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ETHNIC IDENTITY, DEMOCGRAPHLIC CRISES
AND XHOSA-KHOIKHOL TINTERACTIONM

Robert Ross
Rijksuniversiteit, Leiden

Tribes no longer exist, at least in the writings of African-
ists, but they tend to be replaced by wvery similar lcoking entic-
ies, going under a variety of aliases. Perhuaps purely as a res-
ult of laziness of thought, there remains a tendency of write of
the Zulu, the Tswana, or the whomever, and not to probe the
assumption that these units have some actual ecxistence. Never-
theless, like all working assumptions, this has to be continual-
ly re-examined. In this paper, therefore, I return to onc of
the classic problems in southern African history (in the broad-
est sensc), namely that of the relationship between the Khoisan
and the Bantu-speaking Africans. It has of course been widely
studied, especially by linguists and physical anthropologists,
and, to a lesser extent by archeologists. These disciplines
show complementary results. Linguistics shows that many loan-
words crossed from Khoisan to the Bantu languages - though not,
apparently, in the reverse direction - and that this occurved to
its greatest extent in the various Hguni languages of the south-
east coastal belt.l Physical anthropology has shown that the
proportion of Khoisan genes in the Bantu speaking population in-
creases from north to south. The archeological evidence is less
clear. For eastern Zambia, Phillipson has arpgued that "the karly
Iron Age folk and their late stone age neighbours... can be shown
to have existed in several regions" and that "throughout the
first millenium the two populations clearly to a large extent
maintained their own separate identities™.3 This situation seems
to have lasted until "four or five centuries ago." If there is
evidence that this was not the casc further south, T am not aware
of it. Certainly, until late in the nineteenth century "Bushman"
groups survived in scveral arcas of southern Africa, in close con-
tact with iron-using peoples.” Admittedly they were often, though
by no means always, to be found in such inhospitable placcs as
the mountains of the Drakensberg and the Kalahari desert.

There would seem to be no reascn why these somewhal divergent
findings from the disciplines of archacology, linguistics, and
physical anthropology should be incompatiblc. There is no reason
why efforts should be madce to formulatc a hypothesis of Khoisan-
Bantu relationships which would serve to "explain' them all.
Rather it should be recognized that they are the outcome of
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cised and, most importantly, "in some sort tillers of the sround,"
50wWwing sorghum, which they used mainly to brew beer. On the

other hand, it seems clear that tney were nomadic and certainly
lived in huts that weprce far from Lhe well-bullt, more or less
permanent, structures of the Xhosa. Iven the hut of the Captein,
Koc "consisted only of a few poles sedt up glanting in the carth
with a ragged mat thrown over them, which of course admittoed
the wind in ‘ul places and let in the rain in web weathepr."
in fact, it secms to have been little more that a sun shade and
Sparrman thought they would be forced Lo provide themselves with
better dwellings for the rainy season in the wintor.

It seems clear from this account that the Gonacua al the
time were & romnant group of Khoil, certainly in no way to be
compared, as regards Lheir power, to those "Maghanan" who, a
century before, hud been regular traders with the ¥hosa and who,
according to tradition, had been able to give refure Lo important
¥hosa chiefs, had held the balance of power botween rival Xhos
groups, and had contracted marriage alliances with leuding
¥hosa.l0 It was not only the important chiefs who had found
refuge with the Gonagua. Sparvman's account suggests that
genetic admixtwre had been happening for generations, and he
met "pure" Xhosw wmong the Gonaqua. 'This only strengthens the
lrpression thal the Gonaqua were far poorer in the 1770s than
they had been o century or so earlier since reiugees do nob
settle with the destitute i they have any opiion.

By the carly cighleenth century, the donagua had suffered
from the disruption of their social and cconomic structure, pro-
bably as a result of war with the Xhosa and among themsclves;
but quibe probably the wars were in their turn caused by dispute
over bhe spoils of the disadvantageous trading with the Luropeans.
In 1702, Dutch farmers on a massive cabtle raid were sbill able
to remove over 2000 cattle und as many sheep from the Ingua but
"found no [other] wealily tribes between Hessequa [near modern
Swellendan) and the Xhosa,'" while o Duteh expedition that visit-
ed the area eazst of the Samtous in 1752 reported that many of
the Khoi who "had uzed Lo be rich in cabble... now live as Bush-
men by stealing, by hunting, and from what they find in the veld
or along the beach™ 1l Fyen those who remained recognizable
Khol began Lo practice agriculture - al lcast by the 177Cs -
and, according to their cnemics, Lo have relationship of elient-
ship wilh the Xhosa.l?  But this process was certainly rot total
or irreversible. When buropenn farmers begun to arrive in numbor,
tLhe Gonagqua scem to have considered these to offer a chance to
resuscitate their fortunes, not totally withoul reason. “he
Xhosa claimed that thelr main grievance against the Furopcans
was toat "they could not suffer the Gonna lolLitentots who dr ly
stole their catlle, Lo reside among the cehristians, but desirved
that the christians should drive them away, in order that they

