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ETHNIC IDKNT1ÏY, DEMOGRAPH1C CRISES

AND XHOSA-KHOIKHOI 1NTKRACTTOH

Robert Ros s
Rijksuniversiteit, Leiden

Tribes no longer exist, at least in the vritings of African-
ists, but they tend to be rep]-aced by vcry similar looking entit-
ies, going under a variety of aliases. Perhaps purely as a res-
ult of laziness of thought, there renains a tendency of write of
the Zulu, the Tswana, or the whomever, and not to probe the
assumption that these units have some actual exiwtence. Nevcr-
theless, like all working assumptions, this has to be eoritinual-
ly re-examined. In this paper, therefore, I return to orie of
the classic problems in southern African history (in the broad-
est sense), namely that of the relationship betwecn the Khoisan
and the Bantu-speaking Africans. It has of course been wide.ly
studied, especially by linguists and phyaical anthropologists,
and, to a lesser extent by archeologists. These disciplines
show complementary results. Linguistics shows that many loari-
words crossed from Khoisan to the Bantu languages - though not,
apparently, in the reverse direction - and that this occurred to
its greatest extent in the various Kguni languages of the south-
east coastal belt.1 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 argued that "the Karly
Iron Age folk and their late stone agc neighbours... can be shown
to have existed in scveral rcgions" and that "throughout the
first millenium the two populations clearly to a large extent
iriaintained their own separate identities". 3 This Situation aeoms
to have lasted unti.l "four or five centuries agp." I f there is
evidence that this was not the case further south, I am not av/are
of it.4 Certalnly, until late in the nineteenth Century "Bushman"
groups survived iri scveral areas of southerr. Africa, in close con-
tact with iron-using peoples.J Adrnittedly they were often, though
by no means always, to be found in such inhospitable places as
the mountains of the Drakensberg and the Kalahari desert.

There would seeiu lo be no reason why these somewhat divergent
findings from the disciplines of archaoology, linguistics, and
physical anthropology should be incompatiblc. There is no reason
why e C fort s shou.ld be made to formulatc a hypothesis of' Khoisan-
Bantu relationships which would serve to "explain" them all.
Hather it should be recognizod that they are the outcomo of'
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cised and, most importantly, "in soine sort til.lers of the ground,"
sowing sorglmrn, which they used rnainly to brew beer. On the

other hand, it seems clear t,hat they were nomadic and certainly
livcd in hut s t hat were i'ar from Lbo wel]-built, more or less
permanent, structuren o i' the Xhosa. Even the hut of the Cautain,
Koe:?., "consisted on] y of a few poles set up slanting In the earth
with a ragged mat tlvrovn over t hem, which of course adiiiitted
the wind in several places and let in the rain in we L weather."y

in fact, it ceci.-iü tu have been litt.le more t hat a auu shade and
öparrinan thought they wo ui d bc foreed to provide thema elven with
botter dwell.ings for the rainy season i.n the winter.

It seeir.s clear i'roni this account tha.t the Gonaqua aL the
time were a remnant group of Khoi, certainly in no way to be
compared, an recardG Lhoir power, to those "f'Jaghanan" who, a
Century bei'ore, had been regulär traders with the Xlioaa and who,
accordinp; to tradition, had been ab] e to p,ive refuye to important
Xhosa chiefs, had held the ba.la.nce of power between r i val Xhosa
gi'oups, and had contraeted marriage alliances with leading
Xhosa,.10 1t waö not only tlie important chiej's who had found
refune with the Gonaq.ua. Sfjarrtnan's account suggests t bat
genetic admixture had been happening for generation:j, and hè
niet "pure" Xhoca amorig the Ctonaqua. This only strengtheris the
iniprescion thaL the üonaqua were f ar poorer in the .1 Y70s than
they had been a Century or so ear]ier since refugees do not
settle wjtlj the dcstitute if they have any Option.

