here, it will argued that it was only through a misuse of 
sources that he could establish it f or the colonial period. 

First, there was again the problem of using inappropria te 
sources. The bulk of Elphick's a.ccount of Khois a n soc iaJ. 
structures suffe rs from the anthropoJ.ogical f allacy t h at wha t 
was true for the ! Xam of the 1 870' s, or the ! Kung of t he 
1950' s, is automatically true of their a ncestors. f\1uch o E 
Elphick' s key evidence on the soci a l organizat i on of the cl an . 
the insti tution of chieftainship a nd relationshi.ps o f 
seniority be t ween clans, was an e x trapolation ~o t he 
sevent eenth century Khoikhoi base d on Hoernle's two s Lud i e s o f 
the Namaqua in 1913 and 1922.11 1t is p e rha p s capt i. ous to 
point out that this proceeding in itsel f contradicts the 
'propensity for acculturation' theory. However , it should be 
noted that Hoernle, J.ike many anthropologi st s. allowe d her s e l f 
considerable latitude in selecting whom to s t udy . }) Therefore 
Hoernle' s work was not representa t ive even of a ll twen~ ieth 
century Nama. That it is nevertheless all invalua b l e sou.rcc~ Lo r 
the student of Khoisan modern history g oes wiLhout s ayi n4 . bU l 
its relationsh ip t o the seventeenth century hi s t ory ot Lhe 
southernmost clans must be considerably mo re i n d irect t hdn 
Elphick allowed for. 'l'he same a.rgume nt a pp l i e s t .O E lph Lck' s 
use of Bleek's studies of nineteenth c e ntury northe r n Cap~ 
groups. or the reliance on Schapera's ethnograpilica] sur veys . 
His use of these sources unde rli.n ec; the p oint I again I rJldt. 
Elphick's conception of the KhoiG;-:m was a curi ou;'-il y ;~ t:. aL i c 
one. 

Second, t h e re: i s the problem of sour ce 1") :L<113 and ~ ,i . 1 t.:n c c . 
Elphick turned to ethnographic stlld ie ~~ because of t he n a t u re 
of contemporary travel writings. As h e poin led out, t hes e were 
not only Eurocentric in thei:;:- concep t ion of mores and cllstoms, 
but were oftr;D comp'] p;tely obl.ivious to the i n ner wodci.nqs o f 
Khoisan society. 'l'hu[~, ethnograptLi.c s t u d Les we re L o p cov l d !;:-~ a 
counte:c:Eoil to contcmpora.cy dOCl.unent:.:, ." Tbe p rob l cm with 
this proceedin~J iL-; that i t as surnE~d l':'I1 a t Lhe e l: tmos.:rcclpll.i <: 

11 Cf. ibjd " pp. 4 3-47 and pp. 19 . 

7? Cf. P. Carstens I G . KlLnghardt and 1'1. Wef::t ( eds . ) 
Tr a i l s i n the Thi rstland: The Anthropological Field Diaries o f 
Wini fred Hoernle CAS, Univers -Lty of Cape Town , 198 '7, pp . 313 . 

n Cf. Elphick , pp. 43. 

http:contcmpora.cy
http:relationshi.ps
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surveys themselves were unbiased. This assumption allowed the 
author to conflate two types of bias, in other words to 
assume that two wrongs do mak e a righ t . For i ns t ance , Elph i ck 
claimed that 

"[n] amaqua clans consist e d of peopl e who clai med to 
be rela t ed to each o t h e r pa t rilineally : similar 
relations between clans were also asserted but 
could not be traced genealogically .... Our 
seventeenth century obs e rvers did not perceive lhi s 
clan structure amongst the Cape Khoikhoi , b u t it i s 
likely that the ' kraal ' which the y describRd as t h e 
unit of government consisted roughly o f a clan , 
(with the addition of af fi n es, hunte r-c l ients a n d 
other h a ngers-on.) 11 "1 1 

It is much more likely that n e i t h er source could shed an 
light on seventeenth century c l an o r g a ni z aLion . Th e p robl em 
t h at the contemporary sourc e s we re d eeply t lawe d in the mat t~r 
o f Khoisan soci e ty is not going to go away by use of a source 
even more deeply flawed wiLh regard to seven t e e nlh cent u r y 
history. 

Thi rd , there is the probl e m of a cu I Lured b ie-H; Lowdnh; 
conf lict. There is Kolbe's s eventeen th c e ntu:cy L La"\n~J ogue, U n ' 
in s tance , whi ch Elphick c i. t e d .i n I·.h e con text 0 f hl t.c :c· I(h o i kho i 
wa r fa r e . ' " Ye t , Kolbe's book <1 .1f3o c o n til i n e d an ' £.~ y cwi I ·.n(-'! ~ r; ' 
desc:r'ipt:ion o f young b OY B' t (~st i.c Le s :be ing r e mov ed d nd 
replaced with baLl s of shee p 's t at. 1f, Why d i d IDph ick U~k 
some descriptions and not o t h ers? In om:- modern asv~ we.:: may 
dismiss Kolbe's description of ini t i a tion c eremonie s as being 
fantastic. This immediate l y,a ises t h e qu e s Li on : wb e n w :i I T Wl' 

become so moaern that we Ei nd hi s [~tori e s of savay e ry l::qnaJ i '1 
unr'easonable? The idea t t1a t a peopl e c ou l d .L Lve wi Lh clllt 
fighting eacb othe:r wa~~ and is impos s ible f o .c h i stoT. :i an ~; 1.0 

accept. Yet the only e v idence for t h i s conf l ict C C:i. rn (~ t l~ ()m 
travelogues wh i ch were bia~:; p.d towa r ds see ing J\ t r i.cclrJ p e op 10 i:H'i 
inherent.ly c onn. i e t'. ·· ridd en . 

The written sou:cce s we re much more in fo cmal: j v l~ i:tb u u t 
European perceptions of the Khoisan than about Kbo isa n Jyj s toOl" V 
itself. Trn.lf ; Kolbe d escribe d the e p i sod.e t. o rC f lJU : 
contemporary l;;uropean the o ri e s tho. t lZ.t"l o i..~~ (l n m(~n \tJe re t-;o r n wi. U I 
only one test:cle. Ye t , ej Cfcrp i tc~ d f a n c i tlJJ ima g i na t.i o n , KolbL . 
was arguably one of the la. s t U:avel vn :i Ler' s u .ot il the p rc s l.; fli 
c entury who C) 'ranted t.hc:c Kho i s a n ~:; L a tus a s " ... C UH.lU c) I, 

1 1 Ibid., pp. 44. 

7!; I bid., pp. 54. 

76 Cf. M . Pra tt Travelwritlnq a nd Tran scul turat ion 
outledge a n d Kegan, Nt:~w Yo .r:k , 1 9 92 p p. 5 2 . 

http:inherent.ly
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political, religious and social beings. 11 77 As European 
colonization increased in scope, travel writings increasingly 
reflected perce ptions about the Khoisan which regarded them as 
objec ts hardl y better than beas ts . As a consequence, trave l 
writings abo u n ded with instances of supposed savagery, but 
what exactly this indicated beyond the fact of a desire on the 
part of the travel writer to titillate the readership or to 
rationaliz e dispossession is a moot point. Un fortuna te l y, 
Elphick all too often used these instances as evidence of 
inter-Khoikhoi warfare. 

It may be objected that h is use of sources was a case o t 
bad judgement, rather than bias . I t is the l a t t er which wi ll 
be argued he re , with particular r eference to an episode in 
1661 where for the first. t i me we DGlVe a whi te eyewitness 
account of 'war ' amongs t t-:.he Kho isan. Elph ick 's descrip t . .i.on 
was as follows: 

"At the e nd of the war t he Co cllOqu a h ad t h e 
Pen i nsul a rs at the i r me rcy. In Novembe r 1 66 1, U F, 
combined forces of Oeda soa and Gonne ma ... , moved 
into the region immediately to the e as t or T c.l.t)Lc:: 
Bay. They gradually surrounded the Pen in sula~s dD d 
without once resor ting t o focco , pushed t lJeTn b a c k 
onto the Cape Peninsula . They t:. h en sLu t Loneci 
themselve s at crucial locations so as to cut t hei r 
victims off from the Dutch ... ; f or a p e r i od o f two 
weeks the Cochogua insisted on doing a ll the odd 
jobs in the colony whi ch had f ormerly b een done by 
the Peninsulars. 11 In 

This was a pecul iar 'war I since it wa :~ conducLed w i Lhou t foy c; r . 
on either side . Elphick's interpretat i on was ror~cred mor.. 
peculiar by t h e fact that t he re wa s no i nternal e vid en c e f or 
the belief tha t it was the aim of t. h e COChOqULl~; 1.-.0 c ut thf~ j ( 
'victims otf from the Dut.ch a n d nO L vice vc:r· ~;a . Jt Wd~'; alI 

least equa] ly li.kely that from t h e v:i e wpo inl: of the IO Ce) ] 

clans th e CocIJOqua were a reSCULJ1cJ f o:cce and not an at t u.c k i nS[ 
one. This conclusion is t)L r e n gLhene d by the fact t ha t im 
of f icial procl amation, writl:en t.hree days c:lL ter t h e s ·j eqe 
began, complained that a ll1a j o :r outbreak o f di f..~ E:' <1 ~·;e C:l.Tnon~J s t t rw 
local clans and t heir ci'lt tl e waf'; geL ting won"e . I') No ha rm 
could be seen to be done to the l oca l clanf..~ ilnd t l.1.e Id st.in9 

77 Pratt, pp. 48. My argument is based on he r compar i son 
of the writings of Kolbe with those of Spar r man , PaLersorl 
and Barrow; cf. Pratt pp. 38-6 7. 

78 Elphick, pp. 12 3 . 

79 D. Moodie Th~ Re cord: Or a Serie s of Official Pd uen; 
Relative to t-.he Condition and 'freGi t.men !:. o f the Na t i v e Tribe~ 
o f South Afrlca , A . A . Ba lkc.ITld, Cape 'rO'IIn , 1959 ( UUd 
l8 41 ) , v o l . 1 , pp. 211 , e ntry tor )' ,l/11 / 1661. 
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effect of Cochoqua intervention was to give them a two week 
respite, even to the extent of releasing them from duty in the 
Fort. 

Admittedly, the source is i tsel f op en to a variety of 
interpretations. Thus the writer complained t hat Ir [il t s eems 
as if they are set upon hemming us in behind a crescent- s hape d 
front ... , by pressing in upon us all t he ir vast herds and 
flocks ... II, which would indicat.e that_ Oedasoa' s ac t i o ns were 
hostile to the Fort.co Yet a week later t he wri ter not.ed t. hat 
II [0] n t.he other hand, I-leery claimed t hat t h e Salda.ll.tldc was 
intending to appropriate this pasturage for himsel f amI to 
bring Berry's people into complete subjection. 11 

8 1 We ne (~d 
not establish where the truth lies at the moment. v.Jha t i s 
being argued he re u; that, :regardles s of what a ctua.L ly 
happened, when it. came to d choice b etween an e xpl anatiJHl 
which posited Kh0isan rationality (to unite uyu inst th e Dutch 
and sow confusion amongst them) and on e vlhi c h posj Le d a n 
inability to 'Jauge long term cons e quenc e s (to leave the Dut ch 
in peace and f ight amongst. themselve s), Elphi ck inva riabl . 
chose the lat ter. He did so b e cause he could not ~; e e 1:be 
sign if icance of contradictory <=~vidence i n t.he S01U:- Cl:, . 

Where Elphick did po i n t out. that the evidencp W~f 
inconsistent, he neverthel e ss t e l t fre e too use i. L WiUl l he 
hel p o f a subsidiar y (and u nproven ) a ssumpt_i on : 

IISeveral seventeenth century wri t e:c s d (:-,s cr:i . L"! ~ d 

Khoikhoi methods of wa rfare at some I e n g t h , but. 
they p r esumably obta i ned thei r int o r mat Lon s(:?conci 
:rland f rom f arme rs who lwd Id-L cne ss(-;d bd t t l e s in i.h e' 
interior. These desc:c i pl-.ions an? mar-kedJy ,JL 
var iance with those fuu n d in Lhe d i arie s uf 
officials who ac t ually fought agains t Kl"i o 'i kho i . 1 1. 
i:; likely thot the Khoikhoi h a d t:.wo di s t. inc t [ o r.-m L; 
of warfacc , and that the u uL c h thems c l V(:: ~:, 
experienced the brunt of the s e c ond type only. II {\~ 

Tn the 1 ight of this type of rea son ing, it shou] d n o t be 
necessary to g ive a detailed eXd.mina tioll o f each eX <.imp l e o f 
inter-Khoikho i warfare. Suffice it to say that the r e wau a 
bias towards c onfl ict both in the source s and on t he p drL o[ 
the hi~:;tori an, and that the cun1l11 aLiv8 eEf f~ct o f tb c; ;,r : b:i Cl ~;C~: 
sbould be enough to cause us to t a k e t he c onfl i e t t: tl(~()r.V w i.l .lI 
a good pinch o f s a lt, 

Fi nally, both the source s a n d thA h is toria n ret l p c r ~ 
deep ontological bias. This wil l be a rgued with re f eren ce [.0 

Elphick's di scuss ion of the insti t u ti on o f c hiefLainsh:LfJ. 

80 Thorn (ed ) ,Jour n a l of .Jan van Riebeeck A . A. jS(llkemd 
Cape Town, Vol. 3 , pp 438 - 4 3 9, entry fo r 24/11/1 66 1. 

8.1 Ibid., pp 440. 

c2 Elphick, pp. 55. 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

}Q 

Elphick used this concept with many reserv ations. He noted 
that the " .. Khoikhoi fa i l ed to develop a form o f hereditar 
chieftainship that could hold socj 9 ty togetbor even dur ing 
relatively short periods of hardship, ... . II He a lso a r gu ed 
t hat " ... the e ffe ctive power of chiefs varied as much as the 
trappings of t heir of f ice ... II 03 In v iew of these 
reservations it is tempting to wonder whethr: r t h e Khois c:m 
could be said to have had chiefs at all. Elphick di d not give 
a reason why, despite his reservations, he nevertheless u S0d 
the concept. Even if the concep t of chieftainship were to b e 
accepted, t here is a serious problem involved in t ry ing to 
deduce who was what from the documents. The Europeans wh o c a me 
to the Cape had what may be called a cultural b ias towa rd s 
hierarchy. The classic l i ne o f aliens arrivi ng on c orth s ums 
it up thi s bia s: ' I come in p e ace. Take me to you ~ l ~aders' . 
T I (l OC" ; n nt: :-]] " "'.1 r -, IJ f'~I , :.1 1" ' I, : !,I, I ' 

.LUi UUlldJ y i11 i e n conce p L. '1'1112 i ssue o .L who weIC:~ :ceg dru c li as 
authority figures within Khoisan society must b e s eparate d 
from the f ac t that the Europeans preferr ed 1: 0 deal wi t h 
individuals rather thEU! col ll::~ ctive s a n d wou l d d E~~'iqnd \::.e (J 

part i cular group aft e r that ,inclividual: ' H(~ r,cy ' s P co!o pJe ', 
'Gonne ma's p eople and so fort h . The:! incons i.f:tc~nc :i. ("R o J~I 

European designations L~tem f com this bia ~; r at ,ti n r t b an trom 
variations in relations of aui: h o ri t y within t h e c l ans. <I' 

Moreover , as early as 1 676 the colonis t: s werr~ a Lt e mpting 
to render the Khoisan subject to Compa n y ~juris(li c t:j. on , and 
f rom 1679 onwards began to try and exer cise this jurisd i ct ion 
through Compan y-appointed chie fs. os From tha t t i me on , the 
emergence of chieftainship wa s perhaps b e tt e r r Rgarde d a~ u 
terrain of struggle then as a traditional (whatever t hat rncty 
mean) institution. But withou t a concept o f clLi.fd: tain s h .i.p ilS 

a tradit i onal institution, a c r u cia l pa r l a t Blph ick's 
explanation of soci.et a l collap r3o. has n o v a lid:i Ly : 

li The onl y real h ope of recovery l ay i n L b c~ f o ur t n 
p ossibil ity i name ly that stro n g leade:cs wou ld f o r ge 
'ileal thy communi t ies through succe s sful wan,; with 
other Khoikhoi. Only suc h consol i date d tri ba l units 
could assert: Khoik:boi independence o f t ile 
Du tch, Du t Khoikho i. soc; ie t.y produc ed n o SJI'ca i', men 
in i t s hou r of peri.l. Ra t her C.han :becomi.n 9 fit ron ge r. 
as t h e c e ntury progre sse d , Khoikhoi c hiefs b e came 
weaker." iI~ 

OJ Elphick , pp. 3 '), pp. 4 U . 

84 cf. Elph ick pp . 46 on t hese inc onsi s t e n cjes . 

B', Cf. i b jd ., pp. 19 0 - 1 9 

06 Ibid., pp. 218. 

http:becomi.n9
http:juris(lict:j.on
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If Khoisan society had no history of having leaders at all, it 
is readily explicable why it did not develop any strong ones. 
This reasonin g would allow us posit Kh oisan rationality 
without expecting them to do something they had no idea how to 
do. The problem is that a discussion of this issue cannot ev en 
take place within the context of Elphick's book because he 
could not conceive t hat the 'chiefs' existed in Lhe minds of 
the the writers of the sources r ather than in Khoisan society. 
This is not surprising since We [.;tern society is hardly l r:.~s s 

hierarchical t oday than it was three centuries ago. The e f f e cl 
is to introduce yet another double bias which must first b e 
accounted for be fore we can eve n begin to addre ss the quest i o n 
o f relations of authorj t y in Kho isan histo ry. 

It was noted in the introduc Lion t hat t he probl em o f h ow 
to d ea l with Illultipl e biases i s by no me ans uniqu e to Khoisan 
historiography . These are methodoloqi c a l problems whi c b no 
doubt will b e solved i n the YCRrs to come, as h i s t o r ians b~gin 
to actively search for solut i ons. However , be Lore conc lud i ng 
this section it is necessary t o discuss the f undame n tal flaw 
in Elphick's work, n a mely i ts deep conceptual aEE ini Ly with 
the most offensive of colonial myl-.hology . Fo:c example, i n t. h e 
context of clientage, he argued that the Khoisan worke d f o r 
whites, less because they were fo r ced to than b ecau s e t hey 
found it attractive. vJhen " .. . individual Khoikhoi l ou nc.i 
themselves una ble to keep their l ives tock, they were pr'csenLed 
with an attrac tive alte r n a tive: an opport.uniLy to wor k. o n an 
European farm in :return for food, tobacco, lodg.ing, and 
security. " S7 In other words, the y wanted it. This conc cpl~ i o ll 
ignored the fact that colonial clientage wa s an in sL ~ t u t i()n 
grounded in conquest and di s pos ses sion. ThF; ap I-Jedcd rt c c o f 
acquiescence was beLi e d by t:he higllJy unc-; cfllalc8 LJ Lion~ ; of 
powe r which u n derl ay it. If we wr-: re t o ch a :La ct-: e:ri ze c l j e nL ,Jg c 
as 'co-operation ', we could as w(~ J:L c a Jl r apc:::! a sex lJd l d c t. 

Elphick' s explanation was only a s light r e phr Cls i. n< j o t t.h ,-~ 
informaL ion given by coloni a1 boe :c~; to Colonel Colli[J~~ when he;;: 
in 1809 accused them of provoking t he loca1 populaL i on : 

" [t[ he supposition t ha t the enm i ty 0 [- UIC! 

