
other groups were also  represented on the executive, The Damara lea­

ders, Alpheus Harasemab and Franz Hoisemab, were both on the execu­

tiv e . During 1922 the president of the Windhoek branch was Aaron 

Mungunda, although the adm inistration with some ju s tif ic a tio n  suspected 

that his brother, Hosea Kutako, was the "controlling s p ir i t" .  The chair­

man was Solomon Monguya, a Xhosa employed on the railways, and the 

secretary Clements Kapuuo, the fa ther of the Clements Kapuuo who 

succeded Hosea Kutako as leader of the Hereros.

The VNIA spread rapidly in Windhoek and i t s  surrounding areas. Accord­

ing to the leaders of the Zwartboois, a Nama grouping which was opposed 

to the organization, "(a)lmost a l l  the natives of Windhoek and also of 

the farms of the d is tr ic t"  had joined the organization by the end of 

1922. These included both black (Herero, Damara e tc .)  and yellow (Nama) 

people. In November 1922 the Department of Native A ffairs inspected 

the books of the organization and found that 871 members had paid the 

required 3/3 membership fee. This was a sig n if ican t achievement, given 

the low wages paid to black labourers during th is  period. The member­

ship of the organization was probably much larger than indicated by the 

subscription figure because the o ffice bearers were unable to account 

for a l l  the money in i t s  bank account, and subscriptions were also "very 

much in arrears",

Membership of the organization was open to a l l  blacks in the te rr ito ry , 

and Windhoek office-holders stated  that they "intended establishing 

branches in Okahandja, Karibib and Usakos, and in the course of time 

throughout the P rotectorate". Although the Department of Native 

A ffairs, Windhoek, found i t  "s ignificant" that control of the Windhoek



branch had sh ifted  from i ts  West African founders to  local groups, 

West Africans continued to play a ro le in the Windhoek organization. 

Two Liberians, for example, accompanied the delegation which met Native 

Affairs o f f ic ia l  Harry Drew in November 1922. There are ind ications, 

however, of tensions between the West African and local members of the 

Windhoek branch. Drew remarked that a t the conclusion of his meeting 

with the UNIA leaders, representatives of (he two groups of leaders (ie . 

Liberians and Hereros) asked for private interviews with him. The 

re la tionship  between the Windhoek and Luderitz branches was also ambig­

uous. The p etitio n  of the Windhoek branch to es tab lish  a ha ll for the 

organization was, for example, supported by a le t te r  from Headley, the 

president of the Luderitz branch, I t  also appears that a t th is  early 

stage (February 1922), Headley was recognized as the president of the 

Windhoek branch. However, subsequently the two branches attempted to 

expand into other parts of the te rr i to ry  independently of one another. 

Headley made use of West African and West Indian contacts in attempting 

to es tab lish  branches of the organization in Swakopmund and Ugakos, 

while the indigenous UNIA leaders re lie d  on more indigenous channels.

While the administration saw the suspicion between the foreign and local 

components of the UNIA as a product of ethnic h o s t i l i t ie s  or of the 

opportunism and dishonesty of the foreign element, there were even more 

fundamental differences between the two groups. The foreign group was 

not only m aterially  privileged in re la tion  to the indigenous population, 

but was also self-conscious of i t s  advantage in terms of Western educa­

tion, Headley, for example, maintained that i l l i t e r a te s  should not be

office-holders in UNIA "for nowdays a man who cannot read and write for
41

himself is  nothing olse but a fool to th is movement..." Investigation 

by adm inistrative o ff ic ia ls  of the Windhoek branch of UNIA had disclosed



th a t th e  predom inantly  lo c a l le ad e rs  o f  the  o rg a n iz a tio n  "a re  hampered

by want o f educa tion  in  regard  to  which they seem am bitious,"

Headley and other UNIA leaders in Luderitz also appeared to be unable to 

understand conditions in other parts of the te rr i to ry . Besides the 

spec ific  class in te re sts  of many of the Luderitz leaders, the UNIA 

executive was also hampered by the iso la tio n  of Luderitz and the special 

circumstances that existed there. Even today, the town of Luderitz is

isolated from i ts  hinterland by the Namib. Tne nearest permanent

settlement is  a t Aus, more than 100 kms away. The desert te rra in  sur­

rounding the town is of l i t t l e  or no use fo r agricu lture, and Luderitz 

has therefore re lie d  almost exclusively on the diamond mines and fishing 

industry, Furthermore, in the 1920s the labour force consisted largely 

of foreign and migrant workers. Coloured and African labourers from 

South Africa and further a f ie ld  were accorded special p riv ileges, while 

Ovambo migrants were iso la ted  from the town by s t r i c t  control of the 

compounds.