By the earJ.y eif;hl.r-enth Century, the Gonaqua had suf f e red
from the dicruption of' their social and economie structure, pro-
babiy as a result of war with the Xhosa and among thomselves;
bul quite probably the wars were in their turn caused by diapute
over the spoils of the disadvantagcous trading with the Kuropearis.
In 1YO;.J, JJutch farmers on a massive cattle raid were still able
to remove over 2000 cattle and as marry sneep from the Inqua but
"found no [other] wealtliy tr:ibes between Hessequa [near modern
Swell endai:i] and the Xhosa," while a Dutch expedition tiiat visit-
ed the area eaat of tbc Gamtous in 1752 reportcd t hat ir.any of
the KIioi who "had used to be rieh in cattle... r.ow live as Bush-
men by stcallnf^, by huntinj-, and from wiiat they find in the veld
or along the beach".ü Even those who reinained recofrnizab'i e
Klioi began to practn'ce agriculture - at least by the l'i'Yüs -
and, according to the:'r' enemies, to havo relationship of' r-lïent-
ship v;ith the Xhosa.-*-2 But this pi'ocess was ce.ftainly not tota.l
or irreversible. Vrtien Kuropean farmei-s began to arrive in riumber,
the Goriaqua seeai to have cons:idered these to offer a chance to
resuscitate their fort unes, not tota.l ly without reason. 7he
Xhosa claÏTfiod that their rnain gi'ievance against the Europeans
was that "they could not. suffer the donna Hottentots who daily
sto.le tïie.i r cat,tle, to resi.de among the chi-istians, but desired
t hat the c'f n-i s t i ans P ho ui d. drive them away , in order that they
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K ho ijl d be ab.l u to (-et their cattie". Moreover, the opgaaf
il:ros o;' tay.abio propierty drawn up by the colonial administra-
tj.on at the end of the eighteenth ceiibury show that at least
surio o:' i,he Khoi had accuinulated eonsiderable herds of cattie.

i'oi' the GquüLi-khwebe, vlio represent a further stage in the
T;rocoss of' asi-;iniilat i on l'roiii ï3"ioi to Xhosa, the evidence is not
so deal'. it is, nuwevor, evident that this group was consider-
ed f o be of Khoi origin and "the other chiefs affect to desj>ise
Kjjnga fron hi.s not belrjnging to the chieftain sbock".13 Accord-
ing to Koga, vritirg ear.l.y in thi s eetitury, "to thi s day [they]
are spoken of by the Ai::a—Xhosa as Ania-hala o r Hottontots."
The nai:ie itself is also, i.t would see:n, a de-rivative of Gonaqua.
The Gqunukhvebo achle-ved fhis status as a recognizeü, albeit
intor.ior, "XhoHa "tribe" during the eif/hbeenth Century. Presum-
ably a nuirfoer of' Kiio i. had taken up Xhosa agricultural pursuits
as a response t,o the crisis that i have argued hit the Gonaqua
in the last decades of the sevonteenth Century. 'i'here niay also
have been a certaln an;ount of inteirmarriago between X'nosa and
Klioi dui1 i ng thi s period, and. there are' suggestions that sonic
Krio'l v,'e.n.j granted posi:,ions of influenco within the Xhosa ehief-
ooms, where their rootlesr.ness w:i th Xhosa society can on.ly liave
been to the advrmtago o!' ehe chiefs, who would have neon t hom
ar, t.otaliy dependent . jevertholesr;, the forrnation of the
Gnunukhweije shows that this uid not invariably oceur. The bra-
ditions stabe that a councilior of the Xhosa chief Tshiwo was
able to weid at least sorne of tlie ex-Khoi together as a fornii-
dah.l e force within t hu :i nternocine Xhosa politics of thor.e years.

One of the inte.rest.i ng part:-; of i,his tradition, which was
puhiished ar; early aE iöJ-J9 by C. Hose, is ihat tliore is evidence
even at such an eai'ly date, that the tradition was being reniade
to hido the Khoi origins of the Gi.iunukhwehe. Rose reported that:

in the reign of 'ishivo... bhe Gcunukhwehe ance-stor Quaatil
[Kwane] '«as a .great soldier and tavourite arid to h lui and
one ofhor the- exccutjor; of the chief's orders was intrust-
ed; these orders were offen tyrannicai - destruction of
who 11. kraais, the- seiziiig of cattie and the niassacre o-
their v.'retched. owners, - and Quaani evaüeü them, by send-
ing cojne of the cattie to the chief, and concealing, t'ne
families .i.n a far disbanb part of the country, romoto and
shut in by the mountains. Thi ß had conti nued I'or soir.e
yc:ars when suspicion arose and the other captain asked
hi;r, whether be aiwtiys obeyed the comiriands of his chief;
a rui on flmüug that he did not, they quarrelled and Quaani
"left the kraal of Tühiwo and to.l d his eneiny bhat hè went