Bosjesmen was original ly occas i one d by thei r 
I~r" 'pn l ml"'f .'1 hr. i r] g forc ed. by the colonist s t.o qu i l. 
,-W-.e L \ ": .l J. L1..1..) I Y U i.. i_ heir ances 'to :.r. s, seems unfounded I 

the colonists began to settle in this p~rt a t 
the country about r..::ixty years a90, when the y found 
it inha bi t ed by Hotten t ots, who readi ly enl.C~ .r"ed 
their service. " ell 

r.7 Ibid., pp . 23El. 

eSMoodie Th e Re cord, vol. '~), pp . 34, "lJournal of Co :! oneJ 
CoIL ins of a Tou r of the North Ea s I·.ern Boundary " 
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Of the two, Elphick's comment is pe r haps the more dangerous, 
since we have long ago written off the colon i al boers as 
embodiments of truth, whi le Elphick 's book is still regard ed 
as academicaJ ly respectable. The i ntell ee t ual heri tage j s 
clear, however. Thus we note Elphick' s explanation of the 
'collapse' of Khoisan soc i e ty: " ... whe n a Khoikho i sold ... 
his labour to a colonist h e was exploiting the colonial 
situation for his own e nds, bui:., though, he did not know i1., 
his i mme d.i a te interests were incompat~ible wi ttl the (;ont:i l1 uj n~1 
autonomy of h i s traditional society. 11 P.9 This d i f fer s in only 
one r espect from the colonial st e r e otype of the Khoisan a s 
both greedy and stupi d. vJhile the coloni a l maste rr) had no 
hesitation i n expressing t h e ir i deas in plain Eng l ish , 
Elphick's con c l usions we rc~ vlLnpped in the nicet ies of dcad em i <.: 
discourse. 

There is no difficulty in d e ciphe r i n g these nice t i es. We 
remember that, with the except i on of radi cals like Kolbe , it 
took a century or two to disabuse Europeans o f the notion thu t 
the Khoisan were no t actuaL Ly human be i ngs . I t se(~m~.:; as i f UtE-' 

j ob-; s not ye t. done. liJ i th r eqard to t he 1 7 1 3 plag-u(~ El p hick 
11commented: [t] hose Khoikhoi who fl E:~ d f ound l ittl e wc.:l corne in 

the interior, where the i r relative s r efw:ied to mingl e; w j t h t tIC 
pathetic re fugees and often kil led them . Eith e r' th n)l! ~J tl dr~ al . h 
o r fl i ght th(~ white f a rmers lO:3t the maj ori t y ( lr U 1ei.1 
Khoikhoi l abourers: for t h e f i r st l~ l 1T\e in many y e ar- !=.: WI l i LC;:G 
a ppeared in the f ields Gcythinq L. h e i r o wn ~=J rai. n. " ') 0 'J'u 
~ lphick, the Khoisan obviously lacked e v e n the most el emen t~ ry 
o f human emotions - compassion . 

The point must be made that it:. w,:u; p rec i s e ly t h:i~~ typ:; or 
:"tudi ed o f f ensiveness, wrapped in a c lo(1k o f pC:lL, .ton-i zinq 
sympa t hy, which led Bj.ko t o warn 11S me.my yeLtc ~·:; a go (:J~J d In :: t 
shar i ng any kind of organ iz(1 tj ona1 activ iLy wilLI whi t c~ p eople . 
One would have hoped, fo r the s a ke o f t he future of Kho i c(] II 
histor iography, that tlJ c~re was an immedi a t e clc<:l.dcmi c outcry 
against Elphick ' s conclus ions and comment s . Unfo rtuIJ() l.c~ -I Y , i L 
must b e r e membered th a t t h is chapter b egan wi t h the prcHi i.. :3 l' 
that El phick' s work :i.Ej the classi c in the f ie ld . Thi s i. ~; h orne. 
OuL by the f act that eV E'~ r:y sj_ n~(1 e h i ~3 t o:ri(Jn d i s CW3[ .('d 
he r(~af t er cite d his find j n (js and ma dc? u s e o f hi[; t heo r j t: :;. 
El phick' s research of .r:en~ c] Khoi s an h if..: to L i.agraphy ,J con C(:::pLucll 
basis for a vision. of the Af riccll1 pC1SL. whi cfl reflec t e d IJ l c: old 
colonial" 'r i Ver Ej of blood an d mountain:.:: of sk u -llc~' 
school of t houq ht. .. . , \I '11• 

{19 Elphick, pp. 237. 

9 0 Ibid., pp. 23 2. 

91 L. Gann and P. Du i g n.an Afri ca a nd t h e Wor ld: AIl 
Introduction to the Hi s tory of Sub-Saharan Af r i c a from 
Antiquity to 1840, Chandle r Publishing, San Francj~3co , ] 972 

http:Duign.an
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WILL THE REAL 'BUSHMEN' PLEASE STAND UP ? 


11 It is important to live with one's past. It is 
important to understand how peopl e, have done that, 
to understand that what often seems to be fa lse 
consciousness or a f alse start doesn't look like 
that .. when one can see it~3 rationality in () 
historica l context." 9? 

One thing I find very c ur i ous about oral tradition is 
that people t e nd to be adamant that a situation where some 
have wh i le others have not, and where brother if."; t u rned 
against brother, is a result and not a cause of the recent 
traumatic events under coloniali s m. It is t hi s conception 0 "­

the past as a time of peace and shar'ing which unde rpins t-h e 
way their descendants see the Kho i san .. as one peopl e . 1\ more 
precise way of putting it is that no meaningfu l dis ".inc ti O f) 

existed betwe en r.he lev el of t he c lan on d .L eve l o f t he 
autochthons as a people. The rise o f i n termedia f:. c 1 f~V(~ J ~3 o j 
social organiz ation is seen as a part icu l ar 11 i ~ ;to r i cal pcocc,:; ::;~ ; 

'.d lich, as far as I can asc e r t ain , da t c~ s f rom tr18 n i n e t'. ccntrl 
century. OrRI tradition today p r efers to talk of a p a rL icul cl Y 
clan, o r the Khoisan as a peopl(~ , and Clny ma U.c :c whj.c:h 'L ~; 

larger than t h e clan if;; unden; tood t o aff e ct:. eVt:::.r.ybody. TI') i f i 

conception a1 l ows no room for a div ision of Kho i :3an in t. o t.wu 
systematical l y (JiLft.-:.cenU,ate ci c:r roups. 

As wiLL o f l.en occur in this "'lork. , t. hc;re If.; n o p()~; :; i b i ! t t y 
of compromise on thif:> quest ion . Tn t he hi r;t o r.i . () ~J ( iJpl1y, l he 
differentiation has been assumed to be a n a tu ral sL a. Le a nd In 
fact constitutes a major explanatory mechanism for the f ai .L uro 
of Khoisan r esistance. l.amar and Thompson's romark it:; 
repreD e ntat.i VI=- of this school o f t h ought; \I ••• d e£;'TrJi. t e tt-wi ]' 
meagre resourc e s, whi te s we:cc a.b1 e L a ga i n c an l 'co l 0 r \f t:u; i~ 

areas beca use the indig e now:; Kh o i s aIl hun Li fl~l d.llcl heccll.I1~J 
peopl e s vlere too few, too weak, and t oo cl .i v .i.dcd aHlo nq 
themselves to prevent it." ~\ TtTW3 tllerei ~; n o WdY Lor d 

discussion of resistance t o duck the is s1J c . MO (, L~ove c, 'j L i~j 
pertinent to consider it at th:i.s sL a~F::: bec al1Sc~ t hc' p U ]J } iCdL i O Il 

pp. 109 . 

n T. Ra nger, " Tre[]cl~: i n Afri can IIi;", Lor:i ography and t' lJ e 
Task FacinC] Scholars o f Namib i a" in LI , Wood (cd ) 
Namibia , l B84 -1 984: Re a d ings on Namibia ' s H:i st.ory and ~;oci, e t v, 
United Nations Institute for Namibia, Lusaka , 198fl, pp. 14 . 

I I{. Thompson and L. M. Lamar "The North Amc :c i c an and 
Southe rn Afri can Frontiers I I , in L . 1\1. La ma r and 1I . Thompsoll 
(eds.) The Fr onLie r I n His tory , Yale Unive.u ,;ity PLess , :1 98 l , 
pp 23; c f . al s o Elph i c k 1977 pp . xvii . 
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of Elphick's work marked the last time the question was even 
raised, much l ess discussed with any degree of seriousness. To 
me, it divides up into two questions, one , whether pure 
hunter-gather e rs ever exi sted pr ior to the di s posse ssion o f 
colonialism, and two, whether Khoisan cl ans, whatever the i r 
e conomic structure, fought each other. 

Both present - day hunter - gatherers and Stow's respondent s 
in the 1870's meant the same thing by the word 'sa', o r ' san ', 
namely to collect plant s a n d capture animals. '11 I n other 
words, they d e scribed pa rt ~cular act ivi t ies and not an ethni c 
group. This u s age is borne out by the miss ionary Hahn 's :r'emclr k 
in 1881 that i n the transGari e pi "[t]he Khoi - khoi often speak 
of !Uri-San (white Bushmen) and mean the 1 0VJ white vagabon d s 
and runaway s ailors who vis it. their count. cy . ,, 'J '. I S ll S P(.'! Ct t. hclL 
t h e meaning o f !Ur i-San was l e ss ' white Bush men' than '* #@ ! 
who s teal the bount i c=s of na Lu.r e '. Be Lt'wt as i L may , Khoi sa n 
language clearly does not u se the I..c o n Lo corcela r- c~ ( ~ ~. rm l c il.y 
and economic systems. 

Some his Lorian[.; havE~ argued tha t the Kho i and the S<'1rJ do 
const.itute a n single ethntc ~lcOUp. ')6 Unl e ss cLccJ'Ja e oloq Ls l s 
develop a r e l i able method to r e ad of f eLhnic affi l:iatiom; f Y()lTl 

f ossil remains this is in fact the only tenable t heory. What , 
t hen, of the idea that this g r oup was s y s t ematically di vi rte0 
i nternally b y di fference s in e conomic st ruc t ure? Ro th ~ uLho r'u 
hitherto discus sed simply accepted the co'loni<11 my 1:1'1 ot t h E; 
'Bushman' as a n object i vely existin g pre- colonialr:ca l iL y . 1 
still awa_i t a shred of evidence to s11bs t a n t i a t c t:his mytI'l . 
Archeology cannot settle t.he di sput e . The res e arcJ'l has shown 
t ha t in the western Cape 1\ it i s qui te c e r ta i. n thai. l: h (~ 
Late Stone 1\9l-~ groups hlld acqui red ~:;heep . .. , at I (~ as t by lIlt! 
first century o f our era and almost c ertai n l y earLi .C:; ,c. .. Ihi ~.; 
p a storal pha s c~ can hardly h a ve be~FU\ b e f ore a bOlL i-. 3UO yC (l C~: 
b efore our e r a 1\ 'J'/ The f ac i.. t hat people k e p I d()ITI(=~ ~·; t i c 
s hee p cannot, of cour[.:;e, prove t 1'1a t t hen? we r e n o CLl n ,; who 
we re s olely hunter - gatherec[~, but. it. do(~s ~.:: lJ(M Ul i:l l 
pastoralist s lived in t.he Cape for a L lea rc; t: two mi 'U c nll ld , 

~ 1 Cf . H. Angula, I\ Tracin~l t h e f-1i L~ l. 0 r y 0 L 1: h L: ~ ; Ll n : 
Namibia's Fi .cs t.: Inhabi tan ts 1\ in Woods (e ll.) Nclm iJ?j 'L_JJHi~-
198 4 , pp. 103. 

9<; Cited in E. hI 'i lmsen , La n d Filled vJlth Flies : A 
Poli ti cal Econ omv of the Kalahar i , [Jn i versi t y of Chic a g o 
Press, Chicago , 1 989, pp. 85 . 

96 For t h e single ethn i c group theory cf. Elpb i c k pp . 1 2, 
Angula "Trac ing the Hi story", pp. 104 - 1 05 . 

97 
1\ The Prehistory 0 E Sou t h e rn AfcL C,-l " .i.n K i . 

Zerbo Afc ica ; I : M(~thodolo(::1Y a nd 
:a li f o r n -ta , 1 98 1 , pp . 52 8. 
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that the technologies for this mode of life were we l l 
established, and that transition to cattle keeping was less of 
a technological revolution than an adaptation of very ancient 
techniques of breeding, milking and herding. We need to set 
these conclusions against the evidence provided that class 
distinctions were a postcol onial development. 9c In t he 
absence of any proof to the contrary, this is the theory which 
best fits wha t little evidence there is on the early economi c 
organization of the Khoisan. 

When it comes to the myth of Khoisan f ighting Kl:lOi s an, I 
have discussed its ideological functions in depth above. He r e, 
I wish to place its historica l orig i n . The f irs t men t i o n o f 
the Soaqua, or Vischmen, who we re later to be ide n t ified w.i t l! 
the \Bushmen', occurs in a particular strate gic con t e x t , 
namely when Autj oema is trying to discover van Riebe e ck / s t rue 
intentions. "'!e must remember that the crew o f t he s hi p IJaa r Jem 
were st r anded·in Table Bc)Y in 1649 f or fiv(~ month,,; b c; Yu r e I.h ( ~y 

could get pas~age out. of there, ~ivin9 ci. se t.o the expe cta ti on 
amongf;L the Kr oisan that van lhebeeck and hi ~ : me n vlOu l d d (J t 11 0 

same. When after six months they had st ill not l e f t, Au tj OL::rn"l 
told the following sto ry: 

" ... that this Table Val ley was annually vi s i t e d by 
three tribes of peopl e, similar in dress and 
manner .. .. the third sort war.; cal led by t hem 
Vischman, who.. . comeE; h e r e wi t h cows on l y , a n d 
without sheep .. . , these Waterma n s and Saldanhcllna ns, 
according to Berry's accounL a re at con stan t war , 
and endeavour t .. O injure the m d S much D S p o ss i bL e ; 
if we would try by mean s o f d e coying a nd a J 1 u ri WJ 
them, as if for the pur pose of b~ rtering c opp0r f or 
cattle - as is t.heir annual cu s t om - to qet tbis 
Vischman with wife and chiJdren into our hdnd ~;, La 
destroy them, and tak.e thei r c a t:tle to oucE) e lv(."~;, 
in whi ch all the Wat:. e rman a nd Sa ldanhaman would bc~ 
disposed t .. o a ss i. st wi t h a l l t:he ir poltJe r, up o n whi dJ 
we ,,!ould not a~:; yet allow UUI~ l rt V Oll C] J:) lcc; 

i n c 1 i nation to be seE:-~n .... " 'J'J 

'JG On evidence tor this post> colo1'li a l t C dJl f; i t: i.on ,;[ . ,( ;. 
JVlarks "Khoi san Resis ta nce To t h e Dutch j n t il e: S(::v (~ nt(~(:;nt h ,md 

ighteenth Cen t uries" ,Journal of Af r:1.c a n Hi s t o :c.'L , U: :2, 1 9 '1) , 
pp. 59; Elphi c k Kraa l and Ca st l e pp. 22 2 ; and als o Wi. lmseJJ 
Land Filled ~ ith Flies pp. 83-85, on wbat h u c a ll s t he 
'bushmani zing ' process 

99D. Moodie Th c~ Re cord; Or a Se :c i es at Off i c ial Popel.s 
Relative t o t 11 Cond j_tion a nd Trea t.me nt of the Nativp. T'ti tJ~s 
of South Africa , A.A. Ba l k ema , Cape Town, 1 9 59 ( 1 8 3 8 - 1 841 ), 
vol. I, pp. 24, entry f o r 13/11 16 5 2. 
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The Soaqua, then, both owned cattle and were accustomed to 
trade annually - hardly typical hunter-gatherers. The story of 
hereditary enmity does not rin g t rue. I fail to see why the 
Soaqua would come to Table Bay to be ":-obbed in the fi r s t 
place, nor why the other clans should wish to steal what t h e 
could acquire b y trade, since the f orme):' tactic h ad l itt le 
chance of lon g term success. IL wi 11 be seen be l ow t ha l-. no vwr 
between the Soaqua and the Gor inghaiqua ever occrre d, a nd i t 
is more probab le t hat Autjoema wa s t elling this story i n an 
effort to find out what van Ri e beeck's intentions we re . When 
he r e peated his request a month later, v an Ih c.:beeck <-igain 
refused, writ i ng thc t it " .. . would still be too soon, and it 
ought previously to he inquired wha t profit coul d b e :had t 'r OH! 
them f or the Company ." l- OO Autjoema's suspicions tt1tAL van 
Riebeeck meant no good, then , we r e not withou t L ound~t ion . 
During the next two years, these Soa quas took on an 
increasingly mythical character. They neve r show('~d u p i n 
p erson, but Van Riebeeck was con s tantly warned o f t hei r 
vicious and wicked characters . They tende d to be an excuse why 
the Khoisan cannot barter c attle (t.he Soaqua stole them), 0 ( , 

as a c l oser watch became n e ces s a r y, as a r e ason why v eop LG 
needed to camp right. up a qa i ns L t b e wall s o E U.l(~ f o rt . 
Finally , the ~ ; oaqua were a good a lj_b i - c aLL lecdi.(h ; on the 
f ort ,'Je r e blame d on t hem. 1 (>1 llow(:v~ r, l i .k.e l: 1"1e othe [ ~ . : I.orie ~ ; 
of enmity, Soaq ua aggression wa s hear d o t bu t n(~vcl' SF:8n . Thus 
there is reason to suspect t bat Lh e Soaqua were J arqcl y an 
invention induced by strategic n e cessity , and a h andy one t oo. 

The first white sight in g of t hem occucnc~d when two 
Company servants ceturn from an expedi tion , an d menti on havi n q 
seen some Soaq ua. It is howe v o :r:' cl e a r from the con Lext that 
they never ac t ually spoke to Lhe~;e people. JII /' i,'rom this t imc 
on, the Soaqua were never rne ntioned wi t b out the qua lili (' r I.hal 
they had no catt.le, or without an epitheL such dS banrtits . 
These people were so elusivc I however , t hat t hc:.-:e conclu s ion ~ ; 
were never reached on the b ar.:; is o f a ct.ual conv8rsc.1l i ons . '0 ; 

The conclusim. is i:cresi stible tha t whi te obse:cv(~n; ~;jmpJy 
applied the name to people t hey saw who were wc~.ll a rTneli and 
had no cattle. 

In the me ant i me , l\.ul..j o ema had fin al l v J"ecei vl'd lLi. ~:! 
answer: 

lOIlIbid., pp. 24, 15/1.2 1 6 52 . 

JOICf. ego ibi d ., pp . 28 , 9/ 1 1653; pp. 46 , 6/3 J6 51; pp. 
63, 3 0 /5 16 5 5 ; pp. G9, 21 / 8 '1 655 ; pp. 8 B , 1 4 /'7 1 V.i 6 i PI> . 
1 25 , 6/5 1658. 

l02Ibid., pp. 59, 2-3/41655. 

I03 Cf. ibid ., pp . 233, 20/ 2 1659 ; pp. 1. 58 , 7/3 1659 . 
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" Berry.. seeing us looking on, and hearing u s talk 
of building houses here and there .. asked u s , if we 
buil t houses which they obse rved to b e our 
in t e n tion , where shoul d U ': ;y liv e ?. vie r e pl ied 
that t hey might live u n d e.r oue protect i.on . . upon 
whi c h ttley expressed thems e l ve s sat L; t ied, b ut i t 
mig ht be e as i l y seen that i t was n o t quite to their 
mind. ,, 104 

As hosti l ities escalated into the f irst Kh o i - Dut ch wa r, i t is 
not su ~cprisinq that large numbe rs o f weLl arme d men left t heir 
i amilies behin d and congrega t e d in the southwe s t e r n Ca p e. The 
historian c ann ot conclud e on the basi s o f such s j g ht ings L. lla t 
the famed \ Bushmen' e v er exis ted. Afte r t he war , o f course, we 
are well into the colonial period . Ma n y we re force d t o arm 
themselves, and to s ubs is t s olely on h u n t ing anrl g ather i ng , 

Where d oc s thi ~3 Leave the: myLiI or j ni (.' n l d l r1 i :::sen s i ore 1 

hav e s h.own t.h a t the Kb.o i s an t tJe mf;e Lves W8-r 8 a L pa ilJ ~; 1.0 

cultivate th i f3 impre:~ sion and t h a t Lhe e x i (J c~ nc Lo s 0 

'es istance i t. s elf wa~~ wha.t de t e rrnined'i ts d e ployme nt . M 
curso ry r eading of eve nts during the firs t. f o u e y ea n ·: o f 
c olonia lism c a nnot prove that Khoi s aD n ever f OUqJl t on o 
a n o ther, but i t can s how t hat we n eed I ~.O d i s tingu ~i ~; h b(-~ t W( ~ C: T1 

a s to r y wh i ch wa s c arefu lly const~rucL(-:d to croa t e l.J p a rt i c u l d 
imp re s s ion in the mi nd of the whi te obs e rver and what wa s 
actually happe ning . Furthe r, i t shows that a. cru c i a l It/dY Lo 
make this di s tinc tion is b y c ons i dering t h e s t r o t c:g :i e ~ 1 and 
aims of the Khoisan t h a t i s, b y r e a d i ng t he f30 11rc es in 
c onte.xt, 

This dis c u sr;ion r a i s es c:rtl c i a l qu e s t i on s. I E l'.i:-J C J:-c we n' 
n o ethnic groupings who l ive d s o l e ly b y b u n t i ng and <] at [ .l e e i.nq 
prior t. o EUT Jp e an colonia li s m t: h e n vlO are f o c c e c.l t o n :- · 
e valuate all c ur concep t ions of Kh o 'i Srln h i s l:o r y . [ f fo' Yf., t c mat i ( ' 
internal div i s ions did no t a i d a nd a bet t ile gc;n o c ioc' ol: t l- I\ .~ 
Khoi san, wha t did? The tra ve l wr- :i t i Ilq S o i t ]w c l ()h te(:: II I~1l d wi 
n ine t e e ntb c (;Jl tu r y o Ff e r a b und d n l: cV. i. Cicmce o f cle s t. i Llll. l: C I 'Jf l ~.: 
who lived b y 'Sa n'. TlJi ~3 would indicate Lh at: hi sl .o Ji dn~ ; h il Vl ' 

grossly und81.8st imal ed t h e d e g ree o f di sposse~~ ~3 i (HI wh i e l l 

occur red dur ing t:. h(~ Du t c b. p e ri od , <Jnd b ilVE~ q n)s [; 1 

overestimated the economic s t abi 1:i t .y which. u nd c r p i nned Ktw i ~;al1 
abi l i t y t o resist. Jl:. if; clea r t hcH. i r: KtloL-:a n h :i.f3to ci o <j .capby 
c a n bu t r i d j t s e l f: of LtJe my t h of Ll l(:: \ 13u:, i-J rnan', Lhen: a Jl: 

many mo re e x citing, and more p e rt inent, i s s u es t o b e 
inv estigate d. 

