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outh African History: A New Look 

. G. GARSON* 

Tearly half the first volume of t he Oxford History represents the individual con
ribution of one of t he two editors, Professor Monica Wilson. 1 If we add to her 
our chapters the chapter by Professor Inskeep, we find that the social anthropolo
ist and the archaeologist between them have written over half the book. It 
s with the extent in mind of the contribution by non-historians to this first in
talment (Yolume II is to follow) that most of the general remarks in this review 
re made . 

From the editors' preface it is clear that the Oxford History sets out to offer 
omething of a new look at South African history. The idea is to avoid the "group 
ocus" of traditional South African historiography, as written largely about and 
rom the standpoint of the white community. The white-orientated approach 
eveloped in response to the milieu that came to characterize South Africa's 
lural society from the stage at which the white community achieved dominance 
ver all other groups. The further point is made that the older history- in ~th 
frica has been too narrowly conceived as an independent discipline. It has con-

entrated overwhelmingly on political history, to the exclusion of social and econo
·c ci;,nsiderations, and has neglected the ancillary claims of archaeology and 

ocial anthropology. 
The editors also name certain "misleading assumptions" which in their view 

ave influenced South African historical writing in the past. Of these the two most 
important are first, that South African history began only 300 years ago, with the 
arrival of Yan Riebeeck, or at the earliest 500 years ago, with the Portuguese 
voyages of discovery ; and secondly, that the pre-colonial societies were static 
in nature, were not undergoing discernible change and therefore had no history. 
Undeniably, South African historians have taken 1652 as their effective starting
point. Since they have largely ignored the inner workings of the pre-literate 
societies, the idea t hat significant changes might have been taking place within 
these has eluded them, at least until the period of continuous race contact. Apart 
from the appeal to ancillary disciplines and the declared intention to bring out the 
dynamics of change, the Oxford History seeks to put things right also by the 
reapportionment of space. About 40 per cent of the book (four of the nine chapters) 
is devoted to the period before Van Riebeeck. 

Taken with the fact that the starting-point of Volume II must be as late as 1870, 
the effect of this perspective is to play down the colonial period, relative both to 
wh~t came before, in the white man's-absence, and to the twentieth century. The 
penod of British rule receives more space than that of the Dutch East India 
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Company, although the coming of t he British (including the arrival of settle 
is not accorded a separate chapter. Within the colonial period as a whole, it 
fair to say that amid the confusing welter of relations between, and developmen 
within the Bushman, Hottentot and Bantu communities, th,e roles of both t 
colonial governments and the white colonists are given a subordinate pla 

It is the editors' belief "that the central theme of South African history is inte 
action between pe9ples of diverse origins, languages, technologies, ideologies, a 
social systems, meeting on South African soil" (p. i). They imply that this the 
was already working before the white man came. Essentially his advent mere 
added one more group to complicate the interplay and intermingling which eve 
t ually produced the modern plural society. Obviously interaction is an importa 
theme in South African history, but is the claim not being put too high? W 
should it be the central theme for all South African history? Is it a theme uniq 
to South Africa, or does the history of other countries, particula.rly those of Afric 
show similar features? It is strange in this connection that the Oxford Histo 
pays so little attention to the general advance of African history as a field overt 
last twenty years or so. The considerable literature that has grown up is not referr 
to, even for comparative purposes, and it is not admitted that the Oxford Histo 
is an attempt to apply to South Africa the principles and methods that hav we h 
already been put into operation for other parts of Africa. 

Although interaction and intermingling are high-lighted wherever possible i 
this book, in practice the arrangement is mainly in terms of separate grou 
(Bushmen, Hottentots, Nguni and Sotho) considered in chronological sequence · 
their respective habitats. The idea of South African soil as their meeting pla 
C'loes not take us much further. What coherence is there in a pre-colonial pagea 
of nomadic groups jostling each other in an arbitrarily defined geographical are 
In the Oxford History "South Africa" means the Republic of South Africa with t IV), soc 
addition of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland. South West Africa, Rhodesia an first the 
Portuguese Africa are excluded. No explanation is given for this procedure despit of kno"' 
the irrelevance of the later boundaries for the pre-colonial era. to their 

Some readers might see the Oxford History as a committed work. Rejectin these ai 
history from the white standpoint, do not its authors now seek a synthesis as see recent , 
from the black? Provided such a commitment were made expli,cit there would undenia 
nothing to object to in this corrective to the historiographical norm. The edito beginni: 
might have made a clearer statement of the social relevance of their approac detail <l 