togebher. lie was absent for inany
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by hls entering hei' hut and gi.ving hei1 the folloving
insLruclion: "At the davn of the day go Lo Tshiwo's,
and then look Lo the hills, and you will see my war—
riorü". The queen i'ollowed hls ins LrueLions, and au
she looked tov.'ards the hill, she exclaimed, "what do
l sec, is il raiinoaa bushes? they grew not yesLerday'."
Shc-; looked again, and cried out t ha. t they were armed
1110:1 conie to surprise Lhem, and Tshiwo was sore-ly dis-
heartened. Theri Kwane caiiie down with a hundred young
inon, w i. Lh their shields and assegais, and their war
plurncs, and Kwarie and hit; warriors kneeled bei'ore the
cliiei', and laid their arms at nis f eet, and then fol-
iowed the chiidreri and oattle, and Kwane said to
'i'shivo, "These are the people t hat you ordered me Lo
destroy, behold, l' have save« them". And Tsh.iwo t,ook
unto himself a portion of the people and of !,ho caLlle,
and gave Lhe remainder to Kwane, and "besLovod on hin;
a territory on the sea-coast of 7° rillen in lenf-;th
and l? milos in breadth, and said unto him, "T adopt
you as a HOU, you .are now of the Ama-Tnh.awe [clan of'
the ehief] , and should n. non of mine raise 'nis assegai
against you, rairae youra against hirn, for you are hls
equal."17

This, it would appear, was an attempl at camouflage which had not
deceived many /Qiosa, at least not, by Lhe Lime the traditionc
were fro?,on dui-ing Lhe nineteenth Century.

It i;; vcry poasible Lhat Lhere was a more auccessful piecc
ol' camouflage, Lhough as a consoquenee the evidonce natura! .ly
is far less clear. Still it would certainly seeri that the
ain.aNtinde v/ere original.Ly n. K_hoi gi'oup thaL üecame so total l y
assiinilated Lo the Xhosa that they were provided with a genealogy
linking them Lo the Xhosa lineage. uut in Ioü9 Colliu-j wrote
that "it is not so easy to account for the name... of the vassals
of Tcachoo, who are cal.l ed Tindees. The last chief is Lhe sone
of iianguee, and grandson of Kyka, who was probaly a sou of Tzce,
buL Lhis l dit riot hear positively asst;rLed, and i understood
that it js, a loubtful matter amoi\(- Lhe Kaffers. IL is poosible
LhaL hè may be oï' Ghonaqua origin, for a greaL poi'tion of bis
people belong Lo that nalion. Hls appeai'ance is said to be that
more of a Hottentot Lhan of a Kaffer, and hè has HoLLentot
wives."-'-^ By Lïie L i me- t.'oga carae to v,1 rite, a Century or so lat.ei',

Hti.nde was oaid to be a con of the left-hand house of Hgeonde or
of liis father Togu.̂ '-' Tlu: confusion is syraptomatic. It seera:-:
reasonable to assume that over the course of the nineteenL'n

Century a Klioi group had become fully incorporated within Xhosa
society to the extent that they received a. place in the official
genealogy, albeit a lowly one; in Go ga'B Xhosa. geneal.ogy, they
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ure- the only ,L-|-OU:J :jaiu' to d ê r, f. en d e d fror; a lef 'l-hand hou:je.
7'here are inlication^ l.,;lat the sorl o l' proces Ihal of.L-i.rr-

ru-:'; J i'! the realen ui' Ihe Ci:-.v.'.-! in the late se—on' ,eer i th a;id
ei.-hlee.rith coutur ie r var, a repeaf of' :-ilrr.i l av accu! tur -a l lor
i 'ui- t i . 'T to the uajl a corr/ jry er ::,o e r i . r ' l l e r . 'J'hu:-: the ^alloi-n
£'roi:i Lhe wrerj>; of the Purtij ig\ ' . i_>y' ' .- ,r>ï«to A'Lbar'to in '! yiT'i ü- ' - t a