J04Ibid. , pp. 93 , 2 0 /2 16 5 7. 
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CHAPTER THREE: BUILDING ON THE SOLID ROCK 

This chapter discusses the concept .of collaboration. It 
searches for the historical origin of collaboration amongst 
the Khoisan, explains how the term is u sed amongst the i r 
descendants, and how it relates to a system of morals. It goes 
on to examine the use of the concept in the work of one 
historian. 

COj\1:!?REHENDING COLL1-U30RATION 

If Moreovc',:, , the very notion of collaboration defines 
political behaviour 'from above' that is, it 
views the phenomenon almost entirely from the 
vantage point of the colonial state , remainiDQ 
incurious as to the components and priori ties of 
that political position" 105 

If resistance historiography has from its inception in the 
late sixties played a profoundly ideological role, t.be sam2 
must apply to the historiography of collaboration - except, of 
course, that there is no such thing. Even the most ra_c "Lst 
historians have not attempted a syst ematic sL.udy of 
collaboration. Inste ad, the method of colonial h i [;L ocians was 
to work by assumption, by inu inua tio n ane) in tact b y anything 
rather than discu[~sing the issue o n itt; mc r::.itf; . 106 jVlodern 
resistance historiography did deve lop a more sophist icated 
concept of collaboration. NeverthelesE.;, as thc-: comment by' 

Beinart and Bundy above indicates, it was only by the la t 
eighties that resistance historians began to d ivest the ir us e 
of the concept from its colonial antecedents. 

I would argue that this issue has part icular .cec.:;onance i n 
an account of Khoisan history, since it is striking how o ft en 
collaboration and resistance are uni ted in the same person. To 
write of these people as if they were one a nd no t the other is 

lO S IIw. Beinart, and C. Bundy, Introduction: ' Away in the 
Locations I in W. Beinart and C. Bundy (eds.) Hidden ~; L ruggl e~ :If 

in Rural South Africa: Pol i t ics a nd Popula r l'1oveme nU:; ill 
Transkei and t he Eastern Cape, la9 0 - 19 30, lJniv(:~n ; i ty oC 
Cal ifornia Pre s s, Berkeley, 1987, pp . 28. 

J0 6 My pe~csonal favourite is Ve dder, the grand fatl"Je r ot 
Namibian historiography of whom Lau writes: [hel found i t II 

apparently very easy .. ' to pay allegiance to Ad olf Hi tler 
when the latter came to power. II B. Lau, If Thank Godche 
Germans Came Vedder and Namibian Hi sto :c ios:;ra p hy " 
Collected Pape r s , Centre For African Studies, Un iversi ty o f 
Cape Town, Vol. 2, 1981, pp. 26. 



Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n

39 


to give a highly skewed pictu re o f history . Moreover, we 
cannot understand the ir liv e s, t h ei r mot ive s o r t hei r act_ ions . 
In Kho isan h i E;to r y , t h\o:. par t c·f l. he col1 t t ·f.) ,L LO:',.' wa s; :r~o l es s 
dangerous, and often less rewarding, tha n t h at of the 
guerilla. Autjoema, for instance, has often been called the 
first collab orator, yet he was also the f i rst politica l 
prisoner on Robben Island, where he died in 1 6 63. lO 'l How 
then, do we underst a nd hi s life? Only if we r e member that 
counter-intelligence is one of the crucial weapons o f war c an 
we acquire perspectiv e. Thus Autj o ema said to van Riebeeck 
that while all the other clans had migrated, he a lone: 
" ... resides with us, with his wif e and children, to s e r v e t h e 
company, a s far as he can, as interpr e te r ... ". Thi slO ll 

departure from the custom of wa nderin g a n nu a l ly is only 
e xpl icable i f we take r.he motivation~3 o f the Kh o isan int o 
account .1 0 9 It is likely that Aut j o e ma was clc Lailed t o s t a 
as close to the fort a s possible, to r e port on, au d it 
possible to frustrate, the act:.ions of the c o Jon:i sts. 

Those who we nt as guides, as well, we r e fa r f com 
cooperative p eople _ On 1':.he first expedit i on t o find t.he 
Namaquas, the white s we ce far too s ick i. c om dyt;(c:nt e ry a n d 
other assorted dise ases to n e ed mu c h c ilcou cagemen l- to tU Tn 
b ack . .!l" Long b efore the second ex.p c;dition, 0 0man u nci o t he n:; 
made sure to tell scary sto r i e s of the clan's wa rlike, v i c iou s 
tendencie s , much aki n t o pre vious GLori e s o f t.he Soaqu a . J 1 1 

When the second expedition insisted on setting ou t , the g u ides 
(of whom o ne was in all likelihood Doman) did thei r best t o 
induce them to turn back. Thu s the expeditio n met wi t h: 

" .. 8 Soaquas .. [who] tried to p e rsuad e u s tha t the 
Namaquas would kill u s - r as k ed thes e Hotten t o OG 
to a c company us and show us the Namaqu a s, t h a t T 
would give the m toba cco a nd b e a d s , bu t t hey would 
not a n d left:. us; our I-Iottenl-~ oos beq a n loo l o~,e h e u [ t 

. 0 7 D. Moodie Th e Re c o rd: Or a Se ries of Of t ic i a..l P Cl-De IE~ 
Rel fl t i v e to the Con di t i on a nd Tr e a t men t. o f t be Nati ve:? Tribe ~:; 
o f Sqjl th Af rica, A . A . Ba l k e ma, Ca p e To wn , 19 5 9 (1 8 3 8 - l B1 1), 
v o l. I, pp. 2 78, ent ry t cn :- 1 5/1166 ·1 . 

· 0 t ry l-L / 'L'j. t; r ')l OG rb'dl ., pp. 2_,' 6 \1·]. . . 1 , en [" o r .. ." 'J__) :J L .. 

10 9 For a n explanatio n of the origins of Kh o is a n s easonal 
migration, cf. LJ.D. Clark, "The Prehistor y of South e r n 
Africa" in J. Ki- Zerbo (ed.) Ge neral. Histo r y o f Af ri c a ; 1 
Methodology and Preh i story, UNESCO and Heinemann, Cal if o r n i a, 
1981, pp. 523. 

l l U Moodie The Record pp. 1 2 2, v ol . 1, e n try f o r 21 /3 
1658. 

I t I Cf . . b . d" - ."., ({ ,, -, ' 1 -, . [ . A. ._ i- . •~ ,' . 'J / 1 b- ( L . e g o l . l ., l':- .P . .c... L. u , ., .,.. ..<. . _L, l::: l L.. .r y _ C .L L: l ~ ,. ) _ . 
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and said, like the others, that they would kill 
us . 1111 2 . 

The guerillas retur ned , e a c h time wi t h t h e s ame story , unti l 
even the white people bec ame suspicious. Per!)aps t h is 
exaggerated conce rn for white safety may have seeme~ strange. 
Thus after eight days of dissuasion the perceptive t"'xpedition 
leader observed that "[f) rom all we can make out, it seems 
they do not wi sh us to reach the Namaquas. fl ll J The Lwo guides 
perforce stay e d with the expedition, but did their utmost to 
prevent communication with the 'Namaqua ll and when the 
expedition finally met one of the northerly c l ans, r.he guide s 
made sure to have a l engthy council with them f iL~ t . What1 " 1 

was planned there we can only guess at, but it is C(~l·ta~in that 
after two days the e x peditLon was l i terally burned 0ut of the 
area - forest fires forc e d the m t o retreat. ll S 

I t see ms as if the whi te pe ople ~ n t he fort were 
suffering from a shortage o f mea t , which is why l. hey we 'ce 
constantly in searc h of northern clans more gene rou ::, o r l ess 
wise, than thos e whi c h took up camp around the fo r t . The hopes 
were not ful f i lled, howeve r, since t he second expc( ji t ion h ad 
netted only one ox, and the thi rd , whi c h set ou t: a mo nth 
later, was not much more success f ul. The third pxpedition 
showed exactly the same pattern of di scouragement·. J1& liJhen 
they me t a nor thern clan, a second lengthy council was held, 
of which the expedition lead e r commente d: " [o ] u r iIlLerpre ter 
asked them full y 10 t. i mes what t hey were debatin9 dboll I.., and 
they answered, about nothing. We could f orm no othr'.t:"' opinio n 
but that our Hottentoos [si c l ] told t he SOdqu a many 
fal sehoods . ,,1 17 

The expedition leade r may have communicat.ed hi~) unea se t.o 
others at the f ort. At any ratr~ , i t was t o t.ake anal h e r t wenty 
months befor e wh i tes ventured beyond t he PiquE.-~t.be rq ,JCfel in . On 
t he fourth exp edition, the lin)" b etween co l labor ,IU .on ,·wd 
resistance be c ame c l e ar e ven to the whites. The ~JlJ ic! ~: s made 
them cross the Oliphant~; River at t he same ford t llr e e t i mes 
and, I suppose, coul d have gone on 'gett i fI g lost' 

:11/. Ibid., pp. 230, ent ry fo r 7/2 1661 

11J Ibid., vol. I, pp. 231, entryforEi/2 1 66 J. 

111 E . b . d 1 23' . f · /. C. l l ., vo . I, pp . . 3, entrles-or lil(; 18 -19 2 
1661. 

us Ibid., vol. I, pp . 234, entry for 22/2 1 661. ,~J1d .for 
entry for 24 /2 1661. 

116Cf. ibid., vol. I, pp. 23 6, entri es fo r 2. 6 / 3 
and 1 / 4 1 66 1. 

11 '1 Ibid., vol. I, pp. 236, entr y f o :c 5/4 1(;61 . 

http:labor,IU.on
http:communicat.ed
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indefinitely, had the expedi tion leader not s ought other 
guides. The n e w guides: ••• 3 Soaqua ... al s o tried to mislea d11 

him, and r a n a way the ~lext :1igll.t . ,dl ~ The next day ':.:le 
expedition was told to turn back by armed men, and when t h is 
did not work, they were attacked the s a me night. Much 
disillusioned, the writer observed: 11 [n]ext day some Namaquas 
came to our people with cat.tle for sale, but our men tho ught 
that they rather came to ascertain whether any of our me n had 
been killed, i..han with any other object" 11~ The cattle we cc 
bought nonetheless, but v iolence succeeded where trickery d id 
not - the (:xpedition finally turned back to th e fort.u o 

When Khoisan motives are brought. in to the pi c turc~, e ven 
the most cursory consideration of col l aboration reveals i t to 
be much more than an easy option, but one of a ranSTe o f 
tactics deployed in the broader st.ruggle to understand ana 
resist colonialism. This is not surprising if we a ssume th~L 
the Khoisan were unwilling (and in l a ter cen t uri e s o i t c".!] 
unable) to turn to violence except as a last resort. 

How then do we distinguish an~lytically b etween the one 
tactic and t he other? Things have no t chanqed that much: as <::1 

member of a coloniz e d peop le, I know the difL;rence b etweell 
resistance and collabora t ion. The latter i.s wha t you do 
survive. Still, beyond the necess it i e s of d ai ly l ife the r e are 
i~,; l Lmds where you can jU';t be you :r s e l [ , vli t h o u L q u est ion . 
Resistance is what you do to prot e ct thos e isl a n ds, wh i l e w~ r 
i s what you vla qe to enLarSF~ t h e m . Th e n ot course tJle:ce .i . ~: 
'selling out' I an act which if:; con t rasu rvival, both as cUI 
individual and as a people. Put t ing a gut f eel i Ilg int.o v~ o rd~ ' 
may sound confusing, but, as with d efini tion s of Khoisan , i t 
is perfectly s traight fo rward to c a t e gor i ze actua l peopll':' . 
Service in the police, a r my or in Pa:c l i ame n t i s no t c(ms id(YI~ed 

acceptable, whil e s ervi c e in the navy may b e acce ptab l f::; if 
finances are d esperate. To do something in orde r to ge t h y is 
not immoral - to get rich by it, l ie;. Thus, in n e SJo t i a L:i flq I tlC 
contradictions created by colonialism, one JeinTls I_h at 
collaboration a nd re s istance are both two sides o f the sa m~ 
coin . Survival, phy~~ical and sp i r i tual f is the · coin. 

JIP. Ibid., pp. 263, entry f or 1 / 2 1663. 

1 1 ') I bid. 

120 As an aside, the evidence provided here serves to cast 
considerable doubt on the story 0[: hered i t ary enmi ty b e t ween 
the 'Soaqua' and the Khoisan of the southern Cape (c f . chapte r 
i.:.vJO, pp. 59) No doubt we could make a subsidiar y a s sumpt i on 
to l:Jol ster the s t o r y I s u ch as t he ~(10 :l tll :.1::: i'l. pO,lee haj be=r 
conc:luded in tlle meanti lT.e. But '.'1J-1:: G_-: ·:)ul a we ? 
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THE RISE AND FALL OF DEPENDENCY 


" I do not say that I am against Communi s m. But 
Communism, like Christianity, has been singularly 
unfortunate in its choice or representatives ." 
Mangaliso Robert Sobukwe 
To include the work of Martin Legassick in a study of 

Khoisan resistance may seem strange, since he barely touches 
on the topic of resistance. However, he does address the issue 
of Khoisan collaboration and his work on the northern frontier 
in particular has not only been enormously inf luenti i}i, but 
has remained largely unchallenged. 1 2 1 

Legassick's work set out to show that racism in South 
Africa, far f rom being dysfunctional to capi t CJ. LL,~m,i n fact 
was central to its development. 1 2 2 Thi s conclu s i on has 
become generally accepted, but, coming trom a Sjenerat ion to 
whom both 'functionalism' and 'structuralism' are four-l e tter 
words, one could arSJue that. it. is possible to e xpress t.h i. s 
idea in a t a r lesr; determi nist.ic manne c . Th(~ pcoblem wi t.h 
determinism o f any kind is that the primacy of thE:~ory mak(~s it 
all too easy to bend the rules of good schola r ship. Wh en t ilis 
is combined with the exigencies o f political a ct ivism, th e: 
author is automatically provide d wi th a fine-sounding e x cus e 
to bend the rules. Legassick is a c ase in poin t . To r efe r 
constantly to an unpublished Ph.D t h e s i s fo r d iscussion s o f 
interpretation may be allowable, but to do so to substantiat.e 
facts cannot be regarded as fair play. Further, his work 
abounded with instances when sources were incorrectly used or 
slightly twisted to fit the t.heory . 

The issue of collaboration i s a good example. LeSjassick 
wished to demonstrate tha t:. class, and n ot r.Jc e was the 
decisive factor determinin~T attitudes on. t h e I :rord~ i(,~J::-. I n 
arguing this h e commented white burgers were wont. t.o ~~ endII ••• 

their Kh oi servants on commando du ty in theL c 

.17.1 Cf. e g . R. Ross Adam Kok ' s Griqu cw: }:., S t.u cly-.iD---.!Jl~ 
Development o f Stratifica tion in South A£ rica , Ca.mbridge 
University Pre s s f Cambridge, 1976 i R . Elpl1ick and H . GiLLOm eE: 
(eds. ) Introduction If in The Shapinq o f Sout.h /-\.frican\I 

Society, Longman, Cape Town, 1979; L. M. Lamar and H. Thompson 
(eds.) II Introduct i on" in The Front ie r in His tory ,Ya.le 
University Press, New Haven, 1981i J . Com.Jro fE a nd ,J . 
Comaroff Of Rev el.a.tion and Revolut i on: C.hris tianj~_ 

Colonialism an~ Consciousness in South Africa , Un iversity o f 
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1993, cha p te r four . 

122 Cf. M. Legassick The Fron t i eT." Tradition in South 
African Histor i ography in S. Marks and A . At more (eds) 19 8 0 pp 
67-68. 
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place.. ,, 123 Dec ontextualiz e d in this way, it seemed as if 

the Kho i wen t on COI.J1lI3nd·:} of t l1t="~i!:- ::::',,':1 f ree wi ll , in effect 

collaborating in extending the w[J.ite frontier northwards. This 

is in fact exactly what he argued e lsewhere j it -:'''2.8 theIt 

commando system which created the possibili t j :' ~s for the 

replace ment of an indige nous syste m of usufrur.t oJ' common 

land by a system of landholding. IIU~ Wbile no one wm1.ld den 

t h e t r uth o f thi s, Legassick we nt on to implicate t he victims : 

"The commando-like bands of tr-Je Nor t h c"= rn Prone. i c c 
zone consisted of b oth whi t es and nOD-vJh i te s . Hut 
at fir s t it was colonial citizens who could 
distribut e the crucial r esources of arms a n d 
powder. As they moved ou t to tap new t rade routes 
.. they would have found Khoikh oi eag er to accept. 
arms and powd('~r in J:'etu rn f or: s erving elf) 

guides. " 1/" , 

In us ing the word 'eager ', Legas~-;ick carried t ho accuE;al-. .LOIl 

one step further , from collaboration to sell i ng out: . I t ire:; not 
difficul t, to show that this is far from t.be t r u Lh . Whi l E:: 
i nboeks e linge were often sent on commando, ttH~ ir v;' i ves anci 
c hildren were J;: r=-:pt. on the fa J:m as hostage s . Thu s .i.n 1807. K.. I a.au 
Stuurman a skc' l l. ftaL t.he British o :cd e:c t. he boen3 I.u "... (:ri.vee: 
back the warneD, chi l dren and cattle wh i c h t hey had ext o rt ed, 
stolen or k e pt back by for c e from lJi s me n , vJb:.il HL in ttlc:ir 
service . ,,1 7. 6 The frequency of s ucll compla int.s i mpl ies I.llat thr? 
keepin g of women and chi Idrr.~n hostagf::~s wCl ~~ an inL c:oqra.J pa r t a t 
the commando system, and e xplains 'che behaviour o f man 

17.3 Ibid., pp 62 

124 [\1. Legassick The Nor t h ern Front i er to 1B2 0 in Elph Lck 
and Giliomee (eds .), pp. 250 . 