9
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should be able to got fheir cuttie.?3 Morcover, the opgaaf
1lsto of taxavle wroperty dravn up by the colonial administra~
tion ot the end of 4he eigshteenth century show that at least
some 0f vhe Fuol hed accumulated considerecbhble nerds of cattle.
Fur the Gouuouklbwebe, who represcnt o further stage in the
vroceus of assimiiation row $hol to Xhosw, the evidence is not
o clear. It is, nowsver, covident that this group was consider-
2d to be of Kol oripin and "the other chiefs affect to despise
v Prom nis not belonging Lo the chicltaln stock™, 15 Accord-
writing corly in this century, "to this doy [t hey ]
by the Ama~rhosi us Ama-Lala or Hottentots. ™
16 is uloo, it owoula scom, o derlvative of Gonagua.
be genieved this status as o recognized, albelt
sa "Lribe" during the eighteenth century. Pres
ably o number of Kool had taken up Zhoswe agricnltural purcul
as o response o bhe erisis bhet 1 have arpucd hit the Gonuqua
in the last decades of the soventeerntn u,,m,ury. Tnere may also

14

have beon o certain amount of Intermurrisge between Xhosa and
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One of the iI]tt.‘!'!;‘St.)n[j parts ol vhis tradition, whiech was
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by his entering her hut and giving her the following
wo'a,
and then look Lo the hills, and you will sce my war-

instruction: "At the dawn of the day go to Tshi

. M . N - R . . . . N B
riors’. lhe queen followed his instructions, and as

she looked towards the hill, she cxclaimed, "what

men come Lo surprise Lhem, and 'shiwo was sorely

plumes, and Kwane andg his warriors kneeled beiore

lowed the children and cattle, and Kwane said to
Pshiwo, "These are the people that you ordered me
cstloy, behold, | have saved them'". And Tshiwo

and gave the remainder to Kwane, and bestowed on
a territory on the sea-coast of TG miles in lengt
and 12 miles in breadth, and said unto nim, "1 ad
you as a =on, you arc now of the Ama-Tshawe [clan
the chiefl, and should a son of mine rai:
against you, raisc yours against him, for you are
equal."1l7

his as:

do

I sece, Is il mimosa bushes? they grew not yesterday!"
She looked again, and cried out that they were armed

dis-
heartened. Then Kwane came down with a hundred young
men, with their shields and assepais, and their war
Lhe
chief, and laid their arms at his feet, and then lol-

to

took
unto himself{ a portion of the people and ol the calile,

him
h

onl

ol

This, it would appear, was an attempl at cemouflage which had not
deceived many Zhosa, at least not by the time the traditions

were frozen during Lhe ninetcenth contury.
It is very possible that there was a more success

of camoufllage, though as a conscquence the evidence natura

iz Tar lesy clear. 5till it would certelnly seen that
ama

linking them to the Xhosa lineage But in 1809 Collin
that "it is rot so easy to account for the name... of
of Teuchoo, who are called Tindees. The last chief is

Banguee, and grandson of Kyka, who was probaly a so

ful
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itinde were originally a Kaol group that became 5o totally
ussimilated Lo the Xhosa that they were provided with o gene

alogy
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Living near the coast
a1l have dogs... with which they hunt wild pige, aud
sturs, as woell as baffaloes, clephants, tigers and
lions... The women do all tue worwn, planting and till-
inge the earth with sticks to prepare it Por their
prain, which is millel as large or larger thun lin-
sced.  They have maize also, and plant large melons
which are very pgood, and beans and gourds of many
kinds, also sugar cane, Lhough they brought us very
few of these. Cows arc whal thoey chiefly value:
these are very fine and Lhe tamest cattle 1 have owver
neenn in any country. In the mild season they live
chicefly on it, making curds and turning it sour, waich
was little to our taste. "They also eat a corlain root
witich resembles spurge laurel, and they say L is wvaery
strengthening.  There arce others yielding a fins seed,
which also grows under ground. They eat this
proat enjoyment, and nlso the pgum from the Lr

Furbher, it was noted that distinctions ot wealth were basced on
cutlle ownership and that the "kings' wers able to accunulate
more Wives than the commoncrs.

Trhe contrast and poinls of congruence with Khol socicty are
wr.  For the present argament, two points regarding Khoil
1ot , the kKhol were dependoent

cle
social slructure are relcovant.
for thelr ood on Lhelr Qocks and herds, on thedir hunting, and
on what Lucy gsathered in Lhe veld.  IU seems that the only crop
wnlch o group was recorded as having grown woas dagea
(cannabis). The consequence of this was that rhoi population
density woas nececsarily low.  Secondly, political aulhority
amongt tLhe “hol was far from siable and, in general, rather wveak.