erv,ai i , chiei' "l .us^anee" ij , t , M r r e r ion of the I/ thalha r i v r j r . 2 0

ne l . i ' i b e hè rulea o v i j r w e r e ni ' i X'"M! af-ricultural iü t L; ,-ruv.1 i HF:
rilli.:v, and ow:rir. ,T :nany cattJ e ani] fattailed a h f M . - i : . . l'tie iiiLiica-
,ioi;:' -..hat t:iey vere HOL l'ully incoi-porated i .nto eoutherii iij.nlu
•ul tu ' re are, o r: l hu onu hand, l: ie physica,.] deeu.-rlp l ion Iha.t Joari
i a . j i i ^ t a Lavaaha ;;ave o i' Lae crr i ' . - l ' - not in i l H e i . l ' a parlicuiuriy„,, . , , . , . , , , . j...^^.,,^ ,,-.*.*•- ,̂  t..,,- ,-.. , . , not in H K e'U' a parliouiariy

rr.eani r i r T i ' u l piece ui' e v i d e n c e - a:i:ï t ï ie ":-;nali viilage;.;, wi th fvutc
n.ade of' reed natu, vaiierh do nol keep out the- r a i u . " Houeve r , il

11

' fo ileiaonzorate tnat ind \ vliiual ;.; and ;^-ou['r who had "buu i i "
"Kl.ol" "becvuM." "Xiiora" f c to nor O:ie v.il.a.1 q i j e - t i o n : vl ïal ai d
it ri.eaa lo "h'.-" K i i e '. Or Ähona? ï U e a . r i y , the f af", cl' an i.i i n.i l .alluh
uvü- r a Ion;]: per ' iod r.how;; t,'nat t h i M - u i r ; n c " o n o l i ê di ;:oinci i v o n e r r
b-_ - iV ' jün tne tvo ,-i'eiipr f i i a l Iri:: ary riean i r i f : fe r M I r.t.ori cal anad
r l r . H a l i , e - r - "buinr," a ?:::o; - or s. ;üio:-,u - ' - n t a . i l e d fonowinr ; 3

in , r a a i r l inc l v ai uu :,:;/::; f . - v i r . Val, even nore i ::ii:ortant 1 y , it con-
c:erreu ar i.uteri-'.-lal'."i eorüpi.ox of economie rw:t, '. vi i.i en ami ,'uro-
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l iving near the coaat

a l ] have dogs. . . with vhich they hun t wild pigs , and
stags, as weil as baffaloes, oiephants, tigers and
l i e m s . . . The woinen du all the work, planting and till-
ing the earth w . i t h st.ick.s to préparé i t 1'or thoir
gra ' in, which is inillet as largo or iarger than lin-
:";eed . They have rnaize also, and plant largo me.l ons
whicSi are very good, and Ucans and guurds o i' taaiiy
k i n d s , also sugar cane, though thoy brought us very
few of these. Cows are wl iaL Lhc.-y chid'ly va luu:
ihesc1 are very fine and the tarnest cattle l have- o vor
neen in any country. In the mild season they l ive
chief ly on it, rnaking curds and Lurning i t, sour, v/hieh
was little to our tante. 'i'hey also eat a ccrtain root
which resembles spurte lanrel, and thoy tiay it is vc.ry
ntren/'theninp,. Thcre are otherr, yielding a fins seed,
wli.ich til so growr; uncUrr f ^ r o u i i d . They eat this with
f ' feat enjoyinent, and also the gum i'rom the t rees . 2^

Ki_ir l.'ner, it war> noted that di r,t inct i ons of wealth were based on
cattle ovnorshin and that Iho "k'ings" were ab] e to accumi.late
rnoi'o w] vos than the conLuionsjr;:'.