J25 i b i d, pp 255 

In S. Ne wton - King, TIThe Rebel lion o f t h e Khoi in C;caaf 
Re inet : 1799- 1803 " in The Kh oikhoi Rebt-:: l l ion :in the E:as Ll:.cn 

179 9 - 18 ( 3) Ce nt re For A Ec i.. c GnJ Studies , Un i ve r s i ty o f 
Cape To wn, 1 981 , pp . 48 . 

http:E:asLl:.cn
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'collaborators'. 127 To give just one example, one Willem 
Haasbek was regarded as one of the most trusted guides in the 
war of 1793 i n t h e eastern Cape , yet in 1 7 94 IJ.l~ complaillec::. o f 
the continued detention of hi s wife and c hi ldren by Coenraad 
de Buys, who had ignored repeated reque s ts to set them 
free. 128 This circumstance sheds abundan t l i gh·t on llaasbek' s 
fidelity. Not surprisingly, Haasbek switched sides a t the 
earliest opportunity and in 1801 died in prison, where he was 
held on charg es of desertion and conspiracy . 129 The presence 
of Khoisan on commandos was far from being an e xample of non ­
racial uni ty. On the contrary, tJl (~ inst.i tution was embedded i n 
a system of coercion and viol pnce which was racist t o t.he 
core . 

There is evidence of a similar pattern of coe rcion on the 
transfron t ier. Thus the Swed e Andersson on his tri p ~ o 
Ovamboland j n. 1861 succeeded in capturing an e n t.ire kraa l. Not 
content with holding hostages and: 

" .. dreading the consequences of allow j ng the man 
his liberty, I hit upon the f ollowing expedient to 
prevent his absconding. I fastened his r ight ha nd 
to t.he wrist. of one of my at i~endants .. .. The Bus[lTnan 
was thc. :' l ordered to proceed, a.nd, i n orde r to 
prevent all chance of es cape, I followe d close on 
his hee l s . ,, 1 ; 0 

wilmsen cons i ders t h is proceedin g t o b e not: un COfmnon l.lJ 

nineteenth cent ury traders and explorers, whil e Pratt Inen t i ons 
the custom of travellers to 'bor row' guide s from the la s t 
farmer on the rO cid, who wa~; paid f or the se servi ce;,;Ln ~J uns 
and ammun~ . tion - the boerc, t hat is, not the yu:i.det:; . . ,'1 ()llce 

again we have Legassicl<:. turning Eacts on thei r hea.d i_D o ni(; c 
to prove a theory. 

PI Cf. Newton-·King, pp. 1 5 and PI>. 32 ; V. C. 
"The Khoi Capt.ains in t he Third Front Ler War " 
Rebellion in t he Eastern Ca 
Studies, Unive rsity of Cape 

128 Cf. Ne wton-King, pp 21 a nd p p 59, noU~ 39. For U Ll l(: r 

instances, see l\1a lhe .cbe , pp 76 and S . Ne \llt olJ - Ki n ~:l , "B".l.ck y- r ou rt(j 
to the KllOikh oi Re bellion o f 1 799 - J.tl03" Coll e c ted S-.S;lll.i!!.c..t r 
Papers on thE~ Societi es of .Soul: h ern Atric~ , InstiLu Le o f' 
Common we alth Studies, University o:E London, 1 981, pp. B . 

129Malherbe, pp. 79 . 

J 3n Cf . E. Wilmsen , La nd Fill ed vhth Fl i es; A l:' ol ~tica.L 
Economy o f the Kalf!-.bar L University of Chica go Press , 
Chicago, 1989, pp 111 . 

III Cf. Wilrns en , pp . 112, M. Pra tt Trave lwri tinq and 
Transculturation, Routledge and Kegau, Ne w York , 1992 , pp. 53 . 
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My final example refers to Legassick's use of a source 
which could have known nothing about the matter at hand: 

"From about 1 810 ... the il l egal trade i n (... ..::Tns ... 
flourished with such peopl e as intermediaries, and 

led to cattle raiding and t he seizure of hunt er ­
gathe rer apprentices. Such Bastards, wrote Governor 
Somerset in 1817, were 'expert in the use of 
firearms .... to procure firearms they must 
revisit the Colony and bring with them something 

which will induce the itenerant traders to supply 
them .... The consequence is that thoy plunder the 
distant tribes and t:raffic wi th the booty.' JI .1l? 

The accusation of slave trading i s serious. Even so, it should 
be obvious that Governor Somerse t h i mself cou l d h ave no 
knowledge whatsoever of who raided the slaves who passed 
through many hands befon~ reach i ng Cape Town. That:. Somerset 
considered the , Baster and Oorlam communi t i es pIundere[ ~; canno t 
be use d as evidence, since t h ese epithets at thE~ I:i. rne were 
applied with particular vehe mence to people who we r e 
obstreperous wi th the colonial governme nt.. Cc.d ling peopl e 
names should indicate resis tance ra t her t h a n colLaborat i on . J t 
is baffling why Legassick should c :i. te ,Somers et in t .t-lis context 
unless, perhaps, he had no more convinc ing evide nce at h dnd. 
After all, it does not require much reflection t o :re al ize t h at 
Somerset could have only acquire d this in f ormat i on t llird oc 
fourth hand. It may safel y be classif ied as y et a nother 
indication of the close and cosy relationshi p beLw(~en the 
ideas of colonial officials and some modern h istorians . He ma y 
go on to consider wheth er there is any b etter e vid ence t o r 
Khoisan being slave-traders. 'I'he only other sour c e L(~gass i ck 
referred to wa s his thesis which o f course i.s unLl.v(~ i Idhl e . I.,: 

However, Ross repeated the iJ.ccusat i on, and it s eem:: t h at L:rlt.~ 
evidence used to substantiate this occurre d i n tb(-~ con t ext: of 
land dispu t e s between trckboe:rs an d Gc-i q ua . 1.;1 'I.' h<:-~ ~.~ E_ 
accu~;atiol1s we :ce made in a par t icul a.c conLex t, VJh(~TI t)o Lll I'h e 
Griqua and t he boers VJere s e eking Br i LisfJ r ecog n i Lion of 
conflicting land claims. Not sur prisingly, t b.e iJ ccufJa'c i on~j 
resurfaced in the 1840' s when t. h e Gr i qua tj Ur~ t o wes t 
Griquala.nd wat~ in dispute. 13~; It is fun ny , of C011n::e I l~ ba t i. t: 

1l2Legassick, The Northern Ii'rontie r pp. 257, cf al so pp. 
262. The quote is from a letter from Somerse t to Bathurst , 
23/1/1817. 

133 Cf. i bid., pp. 28 2 , note 67. 

IJ 1 R. Ross, Adam Kok' s Griqua ' s : A St ud in the 
Development o f Stratificat ion in South Afric~ C~mbrid08 
University Press, 1976, pp. 24. 

Dr, Cf. ibid., pp. 54 and pp . 6 ]. 

http:Griquala.nd
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is the boers' accusation s which have stuck, and not the 
Griquas'. Still, for the historian it is indefensible to use 
such e v i d e nce without placing it i n i ts p roper c o ntext . It is 
even more improper to repeat loo s e rumours s p r ead .by p e opl e 
who could have no way of knowing the facts of the mat t er. The 
result is a narrative trope o f the Khoisan which refl e cted 
nothing more than the prejudices of colon i al officials and t h e 
slander of the set.tlers. The trope h e lps to 'demonstrate ' 
class differenc e s amongst the indigenous inhabitants and backs 
up Legassick's theory. Accusa tions of collaboration ~ld 
sell ing out s h ould not lightly b e thrown around, especial ly 
when the people concerned are dearl, and cannot d e fend 
themselves. It is particularly ironic Wflen l:h (~ accusat i.ons 
come from theorists who purport, t hroug l1 c l ass a n alys .i.f> , 1:0 

want to liberate the very people they are malj gnLn g. I"en our 
purposes her~ it is crucial to point out tha t these 
accusations p r event Legassick from making any ~~ens e of Khoisan 
motivations. I n Legassick's narrat ive Khoisan willingnes s t o 
sell-out remained an assumption, made to seem a fact . This is 
of course only possible because their actions we re relega ted 
to the margins of the s t ory a' f a ct' u sed to 'PJ-:-O VT~' 
something else. Tb e cons<:;quence is t hat our und E-: cs tandi n g o f 
African motivati on s and expe r i~~nce i s as limi t ed .i u 
Legassick's text, as it was in the most apoloqe t ic h i sLor ians 
of colonialism. 

In vieYJing the frontie r ar; the s ite o f bOLh cont l 'j c L and 
collabora tion, Legassick BhovJeel him~; E.: lf to be the i.nt.eJ l ec l::ucd 
heir not of 1'1a rx, but of Elphi ck. I t hdS b een acqucd in the 
previous chapter that this conc e p t deni e~; t h e o.xp(~ ch~nc(~ ()t 

the Khoisan and there is no r eason t. o r e p eat th(~;3e (J :cg urncn i.~; 
here. It is on ly neCeSf:3ary to not(~ th(lt , whi l(~ no one c ould 
accuse El phick of faiLi nq to r ofecence correct.ly, h o ,m(j 
Legassick were at one in vie wi n g i nter- Kh oi. san relatj onsh i p s 
as just " ... on(~ damn crime af t er another . .,l·!b 

There is one more way in which the two auU.l.o .r~3 were 
alike , and that was in the abilit.y to wrap o fL e n :3ive 
implications in the most d e licate academic languaqe . '['he 
closest Lega~3sick came to an explana tion of Khoi.s a n 
motivations was in such statement: ;.> as It J he commando r l::-oll t ie rII 

was interes t.ed in the approp:cicl. t i on o f reFJOU.rce ~; , dn(1 
resources in various forms were ii.vail able." ]'>' It t.ak f~ [,) C;Olrl(;' 

effort to deconstruct such state me nts since theJ'e a re no 
subjects , only systems, but if it is borne in mind I..hat~ 
Legassick considered the Khoisan as 'eager' to partic ipa te i n 
commandos, and trwt 'appropria t i.on of reSOll r ces' in t hi s 
contex t meant theft , it become s clear L h Cl t Lega[';E;i. ck wa s 
arguing t hat they did it. for the mon ey . In SEwrt , vIe a :ce t)ae\<; 

n~ Lau, p p. 38. 

13/ Legassick The Northe rn Frontier , pp 25~~. 
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at the old, tired story of the greedy savage. The fact that 
Legassick considered the boers to be just as greedy does no t 
l essen the o ffens i ve iT!"rp l ic ~t ..j )f"ls c~ t;-':'s t·~Y~2::· 1.: . Afti,,::' al l, 
t he colonizers were pe r f ec t l y h appy t o admi t t h d t they did 
rob, steal, r a pe and murder. In f a c t, l ong books we r e wri tte n 
about it and c alled 'histo ry' . It is highl y unl ike l y t h a t the 
boers would be offended by Le gassick's remarks , but in the 
conte x t of Wi llem Haasbek's family in bond age and Haa sbek 
himself dying in prison for his pains, it shou .l d be cl e at: that 
Legassick's t n eorc t ical constructs add insult to injur y . Tbe 
Khoisan were recolonized in his text just as surely a s t hey 
were colonized by the double coercion o f the c omma ndo a.nd 
inbo ek systems. 

at the old, tired story of the greedy savage. The fact that 
Legassick considered the boers to be just as greedy does not 
l essen the o ffensi 'e iT!'\pl i :: '7lt~()rs r:;;:: tl":'.:> t'"..::r:F·o::·l.: . Afti':":- al l, 
the colonizers were pe r fec tly h appy to admi t t h dt they did 
rob, steal, r a pe and murder. In f act, long books we re wr·tten 
about it and c alled 'history' . It is highJ y unlikely that the 
boers would be offended by Legassick's remarks, but in the 
contex t of Wi llem Haasbek's family in bondage and Haasbek 
himself dying in prison for his pains, it shou] d be cl e ar that 
Legassick's theoret.ical conSU:-ucts add insult to injlcy . The 
Khoisan were recolonized in his text just as surely as th ey 
were colonized by the double coercion of the comma ndo and 
inboek systems. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SHIFTING SAND 
This chapter considers the concep t of resist a nce . It 

beg i n s with a di scuss ioYl of ;,i18t :::.::: a ~t ar:c. '.:h',~ laemory of 
resistance means in the culture of the colonized. It goes on 
to consider how a fundamental miscomprehens i on of what 
resistance meant to the Khoisan operated in the work of one 
historian. 

THE 	 MEANING OF RES I STANCE 

" . .. afte r t he f amil y crisis . . . my curiosity about 

the 1896 rebellion became very much stronger ... . 

What the events d i d was to make it p ainf ully 

obvious that our society f ound itself in ho::;t. i le 

circumstances, and so I d evelope d a hanke r ing t o 

d i scover wha t h ad brough t i t about .. .. eve r s ince 1 

h ave had t he privile ge of e duca t ion I have lon ged 

to recreate in writing the li f e of the V~Shaw~sha 


tribe . .. to tell how they viewed t_he ir p a st a n d 

react_ed to the humiliation of d e feat and the savage 

destxuction of their cuI t: ure that f ollow f~d . "I ' n 


In his book about the 1896 Chirnurenga in Zimbabwp., 
Lawrence Vambe begins hi. s tale by discussing t h e way in whi c b 
memor i es of the uprising function e d as a touchston~ in the 
villag e of h is birth: 

li As time ",7ent on du r·i ng my t_rib al upbri n ging , 1 was 
to learn that this wa s ea s ily the mosl popuLu· 
t opic of discussion at informal tribal g a trlerings. 
It cropped up on all sorts of occasions and f o r a ll 
kinds of reasons. . . . Liste n i ng 1_0 t .llcse 
reminis c e nc e s. .. I fOI:-TTl(~d a c l ear i mp r ef::s:Lon Lhd.t 
the VaS ha"la sha .L ook.ed at vlh i te peopl e and t heir 
ways as a perpe Lua l p es Lilenc e . As l D t hL s 
insta nce r the st.art ing po i n t f or d arill1ing t he whit e 
race in Southern I~hodesi a , its system of gove r nmen t. 
and it s civilization was invari ably t he 
rebellion. Ir 139 

Vambe goes on to tell how his loss of innocen ce cOHlpl Gt e l y 
changed his view of the uprising . Hi s grandf a t h or 's aTr~~ L [ o r 
non-payment of d09 taxes brough t horne to h i m torc i bJ y th (~ 
conquered status of his peopl e , and the powerlessnes s of Lhe 
relatives he had been taught to l ook up to . In l e a rning a ll he 
could about t h e uprising and in unde rstanding and cctel l i n g 
the story, Vambe re9ained the respect which h a d been ta1,p.n 
from him. 

138 L . Vambe An Ill-fated People ,­
Afte r Rhod e s r Univ ers i t v of 
1 972, pp . 22-:/.3. 

I i '/ It ~(.1 . 
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I remember as a child feeling weary and angry at the 
circumstances of my life, and saying to my mother 'Why did my 
ancestors allow this? Why didn't they kill the white people so 
that I wouldn't have to live like this?'. Like any African 
child I was given, along with a stern reproof a n d a reminder 
not to be di srespe ct fu l towards my e lders , tte a n s':ler 'Bu t 
they did.' The story of why they did and how they did became 
interwoven with the fabric of my life . Tales of incre dible 
suffering, attempted genocide; of love, courage and a 
determination to survive that I might be born, always e nded 
with the admonition: 'You have to be strong, proud of who you 
are, and strive to b~ worthy of them.' Thus I learned no t to 
complain about my life, but to change it. 

One summer's day, v.,lhile walking along Jonke r Afrikane T Weg in 
Windhoek, houses and cars disapp eared b efore my eyes as I Vli rtS 

shown a beaut iful valley which s ince ancient time s had bepn 
the confluence of the roads from north to sou th , and f r om east 
to wef;t. Entranced I heard how Af rikaner, a wise man a nd a 
fierce warrior, had created a haven of peace f or his people i n 
the val l ey. \ F.e was so strong ,' said my mother, \ that even the 
white people had to respec t him, and so t hey named th is roa d 
after him.' My hot and dusty present was transforme d inl o a n 
unforgettable experience. 

As an adul t, I was constant:. l y disturbed by t he wr i t::.te ll 
histories of my people. Questions t hat were important to t h em 
were irreleva1t to me, non- p rob l. ems, wh i Le the i mpo:r taTl l 
questions were left out. In the hi s toriog r aphy of re~ i sLclnc~ 
the crucial questions h ave been: why did p e ople c eSiGL?; and 
what did resis t ance achieve? But:. fo r Vambe, a nd fo L' rne, trle~><:: 
ques tions were answered b efore we c.hought to ask u] (·,rrt. 1\cl . 8 
of r e sistance were a part of my past and thereauon t o( my 
existence. The memory of res i st.anc e was my [ uLue (-='! ,puct. or w.rtu 
I wanted to be. To ask why would ha ve bee n r edun dant - 1 was 
a.l i ve. The cont.inuin9 r elevan ce was e qu a :Lly obvious _. li C CdU;·; c.; 

of resistance, our loss of innocence became a renewf2d ~:; en. ~3 e o f: 
wonder. Amongst ourselves, que stions of strategy and method, 
such as guerilla st.ruggle versus p itched b 3ttlen , 
decentralized organization versus c entral l e adersh i p and so 
OD, were always a popu13r topic amongst t he d escendants o f t hQ 
Ktloisan. ' I i]e mechanics of r esi stance ma l: ten~d , i;. :r: ue~) [;uch (\~ ; 
where they received supplies of arms, Lood and mE:: (J Lc i ne . 
Ultimately, the crucial question was always : wha t work~d a n d 
what did not work ? 

The question of failure bothered u s .less. I had J e arn e d 
to equate it with my childish recriminations . This di.d not 
diminish in any way my interest in what people tJ10u q bt and 
did. But this interest wa s quite sepa:cate f r om U1C non · 
question of 'why did they fail '?' . l'l.ft e :c al l , t he wh o Le o r­
Africa was subj e c t. t o the carne oppression- t:. o l ook Lo r t. h i. ~ 
reason for fai.l ure inside thei r s ocieties wou l d be ta n t amol ln l 
to blaming everybody 's anc e sto r s . Wha t wa s more, b et.ween 11'it. 

I remember as a child feeling weary and angry at the 
circumstances of my life, and saying to my mother 'Why did my 
ancestors allow this? Why didn't they kill the white people so 
that I wouldn't have to live like this?'. Like any African 
child I was given, along with a stern rep r o of a n d a reminder 
not to b e di s r espect f ul toward s my e l de r s , tt.e afl3 'iler \ Bu t 
they did.' The story of why they did and how they did became 
interwoven with the fabric of my l if e . Ta les of inc r e dible 
suffering, attempted genocide; of love, courage and a 
determination to survive that I might be born, always ended 
with the admonition: ' You h a ve to be strong, proud of who you 
are, and strive to b~ worthy of them.' Thus I lear ned not to 
complain about my life, but to change it. 

One summer's day, T,".,Ihile walking along Jonk er Afri kane l ' wcg in 
Wi ndhoek, houses and cars disa p p eared b e fore my eyes as I was 
shown a beaut iful valley which s ince a n c ient t i me "" h a d b ef'!D 
the confluence of the roads from north to s ou Lh , and f r om east 
to west . Entranced I heard how Af rikaner, a wi se man a nd a 
fierce warrior, had created a haven of peace f or his p eople i n 
the valley. \ F.e was so strong,' said my mothe r! \ that even t he 
white people had to respect him! and so t hey n amed th is road 
after him.' My hot and dusty prese nt was t rans f orme d into a n 
unforgettable experience. 

As an adult, I was constant ly disturbed by t he wr itten 
histories of my people . Questions t hat were i mportant to t hem 
were irreleva:1t to me! non-prob l e ms, wh i le t he i mpo:r t. a rJl.. 
questions were left out. In the hi s toriogra p hy of reG i s duc e 
the crucial questions h ave been: why did p e opl e ces i Gt? ; a nd 
what did res i s t ance achieve? Bu'c fo r Vambe, a nd fo L' me, theE,e 
ques t i ons were answered b e f ore we t hought to ask the m. ~c ~ s 
of r e sistance were a part o f my past and t.he r eason c or. my 
existence. The memory of res i stance was my f u t.u r e , p act ur who 
I wanted to be. To ask why would ha ve b e en r edund a nt - 1 WdS 
al i ve. The continuj_n9 r e l evance wa s e qua ll y obvious - !i CCi:l ll f; c.; 

of resistance, our loss of innocence beca me a :cenewc-;d S (~ J1f3 e o f: 
wonder . Amongst ourselves, questions of st crJtegy and me thod, 
such as guerilla struggle versus p itch e d b~ ttl eG , 
decentralized organization versus cent ral l e adersh i p an.d s o 
011, ",e re always a popular topic among st t he d e scenda.n U; of t he 
Khoisan. ' I i]e mechanics of r e s i stance ma l:ten~d, i r.::S I18;3 ~mch d ~ ; 
where they received suppl ies of aJ:."m.s! l ood a nd mecl i. c irJ(~ . 
Ultimately, the crucial question was alwdYs : ~hat work~d a nd 
what did not work ? 