The power ol the chic! depended on his personal wealth, and was
scorcely vacked by any ritual authority. AL its height, as
among the "Hamcwngua or "Ingua" in the 106805, the chief could

been

exercise considerable vower.25 But this scems to ha
purely the result of Lhe strong posiltion that "Hijkon" had g
od Trom bue stroategic central point within the trade paltern of
Lhe dnterior that he commanded.  Indeed, it has been argued that
Lhe trus mewning of MEawcungua' is Mpeople of the wealthy man"
or "people of Lhe ehief™ (Fam-!Khukwe in Khoi) and that "I
can beiter be transeribed as "Ged'tkhu" (great chier).2 In
oLher words, the terms of "wenlthy man™ and rfor "chielr" were the
sames when @ man became wealthy, he would be considered a chief.
The wost authoritarian, and therefore presumably the wealthiest,
Khoi chiet in the middle of the vighteenth centwry, 'Hhola,
known Lo the colonists as Ruybter, began hls carcer in o com-—
pletely different area of South Africa from that in which he

In-=

6
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ing that a viable breeding stock survived the disaster, Khoil
economy could not function in its old way f{or several years.
For individual Khol this meant that they had to enter into a
relationship of clientage with a more fortunate stockholder, or
they had to subsist entirely on the products of hunting and
gathering, to become San. In any case, both politically and
economically, ¥hoi tribal life had to be bullt up again, almost
from scratch. Xhosa society - or for that matter any olher
Kguni or Sotho unit - had other resources, other bvases of lepiti-
macy. Chicfly authority rested on more foundations than the
almost exclusively economic ones of a ¥Khoi Captain. %hus a
¥hosa chief would be able to ride out a storm which would siuk
his Khoi counterpart, and could also easily act as a patron for
impoverished Khoti .31 Moreover, while it took years, i{ not do-
cades, to bulld up a herd which had been ravared and reduced
almost to naught, erors could be sown again at once and, pro-
viding Lhere were noc more disasters, Lhe apricultural scetlor of
the cconony could return to full productivity in two or ol most
three years. lfor instance, Beinarl has argued that after the
raids of Julu inwns during the Mifecance "the Mpondo soon adapled
to thelr conditions by cxploiting the resources of Lhe well-
watered vallesy in which they had secttled and by becomiry more
assiduous cultivators.™32

This arpument as to the relative gsuccess of Khol and Xhosa
societies in combating ecological and man-made disastoers would
seem: to enlall that theore would be reuson to expect slow s
of Khoi assimilating to Xhosa socicly. At least this would have
been true for the women, and it was 1n terms of women's work
that Xhosa cconomic life diflfered mosi profoundly lrom that of
the Khoi. It is difficult Lo imapgine that many women were wcver
allowed, or perhaps, willing, to abandon agricultural activities,
cially as political power depended on the ability ol w chiefl
Lo attract followeors, which would be furthered by control over
the apricultural products - and children - of a large nuever of
wives. Tt was probably diffcrenl for the men since on occusion
various political groupings may have found it advisable to take
reluge among the KMoi before rebounding into ¥hosa sociely —-
periiaps by virtue ol a following of Khoi that they may have been
able to altract —— in o higher social pos?tion.33

[T this analysis is correct, in where boti modes ol
cxdstence were feasible, it couid be olijuod that in the cours:
of" a century or so, all the Khol would bucomc' Heund , and 1GuVD
1ittle trace in the hiztorical record. 'This »ially so as
Khiol men performed more or less the same Lasks as Xnosa ones -
largely herding and Tighting - while the women would merely have
added apgricultural techniques to their packet of abilities with-
out abgndoning the g
Ciskei, where the ox

nife

Jnoering ones. llowever, the area of the
amples of contuact in historical times arc
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L. Fourle, The Native Tribes of bouth-West Afvica, (2d ed.:
Tondon, 1966), 37-39.

Gee e.g. Martin lall, "Ethnography, Fnvironmenit and the

History of the Nguni in the Eighteenil: Cenlueics," Coller
Hisgtory of Southern Afvica <n Lhe

P
2L

Seminar Papers on the
flineteenth and Yweniielh Centuries [Institubte of Commonwealth
utm icol 8(197() 16-19; & f)h]'f-k, Eraal and Castle, 23

ALGL Hopkling, An Eeonomic History of VWest Africa (Lom]nn,
1973), 10.

The references arce of course te Fernand Braudel, Lo
tediterrante et le monde mdditervanten & 1'8poque de
[T (Paris, 1949).  Jlor an inveslipation of Lhvoe approaches

_;J ).

e

to time in precolonial Africa sce Hobert Rouss, "Van strnet

. . . v 2
uur tot evenement in de Afrikaanse ,g(:f.cluuicni:s,'
voor Geschicdenis, 91{1978).
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