Any admission of a committed standpoint need not have impugned the schola survivo 
ship of the authors in any way. Provided the canons of the historian's craft we continu 
observed even historians taking an entirely different point of view would coast ar 
compelled to admit the validity of their findings. It is in any case arguable that th for the 
Oxford History is not committed at all to a black or African standpoint but simpl guistic 
seeks to do justice to the whole South African community. The approach adopte This 
is not crudely "Africanist " . The white role may be played down but the plur involve 
nature of South African society is fully grasped so that justice is done to element to agri< 
other than the purely African, which are evident today in the Coloured and Indi session 
minorities . these c 

t substiti The .changes in traditional terminology which the Oxford History advoca es ma 
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t in ge1;1eral acceptance. The name "Hottentot" is rejected as "a nickname 
~ -~ has become a term of ridicule and abuse in South Africa" (p. 40). Instead 
'K

1
~oikhoi" is suggested, being based on the name the Hottentots gave them

elves. On the other hand "Bushmen" is also to go, in favour of "San", which 
. - fact not what the Bushm~n called themselves but what the Hottentots called 
~:m. In view of t his inconsistency established usage may be a safer guide. Who 
an be offended by "Hottentot" as a scientific term for South Africa's early yellow
kinned herders? To t he extent that the term "Boer" means more than merely a 
armer but extends to a given community (and as such was acceptable to most of 
hem), a capital seems calle~ for. _The Oxt,ord Hi~:ory prefe:1"~ "boer" _which also 
eems odd in view of the capital given to Settler for a Bnhsh colonist. 

\\'hether the ·work is done by professional historians or others, history can only 
)e written where the appropriate evidence is available. This usually means written 
ecords of some kind, although we may accept that in default of these oral tradi
ion may :,erve if not as an effective substitute then at least as a useful supplement. 
Vhere both are lacking, and where we nevertheless seek to go back into the mists of 
ime - into the Earlier Stone Age, starting some half a million years ago, or 
ven the Middle Stone Age covering the period roughly from 40,000 to 9,000 B.c. 

we have little more than artefacts and a few human fossils to go on. Even 
ombining archaeology and physical anthropology we are in a world too empty 
nd speculative to be called historical. This is the impression left by Professor 
nskeep's contribution (Chapter I) where most of the archaeological inform;Jll!lion 
ffered, though interesting in itself, is neither relevant to the material that follows 
or integrated into any ~heme of historical knowledge proper. 
In Professor Wilson's ensuing chapters on the hunters and the herders (Chapter 

II), the Nguni people (Chapter III) and the Sotho, Venda and Tsonga (Chapter 
IV), social anthropology comes into the picture. Two fresh possibilities emerge: 

ia an first the conceivably legitimate but still speculative extrapolation backward in time 
lespit of knowledge based on field studies of existing primitive societies and thus applied 

to their predecessors, and secondly the oral traditions of those societies. Even with 
ectin these aids the conventional historian may be forgiven for thinking, of a period as 
s see recent as the thousand years before Van Riebeeck, that he is still floundering in 
llld undeniably prehistoric time. Only at a point about 200 years before Van Riebeeck, 
dito beginning with the Portuguese voyages, does the picture begin to show concrete 

detail and some precision. Professor Wilson convincingly uses the accounts of 
survivors from eight shipwrecks to support her claim that Nguni groups were in 
continuous occupation, from the late sixteenth century or earlier, of much of the 
coast and hinterland of what is today Natal and the eastern Cape (pp. 78-85). But 
for the earlier period the onus is still on the exponents of oral tradition and lin
guistic evidence to demonstrate that anything near to serious history is possible . 
. This is not to deny the operation of change in the traditional societies. Change is 
involved in the transition from Stone Age to Iron Age, and also in that of hunter 
to ~griculturist and·pastoralist. Political changes also took place, in the super
session of petty chiefdoms by military kingdoms, as with the Nguni. Sometimes 
these_ ch~nges were accompanied by technological advances such as the Zulu 
substitut10n of stabbing spear for assegai. The Zulu military system itself involved 
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large-scale changes in guni society, quite apart from those wrought on ot 
tribes by the impact of Zulu conquest. Our knowledge of these changes in the 
of the Nguni, as Professor Thompson's account shows (Chapter VIII), arises 
course largely from their having taken place early in the nineteenth century, wi 
the result that we do have some documentation for them. 