The question of failure bothered u s l e ss. I had J e arned 
to equate it with my chi ldish recrimination s . This d i.d no t 
diminish in any way my interest in what peopl e t.houqlJ t and 
did. But this interest wa s q uite separ ate f r om U .1C' non · 
question of 'wh y did they fail '?! . Afte e all , the whole o t 
Africa was subjec t to the Barne oppression - 0 l o ok f oe thc! 
reason for fail ure insid e thei r s ocieties wou1 d be tan t amou n l 
to blaming eve r ybody's anc e s t o r s . Wha t wa s more , b ~twE..en rnt. 
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and the first Khoisan standing on the beach watching the 
strange ships come in , l ies ~ome E iv~ cent~:r:~e8 durLng '~1:1i ch , 
as Vambe POlDcsd out, .•·~"': .:=; . _J: \::! c"_~: ...-~ h:TJ.._.lcc-. :,..cn uf Gt:::feat 
and the des t ruccion of our cul t ure. The fact that my 
generation ha s received 'the privi lege of an educat ion' means 
that we understand white society and white cultur e j.n a way 
the Khoisan of old never COUld. That expertise has ma d e of us 
translators - we explain white ways to our people, and t he 
ways of our p eople to white society. My generation paid a 
price for tha t understanding; as the old people would s ay : 'to 
think 1 ike the enemy is to become the enemy'. But we do 
understand, in our heads if not in our hearts we k n ow and 
understand a culture whose logical conclusion v,Tas a ILi_roshima. 
\ It is easier to destroy than to build up .' 'It t,:kes a. 
hundred years to grow a tree and em l y a day t.o eu t it down.' 
In the proverbs which are so s i mple, and. so common, that no 
one ever remembers who said it J.ir :3L, Ij(~s t.h e answ c c to tb e 
non-question. Once I understood that I never thought about it 
again - until, oE course, I came into con'cact with Kh oisan 
historiography. 

In my work as a historian I v,:rill always dcque t lWl 
Khoisan resistance did change the course o f southern AfrLcan 
h i s t ory in c e r t.ain crucic..d waYG. 1-\s a chil d o f 1\i l':" ica, a L l J 
wi s h to do i.s t.o rete:] J. thr~ S (ories, so t h l) I ~. o l.. h e :cs may 
listen, learn, and be transform(~d. Roth my t. ask.s mE.~a[] that I 
must try and see the history of the Khoisan wi th their eyes, 
understand the context of thc.;ir lives as I:hey livedi.t:, and tCJ 
make judgements as they would have judged. In the p roce s s I 
have had to develop the oral traditions of my childh ood in t o 
a broader understanding of Klloisan hi s to ry and cuI tu:ce. In 
reaching acros s the span of history to see wjth my ancestors' 
eyes, I have b een forced to reculturate (to coin a t ellTl) my 
own. In tryi ng to e.xplai n this history, ( lvwc lJe e n forc e d to 
bridge the f undamental dichotomy which has ruJ ed my 1.i.f(= . 

I have sto od wi th one fooj-. in both camps d.nci l li'i V C come t.o 
real iz e that the meaning of resistance i s to love, U ) grow, [.0 

flower and bear fruit. It is about being human . My ~ ncestors 
were confronted with a culture which could bur n a v i lJage t o 
the ground and st.rew sal t on the e ar th so t.[Ja t noLh i nq ·.iloul d 
ever g row agaj.n. I suspect t h e v ery ide a wa s :,;0 :..:hock.inq tha t: 
t hey would n eve r even have wan ted to und erstC:ln cl iL . 1 do 
understa.nd it. I also unde rs t and that my ance stors live d, and 
died, to protect a world in which Iiving and lovin~J had 
meaning. If wi nning was synonymous with becoming what Lhe 
hated, I suspect they would [.lave pre f erred t.O lo::.;e. Tl"le ir 
achievement ca nnot be me asured i n the fortunes ot· war, bu t ill 
their ability to preserve the memory of thei r world. It woul d 
a sad fate if their descendants were to win the war only a~ 
the price of becoming more vicious tha n the e n emy. 

One cold even ing at Queens I had the p rivi lege of 
;·. e a ~-ing ::-.112 N~lt-. i·.r2 ,Jut!:.) -:- ;.,pe ~'!l.l-Y: ·. · ' . . :: " =' 0'->,':1. (.:. 1·" .,J'J!'k . ",\t: 

have to show chem how it Clt.::!·:ur'lcu; .;.. ...:5 t:: h':::ln sne ~:;a id . I 
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and the first Khoisan standing on the beach watching the 
strange ships come i:l , l ies some f ivr? ce tU::-i88 dur i ng '.'I!:li c h , 
as Vambe poin[~d out, ,i!:"' _~' . '::l'\:;!Ie·\ J= h:TJ.:i~-:::'c;n uf de.fe a t 
and the des t ruct ' on of our cul t ure . The fac t. that my 
generat.ion ha s received 'the privileg of an educ ~tion' means 
that we understand white s ociety a nd white cu l tur e j.n a way 
the Khoisan o f old never could. That expertise has made of us 
translators - we explain white ways t o our people, a nd t h e 
ways of our p eople to white society. My generation paid a 
price for tha t understanding; as the old people wou l d s ay : 'to 
think 1 ike the enemy is to become the enemy I . But we do 
understand, in our heads if not in our hearts we k n ow and 
understand a culture whose logical conclusion vlTas a Hi r o s h i ma. 
\ It is easier t o destroy than to build up.' 'It t,:kes a. 
hundred y e ars to grow a tree and on:1 y a day t.o cut it down.' 
In the prov erb s \vbich are s o simpl e, and so common , tha t no 
one e v er remembers who said it .cir ~L, I j(~s the answ 2 C to th e 
non-question. Once I understood that I never thought about i t 
again - until, of course, I came into cont~act w L t h Kh oisa n 
historiography. 

In my work a s a historian I will always dcque tllCl t 
Khoisan resistance did change the course o f s ou t h e rn Af r Lean 
h i story in c e r t. ain cruci<J.1 wayr:; . 1-\ s a chi ld o f 1\i J-:- i c a, i':1 .Ll I 
wish to do is to reU:l 1 thr~ ~:;L. ories, so t hl) I~. ol.. tH,~ rs may 
liste n, learn, and be transform(~d . Roth my t. ask.s mc:.:an thclt I 
must try and see the history o f the Khoisan wi th their e yes, 
understand the context of Lhc..;;r lives as I:hey liv edlt: , and to 
make judgements as the y would have judged. In the p rocess I 
have had to develop the oral trdditioDs of my childh ood in t o 
a broader understanding of Khoisan histor y and cu l ture . In 
reaching acros s the span of history to see with my anc estors' 
eyes, I have b een forced to reculturate (to coin a t enn) my 
own . In tryi n g to expla .i n th i s history, I b(l,vC b c (,;n fOJ:'(-:e d tu 
bridge the f und amental d i chotomy which has ru.l ed my · l.i. fe . 

I have sto od with one fooj-. in b o th camps a.nd IJ (Tv(:~ come t. o 
real ize that the meaning of resistance is to love, lo grow , L~ o 
flower and bear fruit. It is about being human . My d nce s tor~ 
were conf r onted with a culture which could bur n a v l lJage t o 
the ground and strew salt on the e ar th so t h a t Ilol hing woul d 
ever grow aga _Ln. I suspect t. h e very ide a. wa s , ;0 '..;hoc k..i nq tha t 
t hey would n eve r e v e n have wan ted to uncierst c:md iL. 1 d o 
understand it. I als o unde r s t and that my ance sto:cs I i vcd , and 
died, to protect a world in wh i ch 1i v ing and 10vin~J had 
meaning. If wi nning was synonymous with becoming wha t t h e y 
hated, I suspect ·they would h a ve p re fe rred t.o lose . The ir: 
achievement cartnot be me a sured i n t he fortune s at wa.t, but in 
their ability to preserv e the memory of their world . It woul d 
a sad fate if their descendant s we r e to win the war only at 
the price of b e coming more vicious t h a n t he enemy . 

One cold evening at Queens I had the p ri vi l ege of 
;·!e;j ..::- ing th~ NJ.ti-v2 c: utr J~- l,~'e ~'!Ll:: . ' ·.' . ,:, " =· ':.>a, , . .:: r- _: v .,/'l.cl~ . '!,\t;:; 
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remember talking about this with my family. We spoke of the 
youngst e rs at home, the ones' that do not eve n have education, 
or j ob s , or f Dod I o r a ll':e .~;i ~; ' '::: -:-!, " ':; 'C:' :'" :.'': ~E' ""'"':::.g n':" t \~ ,:_:=~ 0:L 

the task await ing us and we c ame to Lhe conclu s ion t ha t t he 
Native Americans must be a much gentler people than we are . We 
certainly could not conceive of ever having the time, or the 
patience, to show them anything. Thinking of resistance made 
me realize that perhaps Lee Maracle had a poi nt. My task a t 
the moment is to write of Khois a n history and historiography, 
of how their wars and their wri tings dehumani zed us. I co u ld 
write volumes and st ill have failed at my task i f I could n oL 
explain what our resistance was about, if I c o uld not o f f e r a 
glimpse of the world the strangers could have shared, had the 
but genuinely come in peace. 

FROM 	 INBOEKSELINGE TO CAPTAINS 
"The ren ewed o uthrea.k of v i o lence a l ong t he 
frontier. .. had a profound influence in shaping 
labour relations further to the west. I ndeed it is 
almost impossibl e to sepa.rate frontie r v i olence 
from the v iolence wh ichl i n creasingly, permeau~d 

labour relations throughout the colony."H I1 

In Newton King / s work on the Khoisan war of 1799-180 3 , we see 
the same qualities of thorough res earc h and flu8n t narra t i ve 
which characterized Marks' arti cle. H1 Surprising1y , Ne wLon 
King did not take advantage of Mark I s d ef in i tion o E Kho isctn . 
Instead she followed Elphickl s usage of the t e rm Kho i h:hoi 
throughout her paper. Of her d(;~f3cription of earl y Kho i san 
hi story it is perhaps not necessary to s ay mu c h mort:~ t han t h a t 
it followed Elp hick at every point I wi t h oul=: , howevc~c , JJr inq Lng 
any new evidence to back up :his c a 5e . 11;> Sh e di.d n o t. ' J i Il ~~ 
any reasons why f,;bE~ t:. hu s gene:cal"i z ed conc l u~~ i ons abolJ t:. Lhe 
western Cape Khoikhoi to Ute people of' t.he ea ~~ t.e:cr.l Ca p e i)Jrnu:., L 
a century Jat e r. 

In considering the dev eJopment of cli e n tage b etweBD 
Elphick's period a nd her OWD I Newton King came up again s t t hu 

HUN. Penn, II Labour l Land a.nd Live s tock in the We st.e rn 
Cape During the Eighteenth Century " in W. Jame s a nd M. ~;i.mons , 
(eds.) Class, Caste and Colour: A Social a n d Economic His tor y 
of the South Af rican Western Ca pe Transaction Publ i shers l 
New Haven, 19 92 1 pp. 13. 

HJ S . Newton-King, liThe I~ebell i on o f the Khoi in Grdaf · 
Reinet: 1799-1803" in Th e Khoikhoj_ Rebellion.in the Eas tern 
Cape (1799-1803) Cent re For Af rican S tud i e~; , Un iveLsity o J 
Cape Town I 1981 . 

112 Ibid. I PP 2 . 
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problem of finding evidence for it. This may have b een 
difficult because it is hard to substantiate a theory which i s 
so fl a wed in t he ~ i :r:st place . E~ c solutio~ .le.,=: ':. lj r 'OGclU .'l2 

that: 
" During the early years of the settler presenc e in 
t he e ast and northeas t, Boer and Khoikhoi sometime s 
entered into amicable agreements patron/ cJ l ent 
relations as some historians have termed them - by 
which Khoi retaine d s tock and grazing righu..:; but 
rendered labour servi ces in retu r n tor t.Ile 
p rotection afforded b y Boer g uns ... ,, 1~ 3 

Not surprisingly, this conclus ion begged f..~omei..mportan L 
questi ons. From whom were tIle Kho i supposed t.o n eed 
protection I more than t he b oer s ? Thi s fo :cmLll at ion o n l y ma d e 
sense i .t: one assumed constant inter - Kho i s an W(.<.:c s vl(-;.ce the n or-fa 
- the my th of the 'Bushmen' transposed t. o t b e colonial p (;- riod . 
Newton -King, like Elphick, relied heavily on cont:.ernporru: 
t rave l writers to prove thi s myth. H ' That t his proceeding 
ignores problems of source bias has been dis cussed i n deptb i u 
chapter two and need not be repeated here. 

It d oes raise a conc eptudl problem. In pos it. in~J a n 'eac.Ly 
p eriod' of ' amicable arrangements' in the development.. of thu 
clientage system , Newton-King conflated t wo concep l:s. 'I.Tle f a.cl. 
that the boers could not immediately ins t i tu Le coc:rci v e Je.LbUll L 

relat ions is obvious . Until they coul d subdue t h e iD~ igenouH 
population, the re was bound to be a p e ri od of eI.u i d 1. l. y, UJ 

wh ich some Kho i san could :ce t ain thei r flockE" gra:z.e them o n 
land which wa s (in terms of white l aw) ;;1. lega l loan f a r m a nd 
theretore in t heory the boer's land. The exten t t.o vJhi c h iJl i.f..: 
would occur o n each individu a l fa r m wo uld d e pe nd on t fIe 
rel a t ions of power in each local i ty ; j n o t h er wor d:3 , on the 
stren gth of Khoi san CE::: f3i stanceve:csu[; b o er a cms and 
a mmun i tion. 

Thes e facts cannot shed lig h t on p e ople 's motivat ion . 
Even if the exact configurat ion o f land and li:lbour rela i::. i ofw 
o n each fa rm cou ld be ascerta i ned, this would s t i 1 1 [)i:1 

nothing a bout vJhether these relat i o ns eme rge d t hrough contLi ct 
oc co-operation. We would be e x t remel y we Ll informe d ai>ouL tf.lC 
r e lationships o f power in t.he eas tern Cape. \Al e mi q ht even Li.nc.l 
a multitude of cases where Khoi san l abou :re rs werpno t 
physically in chains. But we wou ld n ot be in a po:";ition 1..0 
speculate as to whether these Khoi~3an were n ot in chGl ins 
becaus e they wanted to work fo r the b oe .cs (amica bl e! 
arrange ments) , beca use the col o n iz ing s e ttJ e r s wer'e 
ma gnan imou sly offering 'cllem protect Lon , or f3.i. mp l y because 
I:: h eir land a nd cattle h a d a l ready 'tx:!(::!TJ ::l t o J. e n [rorn t.hem by 

I ~ 3 Ibid. I PP, 6. 

111 I bid. , pp. 4-5. 
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armed robbery and they found themselves' wi th no other option. 
We cannot c onf l a t.e motive: a n e. b,.::..h:r,j 0ur . 

Newton- King did n ot try t o J =Le~a~i~ ; ~~u Jl cl ientag e 
without evidence. Thus she argued tha t: " ... the records a lso 
provide evide nce of more harmonious relations between Boer 
masters and Khoi servants: some Khoi, perhaps many, came to 
accept their servile position." 1~ 5 The evidence c i ted, 
however, relates to two instance s of Khoi desertion, hardly 
good examples of acquiescence! This reflected a probl em 
endemic in Khoisan historiography at the time. Muddled 
theories and conceptua l conflation led to the phenomenon nf 
good minds wasting time trying t o substantiate t heor ies which 
the field would have done much bet ter withou t . The was t e "Ja s 
the more depl orable because some, like Newton - King , s(:'.!emed 
sincerely con cerned with trying to reflect, and understand, 
the motivations of the Khoisan. 

In that e ndeavour, Newton-King provided pl enty o f 
evidence to show that violence was t h e foundation on wh i c h 
labour relations were built .11 6 As we hav e r.: een, s he cop(~d 
with the contr~~iction this p ose d to the p a t r on-client ch aor. 
by positing t he ex i.stence of clienta ge imm (~diatp. .l..y befor(; her 
own period. Within her period, she argued that t he coerc i v e 
elements of t.hei:ibock system were a major cont· c i buto ry 
factor in the outbreak of the reb~llion. 

She went on to consider why L;1e Yt:Lel lion fai:l e d. tn view 
of the criticisms made earlier in this thes i s o f th e d angers 
inherent in such a question, it should come as a r e lief to sec 
that this can be done, as Newton - King did it , without bl amin g 
the victims. Boer viciousness was perhaps ra the r t ake n f o r 
granted in the narrative, but that is a fault the con t empor a r y 
Khoisan would no doubt have had l i t tle quibbl e with . NewCon ­
King pinned part of the bl ame squarely on the p ecfic:i"i ( )Us 

British government, who were:: more con ce r n ed wi t h p l aca t i n g th e 
rebellious boers than in the well - be ing of t he empi.r c:~ ' s nC7; w('~ sl 
subjects. Thus, when by 1802 the strength o f Kh o i sillJ 
resistance had succeeded in forc i ng the government to trle 
negotia t i ng t a ble, Newton -Kin g con c lude 

"But the pcomise of l und had b(~ en e xpose d. for what i [-, 
was, - n ot a guarantee o f i ndepend ence, tm t a TnP.ce 
chime ra i s omethi ng to be gained. only a tt:.er Lb (~y h a d 
surrendered what they al ready held, and d eJ ive r ed 
themselves once more to the power of the 
colonists. ,,117 

Ultimately, the British o f ficials were not p repared to a ccep t 
the Khoisan in any posit i on other than servil e labou rers a 

11SIbid., pp 8. 

106 I bid. 

117 Ibid., pp. 50-[)1. 
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policy in marked contrast to official policy on thE. X~osa . H E 

In the implementation of this policy the British wer e not 
dependent on their military superiority alone. They coul d also 
count on the good offices of the missionary Van der Kemp o f 
whom Newton-King wrote: 

II •• , in retrospect it remains true that, while he 
did much to alleviate suffering in t h e short-tc...!clTI, 
his actions were harmful to the long- term interest.s 
of the indigenous people, for by vi r tue of his 
personal integrity and hi s genuine desire to f; 2 0 

their lot improved, he lent credence t o sch e mes 
which offe r ed no hope of permanen t independence, ... 
but were rdthe r def3igned to mee t t.h~ ~.; h ort· tr:'nn 
pacification needs o J LllO ~Juv ernmen L pacif i c (.lt. Lon 
stratr::gy. III~~ 

When it became clear that the promise s made would not be kept, 
the Khoisan went back to war, a nd in 1803 forced even t h e boe r 
commando leaders to f3ue f or p e ace.]O(I The [', ,:;1 tav La n 
government, h o wever, proved to be as p e r f idious as tha 
British, and the promices which we re made t.O g e t t he Kho i..san 
to lay down the ir arms were never kept. 1'" 

This explanation is an excellent d e monstrat ion of the 
point made in chapter one that b l a ming the v i ct i ms is Do L on l y 
unjust, but unhelpful. Ne wt:: on - Kinsf' s n a rrative makes c l eaY" 
that the problem was not tha t t he Khoi s an were too weak, o r 
t oo divided amongst themselv es, but that t h e y expected the 
British to keep their promises. Their opponen ts we re not 
militarily superior, but morally inf e r ior. They won n ot by the 
power of the gun, but through l i es and tr i ckery . Aftr:: c a lmuct 
a decade, Kho isan historiography fin a lly prod uced dn 

explanation ot Kho isa n \ fa i l ure wh ich vh1 S i n 1.!. ~ [udll 'yI 

c ons i s tent, and squared wi th the e vjdencc. ~he point m~Jp i l l 

the in t roduction must be repeated h eJ::-e , Denne ] y t hat t h e Wrtr _i_ I,! 

the eastern Cape was the only field in whic h the r e was mOTU 
than one schol ar. The credit must go not on ly to Ne wUm KirK], 
but to the otl"!C'c historian s who VJe r e simu.l tancou ~; 1 y 
researching probl e ms in eastern Cape r esistance . 