Tlio t-ontj 'ast anti poinLs of congruence w i t h KJioi society are
clear . Kor the present arp.utnont,, two points r e ga r d ing Khoi
f jociaü s t ructure are relevant.. First, the Kiioi were dependent
Tor their i'ood on their' l'loclvs and ï ie rds , on their hunt ing , and
on what liu.-y gat li er e1 d in the veld. It r.eemr, that the only erop
wh.u.h a Klioi group was rocurded ar. hav ing grown was dagga
(cannabis ) . "* '1'ln.r consequonce of thic vur> that Khoi population
tiensity v;as necc-ssai-il y iow. oecond ' ly , politica! authority
ainong the Khoi was far f'rom stabJe and, ' i n general , rather weak.
The power of the ch ie l ' do[)ondod on hi::; personal wealth, and was
scarcely backed by any ritual a u t h o r i t y . At itr , ho- ight , as
among the "'laincmKiua" or "inqua" in tiie Ibciüs, t, h o ch.ief conl d
i-xercisc- considei'abie t ;owor .25 Bnt thiü seeino 't o b.avc been
purL'ly the- result o i' the strong poK. iLiün that "iLi jkon" liad gain-
c.'d froni the sti'ategie central puint within the trn.de pattern of
the interior that hè conu.-ianded. i iuleed, it has been argued that
tl 10 true rneaning of "liamcunaua" is "pooplo of the weul thy iiian"
or "peoixLo of tlio e i l ief" (^um-IKli idvWu. in K h o i ) and that "llijkon"
eau better be transeribed as " G e i ' l k i u j " (great ch ie f ) . 2 6 In
other words, the ti' 'r[iis of "weul thy man" and f o r "chief" were tho
s;niie; wlien a man became woalt.hy, l i o would be cousidered a eilief.
The ULO s t", authoritar i an, and the i ' f fo re presiunably tlie wealthiest ,
Khoi ohiol ' - in the m i d d l e of the eighteenth Century, 'Khol.a ,
known to t i ie colonists as Ruytoi ' , begaii liis careej' in a com-
viletelv d i f fe ren t area of South A f r i c a from that in which hè
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gained power, and moved froir. the Roggeveld to the Keiskaina river
only after hè had murdereu a Pellow ?rnni and had to flee the
/justico of the Cape Government. I'levortbel ess, hè was ablc to
exploit the unsettied conditions on the eastern border ol' the
Cape Colony to establish himseli' as an exceedinf-]y powerful
man. ~

Chiefly power could Y>e considerable when the c-bief was
wealthy enough. ilijkon's ordorr, were obuycd "vr! th running and
jumF.ii.nr-", wh.ïïe 'Kchla reaintained his authority v/ith a policy of

-)Q

terror retüini seent ol' that later c-mployed by Shaka. ° ilowevor,
this degree of power was exeeptlonal and also very fragile. By
the lY ' füü 'Kon]a had lost the major part of hls following, whiie
the Hamcunqua power does not seen to have survlved the sevcn-
teenth cen tury . This is in itself not surpirising. Although
there could be considerablo conti nu i ty arr.ong Khoi politleal
authoritlcs, as sons wero ab] e to succeed to the possessions and
the posit ion of the i r' Pathers, in th'.? nature of Khoi society
:.'iches coul'.: not be guarantoed • I i lph ick has ar;{ued that there
was a conti nua.l. cyele of foi'mation and e-rosion of b'~.-rds - and
thus ol' weai.th ana pouor - w. j th in Khoi society. Individuals and
/~roupjs v/ho h'jaj Vj^'i:.-:'! "rieh in ca.tt]e and. shecyjj becai:ie' poor and
were reduced to l i v i n g as San "rubbish men".2" lt ir, not certain
now far tiiis was the case bel'ore the seventeentli and r .-i ^htconth
ce^nturies , i'or wnit ;h Eljj'nick can present evidence, hut c] early
the p:osslbility was there .