In her pre-colonial chapters Professor Wilson seems anxious to satisfy the 
mand, evidently fashionable in social anthropology today, to trace change 
dynamic process i:ather than static social structure. The result is not an idea 
process acceptable to the historian. Some of the difficulty may lie in the subj 
matter. Of the Kguni, for example, Professor Vl'ilson \\Tites: "both contempora 
documents and oral tradition bear witness to the slow pace of change ... duri 
200 years - from the late sixteenth to the late eighteenth centuries - and to t 
persistence of much of the ancient way of life for a third century and mor 
(p. 128). On the other hand it could be held that this impression is itself a functi 
of Professor Vhlson's characteristic approach. Something called N'guni society 
posited as existing in the sixteenth century . Conditions said t o characterize th 
society arc then adduced from contemporary records and oral tradition. " In 1 
a traveller among the Xhosa was secure ... In 1809 Colonel Collins, a Briti 
officer, was astonished at the security of Hintsa's country" (p. 122). Time a 
again, when social customs are discussed, the reference is brought up to the prese 
and there is a change of tense: "The Xhosa and other southern Nguni do n 
surround their villages with any palisade" (p. 112). The historian's mentality mig 
incline him to wonder whether a given social system could have survived in 
static a form over whole centuries. Is even the separate identity of Nguni societ 
over such a time-span certain? The differentiation made in this way betwee 
Kguni and the Sotho (especially the southern Sotho) may be exaggerated, at lea 
for the earlier period. 

When it comes to Van Riebeeck and his consequences, the Oxford History dul 
recognizes the role of the trehboer as the main agent of conta,:t on the frontie 
where the process of colonization impinged upon the traditional societies. T 
eighteenth-century trekboer was of a very different type from the inhabitant oft 
Europe of his day . In order to survive and flourish he had to a,dapt to local co 
ditions. The way of life that he evolved as a nomadic pastoralist was far closer 
that of, say, his Xhosa neighbours, than to that of his European contemporari 
or forbears. Taking this into account together with the numerical insignifican 
of the trekboers, we must agree that their impact on the total situation - defined · 
terms of the modern boundaries of South Africa - must have been quite sm 
This theme is pushed home through the period of the Great Trek and beyond. T 
result, in Professor Thompson's two chapters (VIII and IX), is a striking new co 
text for early nineteenth-century developments, in which the emphasis is place 
on the African kingdoms of Shaka, Dingane and Moshweshwe (these are the spe 
ling versions used). The trekkers duly appear, but only as one among a series o 
shifting groups, and greatly overshadowed when placed alongside the Difaqa 
and resulting forced migrations on the Highveld. When the trekkers concentrate 
their resources they were capable of defeating even powerful African kingdoms, 
their victories over the Tdebele and the Zulu showed. After their dispersal ov 
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atal and the Highveld, including the Transvaal, their capacity to coerce and 

ontrol the tribes was much less. . . 
S e reservations seem necessary. As a nomadic herdsman the trekboer rmght 

0
~eld much in common with his Bantu neighbours, but he cannot on that 

;;:unt simply be placed on a pa~ with _t hen:i. Alt~ough a ~r?ntiersman, he re
. d crucial links with the colomall society m which h e on gmated. It was not 

a:~:ly a question of his religion or h.is reliance (if he was himself illiterate) on the 
iteracy of some of his leaders, although th_ese cultural fe_a~ures were imp?r t_ant as 
he process of their transference to Afncan co~mumbes through rmss10nary 
gencies was slow. In the Great Trek the trekkers immediate access to a superior 
f simple technology (the gun, t he ox-wagon and the horse) facilitated conquest. 
n the process by which E uropean control was gradually imposed, by conquest as 
vell as more indirect means, over th e peoples occupying t he territory of present
ay South Africa, the Boer appears somewhat paradoxically as the unconscious 
ollaborator of the imperial fact or in which he saw his own oppressor. The eventual 
ritish annexations brought the Empire more black as well as more white subjects. 
his has to be qualified in the case of the Basut o and the Zu.lu whom the Boers 

, a Briti did not succeed in conquering, but it holds for the Africans within Natal, the 
Time an ransvaal and the Orange F ree Stat e. 