'111e only d n lVlback, as Ne wt..on- K in~~ heJ:'Gcd f admi t:. ted, wa~ 
that this theory could not expl ain wh y the wa r eve r c ame to an 
end. Why did th(~ Khoisan not take up a.rms a.gain in 1 8 0 4, a ~:; 
they had after t)e collapse of negotiations with the Brit i s h? 
Newton-Kin g cannot answer: .wha t is surpris i n g, or a t leas tII 

in need of explanation, is their failure t o r es i c t th e 

]10 Ibid., pP. 51. 

119 Ibid., pp. 39. 

!" "Ibid., pp. 55. 

1'i1 Ibid., pp. 56 . 
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resettlement of the Boers in those lanqs from which they had 
withdrawn the previous year. . .. Except for small groups of 
:ces~ ster s t Il':! K~lG ::' :1:)".; fC '~fld t.hemselves ::'rc : 1 p os it::,o l 

where they h ad to submit co servi t ude ill order C.o 
survive. ,,1 52 This was in fact the problem tha t dosrged 
Newton-King throughout the paper. Despite many e xce l l e nt 
insights, she could not unders t and t he mot ivat i on s of t he 
Khoisan. She could not explai n why the i ntens ity o f 
resistance varied betvJeen r e gions or why some rebel lea d e r s 
chose to negotiate while others never did. l '>JShe could expJain 
the causes of resistance, bu t not why i t e nded. I L wa_~; a 
characterist i c of the paper Lh(1 t Ne wton -Ki wJ C UI1si s tent .ly 
would present:. evidence but re f use to gene ra l i ze . Thi s is a 
pity because some of answers s he nee ded were right t herein 
the paper. 

For one, Newton-King 's explanation of t he c ause of the 
rebellion aJso placed due emphasi s on the Kho i san visi on of 
a better past. Apart from the violence of l a bour re l aLicms, it 
is the loss oE land which she [.; aw as t he ultimate ca us e o I~ the 
war: 

" .. man y were ir:reconci l able ... t h e y foug h t: n ot so 
much for the ameliora tion of their condit ion:::: o r 
s er vice as for t he reco v er y o f 
their ... independe nce . Indee d , it should p erhaps 
more rig htly be ca l l e d a war of ind e penden c e r ather 
than a r ebel lion ... " l 'd 

I n her careful ana l ysis of the caus e s of the r-ebellion / 
Newton-King came closer than previous h istori a n s to ~; eeinq the 
Khoisan side of the story. She c ited as e videnc e ,St u_u nnan ' s 
request. : 

"Re s tore ... the country o f wh i c h our- fa t h CJ::- f; ".Jere 
despoil e d by the Dutch and we have n othing more to 
ask. . . . We have lived very content e d ly ... be fore 
these Dutch plunderers molested us, and ""hy ~) hould 
we not do so again if le Et to oursel ve~) '? If 1 ' , ', 

All th i s i s tremendous ly exciting. There emerge s t he 
poss i bil i ty of establishi ng a continui ty (J f a i ms dnd 
objectives. We recall the stat:ements p r ovi d e d t;y JVli:LrJ,-f-': Ul 

chapter one a nd note the striking similarity a c e n Lury ~nd 
half a con t i nent away. I t would be p os sible to tJe gi n 1: 0 
generalize about the a i ms of e arly Khois an resiuLance - i t wns 
patriotic but not nationalist i n t h e mode rn sew,; e . I t was 
eminently con servative, stri ving not so much t o crea t e a ne~/J 

l52 Ib i d., pp. 57. 

1~3Cf. ibid., pp. 23 and p p . 48. 

151Ibid., pp. 10. 

E. ~ I b i d ., pp. 16. 
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nation state as to restore the times gone by. The land emerged 
as the basis for both economic inde pendence and patriot i s m. 
Elsewhere , Marks had coined a t e rm for this type o f movement: 
\I •• , the 'ma s ses' ... . 'we re 'res t orationist' rath er than 
'revolutionary'; they desired to 'recapture the past' rather 
than capture the future. ,,1 ~6 Thi s i n itself shou l d say volumes 
about how the Khoisan perceived white colonial i s m, and for 
that matter, about how seriously they took the 'amicable 
arrangements' under which they were forced to live. It also, 
incidentally, sheds abundant light on the 'rivers of blood' 
t h eory had the Kh o i S (t rJ p ,lr.:: t been a s VLCi. ()LU~ (H il i t he i r 
col onial pre s ent been as ami cable as Elphick wou l d h ave had us 
b e l ieve, :L t is impossible to u n d erstand why they would b e 
fi g h ting so h ard to recapture the i r p ast . Insteod , t h e re i s 
Stuurman's t e stimony that 'we l i ved very cont e n t e d l y ' a n d o r al 
t radi tion would certain l y interpre t this as a remi nder of the 
time of peace:; and f".:: harinq to which Stuurman hoped t o .cetu .cn . 

This vif;ion of t he p as t posed some v e ry har d choi ces f or 
t he Khoisan. They could have cont i nu e d the upris i n 9 a nd we 
know that some of them in f ac t did. But it i s one t h Lng to 
take up arms for some yea r s . I t is a to t ally dift e rent th i n~J 
to realize t h at the colonists were n ever going t o keep t heir 
promi ses i and that r etak ing t he lan d wa s going to invo Lv ('0 a 
compl e te reor ganizat-:.ion of Kho isan culture a nd s ociet y to on e 
that was capable of waging war fo r a s lon g as it took to 
retake the land by armed force. I n such a situa tion some 
Khoisan may well have preferred to l et the l a nd g o, r egro up , 
and t ry to think of a better way. If resistance was abou t 
be i ng human, victory at the price of be coming i n human may wc-:: L 1. 
have seemed me aningless. 

The conc lusion tha t t: h e Khoisan we r e not ' (.lCCul l-_UCiiU~d' 

t o killing a s a way of l i f e is borne out. by New ton - King ' ~: 
innovative a ccount of Khoisan me t hods of stru g g l e . ~ ~ cy wage 
what we would call nowadays gueri lla vlar:f a r c I ..~ I·Li. CJ" l p rov( <i1 ~
eno r mous ly e f fe ctive against the Bri tish t roops. 1 ' , '/ /\Lt h ou y b 
the Khoisan occasionall y made cOTnbined a tt.. (]c )\f; , n onnalJy 
leade r ship was decentralized, with group of gueri ll as ma king 
d ecisions on their own . Most of t.he :raids conc8nt:ra ted o n 
undercutting the economic ba s i s of t h e col on i f;t.f; b y dr i v .i n~1 
away their l i v e stock. Colonist s we r e ki l led , i t s e e ms, onl y 
when a speci f ic g r udge wa s held against t hem, or wh e n they 
were on commando. l'>B Newton-Ki ng conclude d l:.haL " .. . mu r d e :c 
was not the f i rst goal of the r ebel l ion ... \I and c i tes one 

15 6 S. Mark.s II Clas s , I deology and the Bambat.:. h a Rebe J l ion 1\ 

in D. Crummey (ed. ), Banditr y, r ebell i on a n d .S o c ial Pr otes l. 
in Af r ica, J a mes Currey, London , 1 9 8 6 ,pp . 3 5 7. 

' ·i':Nel.'ltl):"> Yir.'~ :rh ~ R (.;,1- ·>r=~: ;-.:::~' I , ~ rl"~ ~{hc i I t,}r . :2().C: 

15U I b id ., pp. 46, pp. 5 1 - 52 . 
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incident where a woman was spared, though her husband was 
killed and his gun taken: "[t]he widow Hoffman . .. decl are s to 
k now Klaas Stuurman alone, who I h aving been f o n necl y at tl ·?.L 

t ather's llouse, has on this oc c asion s a ved he r l i f e by 
f orbidding t h e others to d o her any harm, saying t h a t s h e h ad 
done him much good. ,, 1 ', ) Th e Kho i s an could be s een to ~; teer 

a complicated path b etween the e xj gen cie s o f re sis t a n ce, t he 
necessity to return to a time when 'we l~vBd very c on t e n t e d l y ' 
and the desire to retain a,rl element o f h uman compa~~s i on . Wbite 
re-occupa t ion was not r e sis ted i n 18 04 b e c ause some Kho i san 
were refusing to do what El p h ick h a s s ugg es ted t h 0Y had t o d o 
- to be come a society o t wa rrio rs . 

I t i s flo t s u gge s ted t ll at. th i~; is t .h e on l y e xp l a nat i on to r 
t h e end of t h is p art i c ul a r up r i sin g , o r even l:.ha t i.l I ~ ; Lh e 
right expl ana tion. Th e p o i nt is t rJa t b ecau se Nc wton- I<: i nq t ldd 
acc ept e d Elph i ck' s vE:? rs:Lon o f the Kho i san pa s L , s lle c Oll l ei lIOt" 

s e e t he indi c ation i f ] h p r e vidence t-:: h a t. SL unnna n, iltl L~ast , 

saw it very d iffe:cently. As a r e s ult, h e:[' a n aly s i s o t Lhe i r 
resis t ance r e mained i ncompl e t e . ,Sh e could n o L und 8 c3 1~. a nd h ow 
the Khoisan perc i eved bo t h t h eir r e s i s t a n ce and t h ei r 
collaboration. Thu~:; she c01Jld not make use o f 1::.[.1(-:' (-,::v ide n cc"; dL 
he r d i s p osa l which vlOu l d lJ a ve F ur n ished h(~r \·"i t h i) L lea ~ L l h e 
beginn i ngs 0 E an exp la n a t ion , a n explana t j o n rnocc:J )v e .c \<,11' 1~i e ll 
woul d h a v e c on sis ten t with h e :c ovrIl a n a l y s i s of t b c' c a ur3t: ~ ~ d ncl 
cou rse of t he upri s i n g. 

I t is p e r haps u n fa i r to e xpect too much f J ~n wh~ t a ft PY 
all began as a conference p a p e r. No r \:JOuld it t )(o; n(: ccf:S iHy t o 
p o int out all that coul d J1ave b een d on e witJ-J i L i [ i L V/ l~ r (-: fIr) \ 

t fwtNewt on -King ' '-~ p rob l e ms l.vere symp tomaci.c o { nillch u f' 
Kh o i s an hi sto r iog raphy a t t h e t .LmE::: . Sl"j 0~ W Cl ~; J.)dr l. or i JJC! 

c o n cert e d e f f o r t L o u n c ove r a n d e xp l a i n L h e mol. i va l Lu ns d n d 
actions o f the Khoi f3a n, l-::O make t hese a n i n t e<JT d l pa r L 0 [ l~ l ie 
e x p lanation. Ye t h i ~-; Lorian afte r h i s tor i an wa. ~~ l .' ()1Ti i I I~ l l'. p 

ag a in s t the f a c t t ha t , witho l~t~ g r a nLing Ll lE:: tdl o i ~; d Lt W I 

authority o f c u l t u ral voi.cc , the~j("-c explcm a t icmfc! COl! ldllo L. hol d 
up . Ho n e st h i s t.or ia.ns a dmi tte d i i: . Th e o n ] y vh:1Y ou t o f U w 
conundrum would h a ve b een to final l y l ibe cat (..:~ KhO i Sal1 
hi storiograph y f r om its colonj d l heri tag e . I ns U~ (!.ll , Lhe 
historiography was to langui sh . Th e vo l ume in whi. c ll New Lo n ­
Ki ng's paper was pub l i s h e d mack e d Lhe b e g inn inq u J t he:: 
doldrums in Kh oi s a n r es is t ance hi ~.; Lor-i oq r aphy .- no o !J\( ' T" flld j (JI~ 

wor k was publi s hed until the end o f t h e d e c ad e . 

.I ~") I bid., pp. 2 6 , and pp. 6,', note 'GO. 
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CHAPTER 
Th i s chapt~er begins by deconstruc r-:inq t he te em ' p re­

colonial'. It goes on to e x ami n e t h e way the concept oiJeLa te s 
on the most r e cent work o n Khoisan res i stance. 

SOME ' PREHISTORIC ' HISTORY 

"The me r e word 'pre-colonial' suggests tha t t rlere 

is an ent ~ rely undi ffe rentiated mas s o f even t s and 

process e s about whi ch o n ly one th i n g i s k n o ltm : its 

point o E termination . ,1 16 :; 


The oral t radition ~ch at. the Khoisan ace ,w t: oc r.lthonou s 
reflects a n awareness that the y h a ve a very l o n g h i s t o r y . Or al 
tradi t i on provid:3 s several k.ey d i s t. in ct.ions : I.he t i \T\(~, of 
Creat ion , the time of the Flood , the t ime o f TrouJ)le ;.~ and t he 
time during which wc~ lea rn t to kiL L. Ed ch o r Lhe ~;e 
dist i n c t i on s carry with them i mp l ications a b ouc kl=; 'l c: h,lJJ(y':: ~: i.n 
t h e Khoi san way ot li'e. The t i me o f 'l' ru u l) l cE:" t hilL. j:; the 
l as t f i ve hundred years, i s only one o f many Ch 'ill9 E;:' ~). It: is 
n ever' menti oned without t:he r ider tha t it ·tli.U. su r c"l y b e 
f o ll owed by a re s lora t i on ot p eac e. 

flo,! long is thell.isto r y o f the Khoi:C: C:Hl .) In U1e 
literature i t haf.-3 been a r gu e d t.ha t t h e p r e sence o f Homo 
Sapiens in wh at is i-.oday t he Ka l a har i r egion da t e s b a ck t o I OD 
000 years ago. 161 I f cultu ral cont i nui t y 1.8 any c lue to 
history , it may be mentioned that t h e o l d eE; t roc k: pa int:ing s 
fou n d i n sout h e r n Af ri c a are 28 0 0 0 years o ld . '6) '1'0 me, die 
p re c i se d ate s a r e no l~ important . They n'l pn,~l y ~:; E'.' rvc' lu 
u n d e :cl ine the point t:.hat t_he IJi ~3 tory o f Lhe 1<h n i :3t=:nl. fI 
south e rn Afri ca reache::; b ack s o [ar U laL U) d LLempL: I.u 
d e s cribe it by t h e l~erm \ p r e- c o lon i a l'is ~,; o iHlp re ci ~;(:~ d~; (0 

be almost silly. 

, (, 11 B. Lau , II 'Pre-colonicu ' Nam i b i (Hl Hi ~C:L o r Lo~lra phy : WlJat 
is t o be Done '?II inE. ~v ood (e d .) Nami b ia , 1i)B4 19 fJ ll. : Ecadillgs 
on Na mib i a ' s History and SocieLy United Nat_Lons In s titLl t_e 
f o r Namibia, Lusaka, 1 988 , pp . 90. 

16JZ. A. Konczacki, ",So c i o economic Formati ()n~) of t h e 
Southe rn Af r i cCln Iron Ag e : an Overview " in ,L I I. . Kon c zD c ki, 
J.L. Parpart a n d '1'.1V1. Sllaw (e d s.), I\n E c onomic Hi story of 
Sout hern Afric a , Frank Ca s s, Lo n d on, 199 0 , pp . 1. 

16 7. Cf_~ -. r'O CIa"c' l_.. \.. f II T) t -C··'1:....."'11; " ,.:) J r l" l .....) ) ~' '''le .['-'rl. ]\1. ' ( '-"1(,,)'1.. _L.... ~ - . ....t... L·l ) · L... ' 1 ('( Li, ._ 1 _ ... c l['].. 

Ge ne raL Hi s t o r y o f Af r i ca : J Me t h o dol o g y and /l. E.Li can 
Pre history , UNESCO and Hein e mann , Califo r nl. Cl J 9 Bl , pp. 5 2 '1 .r 
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The term invites one to retort prior to which 
colonialism? Prior to the Roman occupation of Egypt at the 
time of Christ, or the Ottoman colonization of the Maghreb a t 
the end cf the first millennium A.D.? Prior to the Arab slave 
raiding on the east coast in the Middle Ages, or the 
Portuguese slave r aiding on the west? After all, by the 
thirteenth century, these processes of what Marx has politely 
termed 'primitive accumulation' had se t in motion waves of 
state formation and north to south migrations of people which 
were to prove crucial in the history of southern Africa.J.63 
State formation was important in that it implie d processes o f 
economic and social different iation which would make it easier 
to set one A: rican against another. The people who migrated 
southwards from the Great Lakes were to have a f ar-ranging 
influence on southern Africa's history, and would crucially 
affect Khoisan ability to resist European colonialism. 

I am not arguing that the coming of white coloniali sm was 
not a crucial event in the history of Africa, or that it did 
not bring about a qualitative change in the lives of its 
peoples. In t,his sense, the t erm 'pre- colonial' may retain a 
limited util i ty. Neverthel es s, white colonial i sm was not the 
first, nor will it be the last, qualitative change in Africa. 
It is a pity that we cannot d o better by the long his t ory of 
the Khoisan than t o periodiz e it into only two parts - before 
and after the white man. The most racist of co l onial myths i s 
surely the one which believes that the history of Africa began 
when the white man came. The odd token chapter on 'pre­
colonial f hi story does not refute this myth. It merely glosses 
over it, in the same way that neo-c o l onial p olitical 
settlements gloss over the fact tha t the coloni zers s ti l l own 
most of the country. 

To repea t a point which has been made ov e r and over again 
in this thesis, res tating colonial my t hs does not. he lp us 
write history. The imprecision o f the term 'pre-colonia l' can 
only add conceptual confusion to a field which does not nee d 
it. In addition to the t wo millennia sketched out in the 
paragraph above, 'pre-colonial' with regard to the western 
Cape also means 'before 1652'; it means 'before 1780' with 
regard to the eastern Cape and 'before 18 85' with regard to 
Namibia. It includes the p eriod of what may be cal led 
'merchant colonialism' as well, tha t is , the period 1496 - 165 2 
in the western Cape and the period 1 795 - 1 885 in Namibia . It 
should be unnecessar y to make the point that some dif f erention 
must be made between the events of all these periods before we 
can begin t o generalize about continuities and changes in 
Khoisan resistance. 

163 This paragraph is ba sed on A. Atmore and R.A. Oliver 
The Afri can fVJiddle Ages: 1400-1800 , Cambridge Univers .i t. ~r 
Press, Cambridge, 1981, pps. 5 ,13, 22 and 29 . 
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OF CABBAGES AND KINGS 

" Are we finally sliding dovm the slithery 
slope ... towards a world in which all life, all 
history, all society, is really (whatever that may 
mean) a text? In which all representation is 
arbitrary ? Some time ago, Thompson expressed the 
fear that the social scientist was condemned to 
wait forever outside the philosophy department. Our 
current nightmare has us waiting still. But now we 
sit, the philosopher at our side, begging an 
audience with the literary critic. ,,164 

Crais' study of resistance in the eastern Cape was a 
regional study. Khoisan resistance was not the primary 
concern. Crais' purpose was much broader, namely to explain 
the development of racial capitalism in the eastern Cape. Hi s 
aim was to describe how the forms of labour repress i on and 
territorial segregation evol ved, which were to become a 
characteristic of much larger areas of southern Africa. J.65 

This broad focus was innovative, as was Crais's method . The 
study marked the emergence of postmodernist analysis in the 
field of Khoisan resistance. Thus Crais stated his intentions 
as follows: 

"By moving away from identi fying discrete epocb~,; of 
economic change ... and towards the analysis of ' the 
mutual relations between systems of truth and 
modalities of power', this book suggests that the 
first half of the nineteenth century witnessed not 
only the creation of classes and 'races' but also 
the creation of a 'structure of thought: .'" H6 

From this the reader is led to expect a certain amount of 
ahistoricism and a considerable degree of reification. 
'Systems of truth and modalities of power' may be useful in 
focusing our attention on the importance of ideology as a 
terrain of struggle. In view of a central concern in t his 

161 J. Comaroff and J. Comaroff Of Revelation a nd 
Revolution: Christianity, Colonialism and Consciousness in 
Southe~n Africa, Univers ity o f Chicago Press, Chicago, 1 993, 
pp. 14. The re ference is to E. P. TrlOmpson The Povert Y-Qi:. 
Theory a nd Othe r Essays (1978. pp. 220) 

1 65 C. Crais, White Supremacy and Black Re sis t ance i n 
Pre-Industria l South Africa: The Making of the Colon ial Order 
i n t h e Easter n Cape Cambridge University Pr ess, Cambridge, 
1993, pp. 21 7 . 