Tt is clear that the l ' rag i l i ty of Kriol society and authority
dorived l'rom the susceptl bility of their econoitiy to crises whieh
wei'e' l ikely to be caused either by stock disease or c] i.niatic
disasters, and t, o t l ic: possibi ] i ty ol' steady erosion ol' their
nerds under the- preissure oi' outsiders . i'ut i t cannot be' arKiied
tiiat i t was the vulneraljility of their econoiny per se: that, led
to the except i onally nip;h likolihood of ' Kiioi abaiidoning their
own culture and ass i ndlatirig to another, whothcr it be ïiuropeau
or 7iiosa. (A.dmitbedly, assinii lati on is scarcely the word to
describe l',heir steady sub,]ug;ition to the status of bondsir.en and
vo.-ncn in the coloniai s o c i e t y ) . After all — to limit the argu-
ment to Khoi relations with the Xhosa — it, wou] d be diff icul t
to rnaintain that the societi.es of Uguni-speakors were invulner-
abie to the effects of climatic or other dir.aster and consequent
famine . War, and tlie consequent dislocation of productive act-
jv i t ies is a population regulator of f-reat e f f i c i e n c y and Xhosa
soc ie ty of' the eighteenth century couid scarcely bc deGcribed as
peacefijl.^O Moreover , it rriay be that in agricultural societiec
the ri iythin ol' the oonjuncture was faster t h an airiong the Khoikhoi,
as harvost f 'ailur'es occurred rnore frccpjently thari munsive stock
deat'ns. Rathor the d is t inc t ion rests on the nature of crisis in
the two socioties. Por the Khoi , disaster entailed the massive
el iminat ion of hcrds of cattlo and flocks of sheep. Even assuin-
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ing that a viable broeding stock survived the disaster, Knol
economy could not function in ifcs old way for coveral ycars.
For individual Khol this mcant that they had to unter into a
relationship of elientage with a more fortunatc stockholder, or
they had to subsist cntirely on the products oi' hunting and
gathering, to become San. In any case, both politieally and
economically, Khoi tribal lifc had to be bullt up apain, alraost
froni scratch. Xhosa society - or for that matter any other
Kguni or Sotho unit - had other resources, other bases of legiti-
macy. Chicf]y authority rested on morc foundations thari the
almost exclusively economie ones oi' a Khoi Captain. 'i'hus a
Xhosa chiei' would bc able to ride out a n tonn which wou.li] sink
his Khoi counterpart, and could also oasily act as a patroii for
iinpovori shed Khoi . 31 Moreover, while i t t.ook years , J i' not de-
cades, to build up a herd which had been ravagcd and reduced
almost to uaucht, eropc could be sown again at once and, pro-
viding Lhöre wore nc more disasters, the agricultural sector oi'
the economy could return to füll produetivity in two or al most
three years. For instanee, BeinarL has arpued that ai'ter the
raids o l" Zulu impis during the Mfeeane "the Mpondo soou adaptod
to their eonditions by exploitirig the resources of the woll-
waterod vallesy in which they had settied and by becoiaing more
assiduous culti vators."3~

This argument as to the relative ouccess of Khoi and Xliosa
societies in combatinf; ecological and inan—made disasters would
seem to entail that thero would be reuson to expect slovj seepage
of Khoi assirr.ilat :i n;; to Xhosa society. At least this would havo
been true for the wornen, and i.t was in terms of women's worX
that Xhosa economie life uiffered rnost profoundly frora that of
the Khoi. It is difficult to imaplne that rnany woraen were evej-
allowed, or perhaps, willing, to abandon agi'i cultural aetivities,
especially as po.Vitical powei' depended on the ability oi' a ch.ier
to attract followers, whieh would be l'urthereu by control over
the agrlcultural products - and c'nildren - of a iarge nmuber of
wives. II. was probably different for the raen since on occasion

various politica! groupings rnay have found i t advisab'te to take
refuge arnong the Khoi bc f o re reboundi nf. i nto Xliosa society —
perliaps by virtue of a following oi' lOioi that they rnay have been
able to attract — in n hifrher sociai pon itioii.-"

[f this analysis is correct, in ar<.-as whero both modes of
existence were feasible, it could be expected that in the eourse
öl' a Century or so, all the Khoi would "becoine" iïguni , and l eave
llttle traci- in the historica! record, 'i'liis is especially so as
Khoi uien perfonneü mort- or less the sa;ne fasks as >7nosa ones -
iargely )ie>rding and fighting - while the wonujn would mei-ely have

added agricultural techniques to Lheir packet oi' abilitjes with-
out abt.>idon:i ng the gathoriiifr ones. Howevt::r, the area of the
Ciskei,
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