the prese The political strand in which the Oxford Hi story is chiefly interested is the 
llni do n evolution of government in traditional societies and the supersession of local 
:i.lity mig chiefdoms by military kingdoms. Yet the advent of a western state at..the .wpe, 
rived in t he creation of others in the interior (however primitive their beginnings) and their 
llni societ spread over the whole present area of South Africa make up a more significant 
Y betwee thems . :ifore than politics was involved. The advent of Van Riebeeck symbolizes 
)d, at le the processes of colonization and expansion which have established a modern 

industrial and western society in South Africa. The consequences have been pro
found for all the peoples concerned, for- all have become absorbed, in different ways 
and at different levels, into a single social system. Although this westernizing process 
has gone further and deeper in South Africa than anywhere else in sub-Saharan 
Africa, its importance is nowhere explicitly recognized in the Oxford History . 

istory 
e fron 
eties. 
:ant o 
local The shape of modern South Africa. has been largely determined by the fact that 

the colonial governments in Europe or the local white communities have taken 
most of the decisions that matter. In t erms of power and policy the closer we get t o 
the present the more what is done to the Africans seems to matter, in comparison 
with the a~tions of t he Africans and the other non-whites themselves. If the 
"Africanizing" of history implies that the African must be portrayed as actor 
rather than victim, the focus must shift from white power and policy to black 
responses. Where hist orians have adlopted this approach, they have tended (as in 
the work of P rofessor Ranger) to fasten on to the emergence of a developing tradi
tion of African resistance to colonial or white rule. 

Despite the novel over-all approa,ch promised at the outset, the Oxford History 
is not a well-integra.?ed work. The first four chapters offer a sharp contrast with the 
succeeding five, in which a conventional historical approach predominates. Dr 

5doms, Katzen's account (Chapter V) of the development of the Cape under the rule of the 
)rsal ove Dutch East India Company (called the V.O.C. here, following its original Dutch 
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initials) covers familia r ground . The arrangement into separate aspects, such 
pastoral farming and government, which are taken through the whole long peri 
tends to cloud the changes which embraced the colonial society as a wh 
Surprisingly little is made of the mult i-racial character displayed at quite 
early stage by t hat society , in which t he white colonists were soon outnumbered 
Hottentots and slaves, and there is no systematic treatment of race relations 
attitudes. Professor V\'ilson's account of a century's developments on the Ca 
eastern frontier (Chapter VI) is a heroic piece of compression. The Xhosa side 
t he conflict receives due space and justice but a t the price of some o,·er-simplifi 
tion otherwise. To write of "a history of dispossession on a frontier by sett] 
better armed and organised" (p. 253) is to lose sight of the role of the imperi 
troops and government. The fact that Hintsa was received at Sir Harry Smit 
table is noted (p. 245), but not that the chief was Smith's prisoner at the ti 
and that he was shot shortly afterwards while attempting to escape. In anoth 
place (p. 250) Ngqika is described as having fought with Hintsa over hunting lan 
in 1848 - at a time, that is, when they were both dead. 

Dr Davenport's contribution is a useful account (Chapter VII) of the consol 
dation of Cape society from the last phase of Company rule to the advent of sel 
government in 1872, in which a proper balance is held between cultural, econom· 
and political features. Although the multi-racial society-tom~into sharper foe 
the Coloureds and Africans of the Cape are still depicted primarily as the objects 
colonial legislation and policy. Little emerges of any self-conscious activities 
distinctive cultural cha racteristics on their part. In fact in none of the chapters b 
the three his torians is there any noticeable departure from conventional tee 

. niques in favour of the inter-disciplinary approach praised in the preface. This· 
true even of Professor Thompson's chapters, although he does make some use 
the evidence of other disciplines and oral t radition. His chapters are also main) 
political in content and contain little on the social and economic aspects of trib 
life . In the chapter on Natal (VIII) the impact of what he wishes t o say on t 
African side is reduced by the attention that he pays to well-worn themes, such 
the reasons for the British annexation, the constitutional development of th 
colony and t he progress of settlement. Except for the occasional flourish of 
archival reference the material presented is not new. 

Taken as a whole the first volume of the Oxford History fails to live up to i 
reYolutionary credentials . Much of it is simply not history in the accepted se 
while the rest is not fundamentally different from "vork done in the past. Previo 
general approaches to South African history have in fact been more varied an 
complex than the editors admit in their remarks on South African historiograph 
Any claim that the Oxford History is not merely a new look but a new key t 
wisdom about the South African past must obviously be contested. At the sam 
time the claims of African history present a great chaJlenge to South Afri 
histor"ians which they have been undeniably slow to take up. The penalty oft · 
failure is evident in the shortcomings of the Oxford History itself. If enoug 
historians do not come fonvard to meet the demand for African history, the ga 
will be filled at least in part by non-historians. Can the historian then complain i 
in the work that results the rules of his own craft do not prevail? 
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