16 6 Crais, pp. 3 , citing D. Hoy (ed. ) Foucault : A 
Cri t i cal Reader (Oxford, 1986) pp . 2 2 9 , and M. Foucault The 
l ...rcheology o f [(n owledcre , and the Dis cQurS'2 e n La :lG1.la (],":, (Ne,'l 
York , 19 8 2) pp. 19 1 . 
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thesis, namely the need to grant the Khoisan an authority of 
cuI tural voice, this method would be a much more p romising 
angle from whi ch to approach the s ources. The only problem, us 
with Legassick's theories, is that what we need to deal with 
is not 'systems' and 'modalities', but people. The higher the 
degree of abstraction, the greater the risk of analyzing away 
the people and this risk is correspondingly greater when our 
concern i s with the people who did not write the sources and 
had almost no public means of expressing their side of things. 
Luckily , Crais did not live up to his intentions. The book was 
innovative, and avoided many of the probl ems which beset 
earlier historiography. 

On the question of labour relations Crais, like Newton­
King, considered that there • •• might ... " have been a stage o f II 

clientage, with a subsequent development from free to 
unfree. 167 However, the bulk of his account carefully avoided 
making any generalizations about Khoisan motivations <'.l.nd 
viewed this development, perfectly correctly, as an expression 
of changing relations of power. In referring to the end of the 
eighteenth century, Crais had no hesitation in calling the 
system " ... near slavery ... ", or a " ... form of coerce d 
labour. " a colonial serfdom in which J-I.fricans became 
increasingly \ tied' to the farm. ,, 16B He argued. tha t r.he 
difference between imported slaves and captured Khoikhoi may 
have been more apparent than real: 

" in the Eastern Cape and through the Cape 
Midlands, slaves were seldom wrenched from their 
families ... though the threat of sale may have been 
a very real one .... Africans captured in raid~ may 
have been elided, illegally, into the category of 
slaves. There was certainly a marke t in cap tives 
during the late 1700's and, during the first two 
decades of the following century, this ill i cit 
practice probably increased <Jlong the f r ontier." 1 6~ 

This is crucial. As Crais pointed out, b y the turn of the 
century the Khoisan per c e i ved themselves as slaves, and thi s 
conclusion iE:; central to his anaLysis of early n i neteenth 
century resistance.]7U He argued that the e x p er ience o f 
common oppression not only laid the basis f or a common 
culture, as well as common resjstance, between KrlOi[--;an (i{J 

slave, it also meant that during Lhe resist a nce o f the earl y 

";'Crais, pp. 46. 

16C Ibid., pp. 42 and pp. 40 . 

169Ibid., pp. 66-67 , cf. a lso pp . 52. 

170 Ib i_ d . pp . 5 '3 . 
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1830' s, and again during the uprising of 1851, Khoisan 
perceived themselves as resisting a return to slavery.l71 

Crais opened up the possibility of making further 
generalizations. That is, we could begin to examine Khoisan 
resistance in the context of various white settler efforts to 
reimpose vagrancy acts and masters and servants laws. We might 
even begin to periodize this resistance - after all, if mid­
century resistance in the easte rn Cape was against slavery, it 
would seem a more defensive type of war than Stuurman' s 
efforts to roll back the Dutch tide at the turn of the 
century. Of course, Crais did not wish to do any of these 
things. His focus was less Khoisan resistance than the role of 
Khoisan resistance in influencing systems of truth and 
modalities of power, but his conclusions were tremendously 
important in opening up fruitful lines of analysis. 

Second, Crais acknowledged the importance of ciisease in 
breaking the backbone of Khoisan resistance . I n Now, this is 
a very old idea, dating back to the efforts of Theal and other 
colonial historians to diminish the importance of boer 
violence in the founding of South Africa. It was large part in 
reaction to these monocausal explanations that Elphick 
developed his theories. 173 Nevertheless, it cannot be deni ed 
that disease did play an important role i n undermini rl ~:J Khois an 
resistance. Certainly Crais made a convincing case that 
smallpox and other diseases resulted in a demographic 
catastrophe amongst Africans by the late eighteenth 
century. 171 The details of his figures may be questioned in 
the years to come, since as he hims e lf admitted, compl(~ t e 
accuracy is well-nigh impossible . Th i. s will no doubt beI-/S 

sorted out in the near future. It is one of the inestimable 
advantages of eastern Cape historiography t hat r e search will 
be checked and counterchecked by o the r scholars . 

Crais' insight owed much to his m(~thod. 1 t L_ h e concept o E 
resistance was to be broadened to include an ideologicCil 
struggle, then there is in principl e no objection to 
broadening the concept of colonial aggression as well. This is 
of course what Crais did. To him the British a t. tempt to 
introduce a rule of law, the ambitions of British se tLle rs to 
become 'lord of the manor' and mission chris t ianity were a ll 

1"11 Ibid., pp. 84, pp. 147, pp. 182 - 185. 

172 Ibid., pp. 41. 

rn R. Elphick Kraal a nd Castl e : Kho ikhoi and the J:o'ou nd i nq 
of White South Africa Yale Universit.y Press, New Ha ven 197 7 , 
pp. 2 3 5 - 2 3 6 . 

171 Cr~:' i s, r:':) 42. 

1"1', __.;):i.d. 
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tools of conquest (if ambiguous ones) as much as the British 
army. 176 Thus it would not be far- fetched to argue that a 
simpl e :71atter o f hyg i e ne cO\.~I c1 '.<1el 1 hav e de t ermined the 
outcome of the battles. In fact, if between f i fty and sixty 
percent of the indigenous population died during the last 
years of the eighteenth century, a nd if the Khoisan population 
only began to recover by the 1820 's, it would be strange if 
this did not weaken Khoisan ability to resist .117 It might 
also explain, as Newton - King could not, why r es istance 
slackened off in 1803. Again, while he himself did not take it 
very far, Crais' work could well prove the foundation stone of 
future analysis. 

Third, Crais gave full recognition to the importance of 
the Khoisan vi ew of their past. Time and again he insisted on: 

" ... the power of memory in the construction of a 
colonial order. . . . it was the collective 
consciousness of the prospects of further 
expropriation and the descent into debt peonage ... 
that accounted for the great extent of resistance 
among otherwise disparate groups. In many cases the 
combatants hoped t o regain a world tha t was already 
lost, a wor ld that many would remember as a time ot 
plenty .... lInn 

This insistence was one of the s trongest fea t ure[.; of Lr.l ':'-c 
book. It was little less than revolutionary in that it went 
beyond the possibility of accepting people's resistance on 
their own terms to an understanding of what their hi sLory 
meant to them. In short, of granting them a cultural voice. 
Previous chapters have given evidence of Khoisan motivations 
uttered in the unstable present and in the heat of batt l e . 
Crais' insistence on the power of memory restored their past 
to the Khoisan in the text, and restored both to the 
historian. He understood that the memory of the 1783 wars was 
a fact or in the 1799-1803 upris ings , which in turn may have 
informed the resistance of the 1830's , and so OD . This raised 
the Khoisan from the colonial idea of them as savages living 
in a timeless past to the status of historical beings . Crai s 
also provided the best rationale possible for g o ing back to 
the basics - we need to re - evaluate early Khoisan resistance 
because without it we vlill never understand la t er Khoi s: an 
resistance. 

In many ways, Crais's analysis rested solidly on much o f 
the analysis and research of the past two decades. The search 
for cultural authenticity may have led him to what can be 
regarded as a unique ac t amongst writers on Kho isan 

176 Cf. ibid, pp. 59, pp. 90 - 91, pp. 102 -103. 

177 Cf ibid. I pp . 42 and pp . 6 8 . 

. 1 ,.~ =..., id . I pp. 52 cm d c f . a l so p p . 83 . 
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resistance, namely to ask the descendants what their ancestors 
thought and did. 179 It is not surprising that these insights 
would have c o me in the cont ext of r es istance in t h e eastern 
Cape. Crais freely acknowledged t h a t wi t hou t, for inst a :-;.ce, 
the research of Newton-King on the eastern Cape economy, or 
the research by Shell on slave demography, he would not have 
had a solid base of evidence which helped guide his own 
research. 1B o Crais's work can also be seen as a vindication 
of the classic liberal concerns of culture, law and ideology. 
Certainly one strength of the book, namely the evenhandedness 
with which b oth European and African thoughts a nd actions were 
examined, owed much to the pendulum swings of the past twe nty 
years. As the example of slavery shows , doing full jU ~3tice t o 
indigenous perceptions and culture could well prove to of f e r 
path-breaking insights. 

Ev en so, the we ight of p cH.~t historiography Ci:1 n be a 
handicap. Considering the rev olutionary impl i cations of Crai s ' 
method, it is baffling that his understanding of early Khoisan 
history was so limi ted. His understanding of the role o f 
memory in guiding Khoisan actions and behaviou:c goes no 
further than the 1780's, that is, the date the boe rs began t o 
settle in the eastern Cape. The major flaw o f the book l i:1Y in 
the chapter on pre-colonial history, although it is to Cra i s' 
credit that he managed to write the entire chapter without 
using the word. However, the attitude of mind remained the 
same . We are warned from the outset to expec t " . a h i story 
that almost stands still ... \I, a nd are told that.: 

\I What f ollows is an exploration concerned w i th 
isolating 'bundles of relationships' and suggesting 
how, as people began sha:cing common practices, some 
of these bundles may have become 'named'. Th e 
creation of structure and the eme rge n c e of 
identity - centred around the ways in wh i c h p e Clp lp 
came to b e bound together through sha r ed practice s 
and per ceptions of the wider world. \I J B J 

It is not surprising that the description whi c h fo l lowe d was 
both static and ahistorical. For instance, Cra i s d e vo t e d a 
paragraph t o discussing economic relations amon gsL t:. h e hun t er ­
gatherers, but the source us e d to substanti a l.Eo t hi ~:-; we-H." the 
diaries of SparrTnan, written more than a hundre d y ea r c, af t er 

179 Cf. ibid., pp 232 foo t note 1. The outstanding excep ti on 
to this conclusion is W. Nasson,Abrah a m Esau' s War: A Bl ack 
South African War in the Ca p e, 1 899-1902, Cambridge University 
Pr ess, Cambridge, 1991. 

IBO Cf. ibid., pp. 228, notes 1 and 10. 

Ifl.l I b i d ., pp. 9, and p p . 11 . 
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the inception of colonialism! 1£l2 Despite acknowledging that 
" [0] ne of the main difficul ties in understanding hunter-herder 
relations stems from the obse:cva tio:"l that t he re 'flas , h i many 
instances, no clear-cut dichotomy between the two groups", 
Crais went on to make much of supposed important and 
systematic differences between the two groups. 183 He 
consistently used the term Khoikhoi. One is left to infer that 
there were simply no San in the eastern Cape, since they 
seemed to have unaccountably disappeared from the narrative 
somewhere between the seventeenth century and the nineteenth. 
It also seemed as if almost the only significant event that 
happened during the last millennium or so pri or to the coming 
of the Europeans was that people began to keep cattle: \I [t]he 
herding economy [and] the construction of descent 
facilitated the emergence and elaboration of a new ordering of 
relationships ... ", one of which was the emergence of a system 
of clientage between cattleless Khoisan and those vlho had 
cattle. 1 

£l4 

In sum, Crais' ideas of the Khoisan past were a 
restatement of Elphick's theories with a postmodernist gloss: 
\ the construction of descent I replaced t he old fashioned 
'intermarriage'. There is no need to repeat the mult itud e of 
objections which have been made to Elphick's theories. Their 
reappearance in Crais's work is tremendousl y disappointing. 
One would have expected a postmodernist to be somewhat more 
critical of his sources, instead of which modalities of power 
and systems of truth seemed to be at issue e v erywhere in the 
book except in the source material. 

It is incomprehensible that Crais was not able to see 
this. In the b ook we are confronted with a world in whi cll, 
everything was potentially symbolic, from tIle vagaries o f 
colonial architecture to the spatial organization of vil lages, 
from the ambiguities of trade fairs to the preferred s hape of 
beads. 185 It renders Crais' attitude to the Khoisan earl y 
history all the more baffling. After all, when everything is 
liable to be read as texts, it is a pity he did not read the 
specific texts concerned a little more carefully. Perhaps if 
Crais had devoted his introduction to a review of the 
histor i ography rather than to a programmatic state me nt o f 
postmodernism, fascinating though it may be, t he book could 
have been even more revolutionary in it s implica tions. 

This limited understanding of the Khoisan pas t tended to 
limit Crais' understanding of them in his period. One issue in 

18 2 Ibid., pp. 13 and pp. 234 note 8. 

1 £l3 Ibid., pp. 15. 

184 Ibid., PP. 1 6. 
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particular shows the limits of his analysis. In his analysis 
of Basters, he seemed to have forgotten to ask his oral 
informants how they perceived this term. Thus a passage like 
the following read more like Legassick than Said: 

" Of the free, 'Bastaards' were the most well-off 
and sometimes possessed relatively large herds of 
livestock, but their position in colonial society 
was ambiguous and contradictory. Adopting the 
culture of their masters and joining them in 
commando raids and hunter-gatherers 'Bastaards' 
were nevertheless consistently excluded from the 
status of burghers. Indeed ... 'Bastaards' 
increasingly built linkages less with the world of 
their masters than with the lives of other serfs 
and peons. "lU 6 

The reference which followed this passage cited two secondary 
works on slavery in the Americas which could not possibly deal 
with the issue of Basters on commando. lUI In my community, 
the word 'Bastaard' is taken to mean exactly what it means in 
English. It is not a word used amongst Black AfrLkaans­
speakers except as an insult and the people who are descended 
from these groups call themselves Basters. That this minor 
detail seemed to have escaped previous historians is 
understandable since they never had oral informantE;. That i t 
escaped Crais seems to indicate, either that his time spent o n 
interviews was minimal, or that the int e rview s i t uation itsel ] 
was highly structured. Further, Crais seemed to have missed 
the one important contribution made by Legassick to Khoisan 
historiography, namely the insight that the word itself in t h e 
sources was an indication, not of miscegenat i on, but of a 
social group. Thus Ross, citing Legass i ck, acgu pd that. t he 
term 'Bastaard' in the eighteenth century denoted ~ soci a l, 
rather than a genetic status .lnc It would r efer to Kholsan 
who lived in colonial society without b e ing inboekselinge , 
such as transport riders or small landholders. It indicate d as 
little about the ethnic status of the person mentioned as did 
'Bushman'. Thus while a statement like t h e one which 
introduced the paragraph qU.oted above; "1m] if;cE-;<Jcnat ion 
further contribut.ed t.o perceptions of patriarchy a nd inse rted 
considerable ambiguity in the social relat.ions of the 

18 6 Ibid., pp 45. 

187 Cf. ibid. ,pp. 230, note 47. 

lG8 R. Ross, Adam Kok' s Grigua' s: A S l;:.udv i n t he 
Development of Stratification in Sou t h Afr i c a , Cambridge 
University Press, 1976, pp. 13; c f. al s o ~1. Leg as sick "The 
Northern Front ier to 1820" in l~. El p hick and H. Gil i omee 
(eds .) TL e Sr.Ctpinq of ::30uth !-.r"J ;~~. , J"',"i.2t·>~, l ,)~'l ':;r.1Cltll C.:: k: 
~owr , 19 79 , pp. ~ 56 . 
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farm .... 11 was undoubtedly true, this had nothing to do with 
Basters, since Baster women were some of the few Khoisan women 
who had a figh ting chance to :?r ,)te c t th':::'TIs e ~_-,/ .s :::; f rom t he. 
perils of mi scegenation. 1 a5 That ~h=i r status as free Khoisan 
amongst a sea of inboekselinge was undoubtedly ambiguous was 
again true, but had to do with their social status and not 
with any desire to adopt the culture of their 'masters'. 

In fact, the idea that Baster linkages with inboekselinge 
were in any way new rested on the assumption that they at any 
time had something in common with the boers and not in the 
evidence Crais presented. 19U Rather, the origins of these 
linkages are more likely to be buried in the 'pre-colonial' 
past which Crais cannot see. More than two decades aftLr Marks 
first gave this stereotype academic respectability, we still 
await evidence e ither that the Basters were more acculturated 
or that they wished to be more acculturated than any other 
group of Khoisan. Crais' treatment of the Basters did not show 
any of this . It merely served to underline the truism that old 
colonial myths never die, they merely take on new guises. 

J.89 ICrais pp. 45. 

19U Cf. ibid, pp. 70 and pp. 80-8l. 
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CHAP'T'ER STX : RE CONSTRUCTI Or 
The work discussed hitherto is widely available in 

university libraries and in fact is still prescribed 
literature for university courses on early South African 
history. This chapter attempts to offer a glimpse of what the 
Khoisan historiography of the next few years may look like as 
the ideas contained in journal articles and unpublished theses 
make their way into published and prescribed works. 
The chapter goes on to sum up three ideas which have formed 
the conceptual basis for this work. 

EPILOGUE 
"The first thing that one has to do before one can 
write a useful history... is to clear away this 
whole c]utter of false, hegemonic assumptions. But 
then, there does necessarily arise a second 
stage of reflection about the stage you have got to 
when you have intellectually destroye d the c olonial 
propositions .... repudiation of the proposition s of 
the enemy in a curious way ties one to the 
assumptions behind the propositions." 1 91 

Marks nev er wrote on Khoisan resistanc e again. As a teacher, 
editor and administrator she has r emained enormously 
influential, and may take much of the credit for the fact that 
the Institute of Commonwealth Studies has over the years 
consistently paid systematic attention to problems within 
Khoisan historiography . 

Elphick finally came round to using the term Khoisan. It 
is possible that he may hav e seen the validity of Marks' p o int 
that the sources could not give an indication of who was who . 
In the collection Elphick edited in 1979, the praxis was that 
II [t]hose peoples whom modern scholars usually call 'San' are 
denoted in this book as '(Khoisan) hunter - gathe r er s or 
'(Khoisan) hunters,."l92 It i s clear that t.h.e chang e in 
t.ermi n ology i n no way signified a move away from the myth of 
the 'Bushman'. This position was fraught wi t h inconsi s L en ~ ies 
and this became clear in later years, whe n El phick tr i e d to 
reintroduc e the term 'Bushman'. 1\s Bredekamp pointed ou t : 

" [r.l] e (Elphick) I however, remains wary of accepting 
the term 'San" because in his opinion it was 

191 T. Range r ," Trends in ]i,frican Historiography and the 
Task Facing Scholars of Namibia" in B. Woods (ed.) Namibia, 
1884-1984: Readings on Namibia's History and Soc i e ty, United 
Nations Insti tute f o r Namibia, Lusaka, 1988. pp. 43. 

in R . Elphick and H. Gil i ome e (eds. ) The Shap i ncr o f South 
African Soc-i e t y , 165 ':' - 1820 LO:l gnl:1n , Ca pe Town , 1 9'19 , F ;-;; :<ii . 
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'originally a pejorative word used by Khoikhoi'. 
This viewpoint... contradicts his use of the 
combination 'Khoi- san ' '.vll.ere L1e s LLff ix 'san' 
appears anyway. In the same way, Elphick' sand 
Malherbe's motivation for the reimportation of the 
term 'Bushmen' in place of the more acceptable term 
'San' does not hold water. For them 'Bushmenl is 
more apt, apparently because Europeans created it 
in the colonial era, whil e the term 'San' had its 
autochthonous origins in the precolonial period. In 
this debate l it should rather be born in mind that 
the hurtful term 'Bushmanl is totally unacceptable 
to the critically thinki ng de scendants of the Cape 
Khoisan who prefer the appellation 'S a n 1 in that 
they have never experienced 'San' as insul ting. "B'· 

It is to be hoped that this polemic finally closed the deba.i~e 
on what to call the historical Khoisan. That alone would open 
the way for the field to begin the long and weary conceptual 
work . of discovering who they were. 

Legassick seems to have abandoned his earlier dogmatism. 
Thus one notes that he nowadays refers to nineteenth century 
eastern Cape as a crucible ••• for the simultaneousII 

construction of a racist discourse and a racial system of 
class domination." 191 In view of the cri tici sms made with 
regard to his failure to understand the inboek system, hL s 
more mature understanding of it comes as a pleasant surprise: 

" [tJ he difficulty in characterizing these social 
relations arises from two factors. In the first 
pI ace, unl ike slavery i tsel f , they had no legal 
reflection. 'Indenture of apprentices' withi n 
which they were conducted l was in practice inflat ed 
into life - time and even hereditary servitude: 
brown and black became tied to the fa r m. I t a 1 so 
appears that Khoisan were formally ens l aved by 
giving them the identities of dead slaves. 
In the second place this was an att.empt to i mposel 

slavery without. " importation h~om a disLmt lemd 
and disculturation. The enservitude of the 

193 1H. C. Bredekamp "The Khoisan and NomenclaLure Since 
the Oxford History of South Africa: A Histor iographical 
Dilemma" South African Historical Journal 1 25

1 
1991, pp. 69 . 

Translated from the Afrikaans. The ci tation is from R. Elphi ck 
and V.C. Malherbe " The Khoisan to 1828" in R . Elphick and L. 
Gil iomee (eds.) The Shaging Of Sout.h African Societ.y (s:xxn:J 
ed.) 1 Longman, Cape Town, 198 9 , pp. 3 . 

.l91 fVI. Legassick, "The State, I?acism and the RiSE; of 
in the Nineteenth Cent u::.:-v CaDe Color y " S :mtll 
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Khoisan ... was conducted on their'native land among 
people preserving a 'kinship with the stil l 
existent (albeit damaged) community of the 
conquered'. They were an 'enemy within', the full 
restoration of whose culture and economy remained a 
valuable aspect of resistance. 11] 9<; ~ 

In view of the helpless victims implicated in Legassick's 
text discussed in chapter three, it comes as a relief to see 
that he even admits the possibility of the restitution of 
their reputation. Thus he notes that " [tlhe earlier role of 
the Griquas in slave-raiding in the north, posited by Cobbing, 
also needs re-investigation, though in some respe cts, in my 
view, he has taken these allegations too far [sic!]. ,,1 % It 
must be borne in mind that Legassick is still capable o f 
making statements like [h]owever the Griqua statelets alsoII 

attempted in the fashion of colonists to secure domination 
over the Sotho-Tswana peoples. II ]9 7 No matter. The ability to 
be prepared to change their minds in the light of new evidence 
or new interpretations is alone what distinguishes historians 
from propagandists. 

Newton-King eventually completed her Ph.D thesis in 199 2 
and it is hoped that it may be published in the near future 
and reinvigorate the field. She came to accept trw t e rm 
'Khoisan' although, it seems, only under strong protest: 


" I do not postulate an 'uninterrupted 

continuity' between the prehistoric San '" and the 

hunter- forager s who resisted colonial advance in 

the eighteenth century. Indeed , I have tried to 

document the far-reaching changes in subsist.ence 

strategies and social organizations which e me rged 

in response to the disruptive prese nce of the 

colonists immediately to the south. Neve rthe less it 

seems to me that in committing oneself to a choice 

of category '" one is offering the reader a more 

substantial notion of identity than tha t held out 

by the compromise te rm Khoi san. Khoisan is a £ cnc(~­


sitting term, which denote s nothing more than our 

inabil ity. . . to identify the people of who we 

write. Sometimes we have little choice but to use 

it .... But let us not pretend that it h as inherent 


1 95 Legass ick pp. 340-341. The cita tions are from S. 
Newton-KingllThe Enemy Within: The Struggl e f or As c endancy on 
the Cape Eas tern Frontier, 17 60- 17 99 " Ph . D Thesi s, 
University o f London, 1992 

196Legassick, footnote 38, pp 344. The reference is t.o ,J. 
Cobbing " The Mfekane as Alibi: Thoughts on Dithakong and 
f\1bolompoll ~ournal of Afr i can History 29:3, 1988 pps . 487-519 

I n I b id . 
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meaning. Let us rather assume the courage of Humpty 
Dumpty and assign ita meaning ... 1119B 

It should not be necessary t o debate whether a ny ~ord h as e v er 
had an ' i n h e r ent meanin a ' . 

I t will have been rl'oted that Crais (pp. 1 01, above) used 
four separate terms to refe r to the inboek system. He was by 
no means unusual in this. It is ironic that, despite the fact 
that historians are in increasing agreement on how to 
conceptualize the system, the confusion over terminology 
remains as deep as ever. Malherbe has captured both the 
conceptual agreement and the inability to define a term: 

"It has often been observed that where Khoisan 
'apprentices' were concerned, the imparting of 
skills was seldom taken seriously and the real 
purpose of the system was to enhance t h.E: labou r 
supply. Some were indeed orphans, that is, c h ild 
captives ( . . . prisoners of war) whose famil ies had 
been killed or dispersed by the colonial commandos 
and themselves bound to the farmers i o the rs we r e 
farm-born members of intact family units at t h e 
time when they were bound. Was the Khoisan child 
then an indentured servant - or a slave? Hi s torians 
have been, perhaps, too inclined to pe r petuate t h 0 
use of conv enient but misleading t e rms when 
discussing the legally sanctioned bondage of the 

Kho i san. Where 'indenture', 'apprenticeship', 
or 'slavery' has been applied to the same example 
of unfree labour, researchers may wish to 
clarify the terminology used. ,, 199 

Her frustration is understandable. It i~; to b e hopeo that 
Khoisan historiography speedily rectifies tl!l s problem not 
only for the good of the fi e ld, but as an act of simple 
charity to the teachers who, no doubt, are confronted wi th a 
reflection of the same phenomenon emergin g in COlmt le ss 
undergraduate essays. 

In sum, it may be seen that the inten s ity of deba Le is 
increasing in the field, a fact which allows for optimism 
regarding its future. The discussion above shows that the 
field is capable of surprising strengt.hs. It has, quit e 
independently, come to an understandin~.J of the inboe k s y s t em 
which lies very close to oral tradition, both with rega r d to 
its nature and its importance. Crais' understanding of t.he 
importance of Khoisan collective memory and Ne wt on - KinSJ's 

19(1 S. Newton-King, "Commentary on \ Th e Khoisan and 
Nomenclature' Ir South African Histo r i c al J our n a l 25 19 91 

pp 74 - 76, quote from pp 76. 

199 V. C. Malherbe "Indentured and Unfree Labour in SOU U l 

Africa: Towards an Understanding" ~outh Af rican Hist o r i cal 
Journal 24, 19 91 pp. 7. 

http:strengt.hs
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attempt to 'document far-reaching changes in subsistence 
strategies' both imply a recognition of the Khoisan as a 
people wh o h a d , and kn e w t_hey h a d , a J.1 i story. Th i s recogn ition 
alone bodes well for the ability of the Khoisan historiography 
of the future to grant the Khoisan the status of authoritative 
subjects. 

THE INBOEK SYSTEM, PACIFICATION AND CONSCIOUSNESS 

"Ons bruin mense, seuns van slawe, 
wil ons eie land terug, 
wat ges teel is van ons vaders 
toe hul in die vrede leef. 
Gee dit t'rug nou! 
Gee dit t'rug nou! 
Weg met aIle Sla1rlerny 
Strijdom salons nie vas hou nie, 
Afrika sal vryheid kry !" 

Cape Fo lksong200 

Conceptualizations of the i nboek system has been one of t he 
central problems in this thesis. I have argued that we need to 
understand it before we can comprehend the resistance of the 
people whose lives were ruled by its constraints. I hav 
argued that it should be r e garded as a system of slavery. 
Crais has made the point that the people who lived under it 
saw it as such, while he, Legassick and Malherbe have s een 
that the boundaries betvJeen inboe kseling and slave weJ~e both 
fluid and permeable. It remains only for me to make the point 
that I am descended, like many others of l:he southern Cape, 
from both imported slave and inbo eksel ing. For us, resistance 
and collaboration in our ancestor's lives were d ete rmine d by 
the twin realities of chain and sj ambok . The att e mpt t o make 
a distinction between one kind of chain and another will 
remain meaningless to their descendants. I unders tand t ha t 
historians nevertheless may wish, for conceptual c larity , to 
make a distinction betwe en the tv.JO systems and fo .c t h at 
purpose have ~Jiven the i nboe k sys tem a separate name . This in 
no way diminiches my insistence that we wi ll neve r un ders t a nd 
it unless V.Je see it as slavery, albeit a system of slave r y 
with unique characteristics. 

Its most unique characteristic was that it functione d as 
a means of pacification. The colonial settlers did n o t conqu er 

201) "vJe, brown people, sons of slaves, want our own land 
back again, which was stolen from our f athers wh ile they 
were living in peace . Give it b ack now ! Give =-- t. back nov] ! 
A ·;,:;Cl.\j ;;itb all sl a ',.re ry ! S tri -;dom ~.lL- 0K!'- "?~.::.' t..::': ocu nr:l r O~'l , 
Af:r' :~ CCt shc.Ll ]' ;3 00:. b (::: f n::;e I! 
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South Africa by means of commando alone. Their other weapon 
was the inboek system. The boers obtained inboeksel i nge 
through the commando and convers ely, t h E: i nboek system 
functioned as a means to keep prisoners of war in bondage and 
prevent them from ever being free to resist again. This 
conclusion does not just apply to settler farmers. The 
colonial state played its part as an owner of inboekselinge. 

Some correspondence between a local fieldcornet and the 
government of Cape Town in the late eighteenth century sheds 
abundant light on this process. A cattle raid in 1772 in which 
two boers were killed had led to the calling up of a corrmando, 
sanctioned by the landdrost of Stellenbosch. The commando 
succeeded, not just in capturing the active combatants, but 
the entire civilian population of the kraal. The surviving old 
people, women and children were sent with the combatants to 
Cape Town. In effect: they were all prisone r s of war. 2fll The 
government in Cape Town, however, had little use for more 
labourers and sent a reprimand back to Stell e nboc, ch. The 
landdrost excused himself to the government i n the following 
manner: 

"In compliance with the respe cted order conv eyed by 
your Excellency's lette r of yesterday, I have t o 
state that the ironed Hot.tentots should all bc:: 
detained in prison, as I have been unable t o 
procure any minute information in h ow far the 
residue, who may not indeed be gu ilty of t he 
murder, are guilty of aiding and abetting; as to 
the women, no charge has been made against them. I 
therefore conceive that they merely followed their 
husbands, without having implicat.ed themselv es in 
the guil t of the murder: had I, therefore, bee n 
aware that it would not have pleased y our 
Excellency to employ them, ad opus p ublicum, I 
should have, in the first instance ... p l a c e d them, 
for their food, with one or the o t her of the 
inhabitants. Now, however, that I am fully i nfo r med 
of your Excellency's pleasure... I have divided 
them amongst the inhabitants ... . " /.:u 

Let us reconstruct events here. One raid, one commando. The 
colonial government punished not only those actively 
resisting, but their families, who were sp'ecifically 
recognized by the landdros t a s non - comba t.ants ,For t.he 
combatants prison, and no doubt the death sentence, await.ed, 

20 1 D. Moodie The Record: Or a Series of offi d a1 Pa pers 
Relative to the Condition and Treatmen t of , the nativ e Tribes 
of South Africa, A.A. Balkema, Cape Town, 1960 (18 39 -1841), 
Vol. 3, pp. 13, "Copy of a Letter From t he Landdrost of 
StellenlJosch to the Cape Gove rnmer.. t." ~?'6 / F/1172 , 

202 Ibid., pp 14, 29/6/1772. 

http:await.ed
http:implicat.ed
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But for their families a l ifetime in bondage was the s e nt ence 
for something th:.::'y did n ot e.c . Th is c irc1.lr.'::·t a r..; "'! she ds 
abundant ligh t on t h e cou rage of t hose who r es iste d knowing 
full well that they would not be the only ones to pay the 
price if anything went wrong. It should serve as a complete 
explanation of an argument I have been making throughout this 
thesis: we should not ask 'why did resistance fail ?'. In the 
light of the potential risks involved, we should appreciate 
the achievement that any resistance at all took place. It is 
easy to immolate yourself for the sake of the survival of your 
people. It is quite another thing to knowingly put your fami ly 
at risk. 

The tone of the correspondence cited makes clear that 
enslaving civilian prisoners of war was by no means an unusual 
event. Even the most cursory reading of correspondence in tbis 
period will r eveal many such incidents. The only unusual 
feature of this event is the faux pas made by the landdrost. 
The government of the Cape vJas a gui l ty party to the use of 
forced labour as much as the settlers. Perhaps the fact that 
it had more than enough labour at the time is testimony enough 
to the amount of non-combatant prisoners of war at this time. 

The landdrost sent for the prisoner s and distributed them 
amongst the inhabitants - end of problem, in more ways than 
one. The enslaved families had no guarantees that mother would 
stay with child or grandmother with grandchildren the 
fathers, vie remember, were either in jailor dead. In 
addition, we must remember the point raised by Malhe rbe that 
many of the inboekselinge were orphaned children. The women 
who survived had to look after not only their own children bu t 
orphans as well, all traumatized by the ravage s of war . How 
were the Khoisan to pass on traditions of language, cultur e 
and the memory of resistance ? For that matter , how were tho 
to stay sane? 

Only with great difficulty, and great e ndurance. It is 
this fact that makes it so offensive when the Khoisan are 
accused of a 'propensity for acculturation'. No one but the" 
descendants can ever fully appreciate the e f for Ls of the s e 
women in keeping alive the memory of a past when we were still 
human beings; or understand how they ~~ruggled to keep alive 
the hope of a future in which we may become fully human again. 
But the very least that can be done is to show them some 
respect. 
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CONCLUSION: THE MORAL OF THE STORY 

" a number of references are made to the absence 
of such historians, and the hope is expressed that 
this will soon change as more a nd more blacks study 
history at an adv anced level. One does indeed hope 
that these black historians will prove as able to 
chall e nge the orthodoxies of the day as the radical 
historians who in the past two decade s have done 

much to enrich our his torical writing... . A 
quite new f orm of radicalism may emerge to 
reinvigorate our historiography, providing, of 
course that academic historians can mount a 
successful defence of their craft against people 
such as those who have dismissed the new research 
presented in Peires's The Dead Will Arise as a mere 
accumulation of deta il which has muddied the usable 
past the Xhosa already have. ,, 2<.U 

Saunders' comment aptl y captures the problem wi th which 
I began this thesis. I was confronted with a body of work 
which muddied the usable past I already had. Worse, it flatly 
denied my usable past in favour of a conglomeration of 
stereotypes. Many months and many pages later, I have no 
regrets about having undertaken the task of deconstruct.ing 
this body of work. I do have a lively sympathy for those Black 
academics of the future who will take one look at what is 
being writ ten in this field and leave i t in preference for the 
more abstract haunts of highe r mat.hematics, or the more 
profitable pursuits of economists. I myself wou l d not have 
done what I have done i f I did not have a belief in t.he value 
of academic history. Still, before I present my answer to 
Peires's informants I must clarify the position of Black 
academics, past and prese nt. 

Black academics know that they owe their place in the 
hallowed precincts of white academe to the unceasing struggles 
of the Black communi ty. We understand that the apart-:heid 
forces which kept us away may be down , but are not ye t out; 
and t hus we know that it is only due to these struggl e s that 
we will remain here. It is ou r only equivalent to the 'old 

20J C. Saunders, "Radical Hi story the \tiIi ts Workshop 
Version - Reviewed" South African Hi s tor ical Jou r p al 24 ,1991, 
pp. 165. The reference i s to ,J . B . F~ir'e f:", ",su icide or 
Genoc ide? : Xhosa PE::r cct) I ~. i "': n'-; 0 : L.t.!::: l'L:r~Jqawl;=;~ Cc~ t ,-;I s tropre I I 

Radi cal Hi sto r y Revi ew 4 6 /7 , Winter 1990 , pps . 5 5 - 56 . 
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boy's network'. Therefore we serve the Black community not 
only because it is our duty and not only because we know no 
other way, we serve it becaus e t o t urn ou r ba~~ s on it woul d 
be tantamount to professional suicide. This community has been 
the unseen audience to this work. It has not been a silent 
one. Fully half this work has been devoted to letting it speak 
inside my head. In years to come , it will be found that it is 
also a very critical audience . For the Black historian 'to 
serve' means to meet some exacting standards. 

I have argued throughout this work that the 
historiography of Khoisan resistance reproduces offensive 
stereotypes. I have also ar~led that it is those very 
stereotypes which has made the historiography produce bad 
history. I am hard put to decide which is the mo s t heinou s 
sin. Any historical explanation must be internally cons istent, 
based on sufficient evidence and make as few unfounded 
assumptions as possible. This thesis has pointed out logica l 
inconsistencies and discussed problems of evidence at grea t 
length. It remains only to make the point tha t a stc-:!reotype is 
by its nature an unfounded assumption. The abundance: of i::J1ese 
in the litera ture is sufficient testimony to the failure of 
Khoisan historiography to produce a vision of the past wh i ch 
is usable even for historians. This places the Black historian 
in a doubl y invidious position. Bredekamp has summed up t h i s 
problem: 

"Professional historians run the risk of creating 
so many abstract reconstructions of the past and 
thinking up new meanings for terms, tha.t a racially 
conscious South Africa reads past them: for the 
majority it remains just old concepts onto which 
new labels have been placed. 

This places the historical Khoi s an, t ile 
Khoisan historian and especially the Black 
Afrikaans-speaker in an inte llectual identity 
crisis ove r how to meaning full y reconstruct the 
Khoisan pa~t in the transition from the twentieth 
to the twenty fir st century .... What is my 
identification with the past which I am studying in 
the light of my present exi s t e nce ? If the 
relations hip goes deeper than a mere inte ll ec tual­
academic interaction with the past, t hen the 
historian faces a c hallenge to no t only 
meaningfully reconstruct the connection between the 
present and the past, but also to bridge the gap 
between intellectuals and the uninitiated . ,, 2 l11 

201 H. C. Bredekamp liThe Khoisan and Nomenclature Since the 
Ox f or d Hi s t o r y of Sout h Af r i c a : A Hi s t o r iogr aph i c a l Dilemma " 

r50uth I">.f i c an Hi sto r i c a l LT:Y.l r :- :3.~ . , :':::. 'J: . . '~"' . ~ :L. .. :-a.:::"512 L·::. . 
from the ~f rikaan s. 
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For me, as for Bredekamp, there is no point in writing a 
history which does not bridge the gap between academe and the 
community at large. We can bridge it. But the issue of which 
history we will carry with us over the bridge is of critical 
importance. 

In the new South Africa, the infamous paragraph about 
Herry and the Strandlopers cited in the introduction will no 
doubt be removed. But with what are we to replace it? With 
Marks' play-whites, Elphick's rivers of blood, Legassick's 
sell-outs, Nevlton-King's incomprehension or Crais' myopia? If 
that is all that academic history has to offer the Black 
community we may rest assured that the children of the Khoisan 
will do the same thing they did with apartheid historiography 
- they will learn it by heart, write it in the exam, go home 
to vent their irritation and promptly forget all about it. The 
tragedy of this is less theirs than that of protessiorlal 
historians. After all, when the children of the Khoisan need 
a usable past, they will turn to the same sources I turned to 
as a child. Academic history will be left wondering why, now 
that the removal of apartheid has opened the way, so few Black 
academics ever enter the field. 

We have seen in chapter six that the field of Khoisan 
historiography is fully capable of confronting old problems 
and moving in new directions. All I wish to do here is to 
underscore why it is so important. The children of the Khoisan 
have suffered enough. I fail to see why they should be 
confronted with an unusable past even in their history books. 
They should in school, as they do at home, learn to be proud 
of themselves, who they are and where they have come from. 

In the Black community the profession of teacher is one 
which commands the highest respect, and wi th reaf30n, for it is 
the teachers who are daily in the forefront of the struggle to 
reconstruct a meaningful relationship between the past and the 
children who are our future. It is up to us, the academics, to 
provide these teachers with a usable material from which to 
work; that is , to bridge the gap which loomed between Peires 
and his informants. If we fail, the teachers wiLL come to do 
exactly what they eventually did under apartheid - they will 
flatly refuse to teach or examill.e Khoisan h:i. f; t ory at all, at 
least inside the classroom. We dare not fail. The truth about 
Autjoema must be told. He lived only that we might be here to 
remember him. If we do not remember him right his resistance, 
and the resistance of all who followed him, will be rendered 
meaningless. 
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