Given these circumstances, i t  is understandable that the UNIA executive 

in Luderitz was incapable cf comprehending the tensions that existed in 

other p arts of the te rr i to ry , and which in 1922/3 had brought blacks and 

whites to the brink of a s ta te  of war. In 1922, for example, Joseph 

Hailand, a UNIA member in Usakos, had w ritten to Headley asking what 

could be done to a llev ia te  the oppression of government and farmers, and 

expressing alarm about the way in which local whites were arming them­

selves. Headley replied that he did not "know of any war between white 

and blacks":

We a re  liv in g  in  a peacefu l s t a t e  down th i s  way in  L u d eritz ,
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both white and Blacks, a lik e , and I doesnt see the cause of 
anybody arming themselves, One thing that I w ill ask a l l  my 
people is  to obey the laws of the Government, and abide by 
the Constitution of the P rotectorate, and 1 am sure that the 
Government, or the Farmers, cannot molest you...45

The a ttitu d e  adopted vy Headley and other l i te ra te  or sem i-lite ra te  West 

Indians and West Africans to the overwhelmingly i l l i t e r a t e  indigenous 

population was often b la tan tly  paternal. Ir a le t te r  to a local news­

paper in March 1924, for example, Headley described the aims of the UNIA 

in the following terms:

To estab lish  a Universal Confraternity among the race: to
promote the s p ir i t  of pride and love; to reclaim the fa llen ; 
to administer to and as s is t  the needy; to a s s is t  in  c iv i l i s ­
ing the backward Tribes of Africa; to a s s is t  in the develop­
ment of Independent Negro Nations and Communities or Agencies 
in the principal countries and C ities of the World; for the 
representation tnd protection of a l l  Negroes irre spective of 
nationality ; to promote a conscientious worship among the 
natives of Africa; to es tab lish  U niversities, Colleges, 
Academies and Schools for the ra c ia l Education and cu lture of 
the people; to conduct a world wide Commercial and Industrial 
Intercourse for the good of the people; to  work for be tter 
conditions in a l l  Negro Communities.46

Even if  one overlooks the inherent paternalism and vague, high-flown 

terminology of th is passage 'which was clearly  aimed a t the white read­

ers of the newspaper), the aims outlined by Headley were hopelessly 

remote from the pressing needs and in te re s ts  of the local population, 

struggling for survival in the ru ra l aruas. In the tame le t te r ,  the 

UNIA president went on to argue that

, .the Negroe's that are domociled in the P rotectorate, has 
as much in te re st a t stake into the Financial and Industrial 
development of the Republic u. Liberia, as he has a t the 
present time, i f  any, in the Windhoek Native L ocation..,47.

Possibly because of the tensions that existed between the Luderitz and 

Windhoek branches of the UNIA, local leaders of the Windhoek branch 

approached the administration in July 1922 in order to obtain permission



for some of i t s  leaders to travel to New York, where Garvey had his 

headquarters. The three leaders who were to make the t r ip  included the 

Windhoek president, Aaron Mungunda, and two others, one a Nama and the 

o ther a Herero. The plan was squashed by the Native Commissioner who 

"suggested various d if f ic u lt ie s  in the way even i f  permission were 

granted".

Windhoek leaders thus concentrated th e ir atten tion  on propogating the 

aims of th e ir organization in other p arts of the te rr ito ry . In October 

and November 1922 Mungunda and a Damara, Theodor Hanbanue, v is ite d  

Karibib, Usakos and Okahandja in order to hold meetings with the iucal 

black population. I t  is  clear from the responses they received that the 

ideas of the UNIA had already penetrated the areas beyond Windhoek and 

had generated considerable in te re s t. According to the report of a 

police spy at Usakos, Mungunda urged "the black men to pull together and

to Unite as one and then they w ill get th e ir lib e rty  as th is  is  th e ir

land". He explained the strength of the whites in terms of th e ir unity.

Blacks should do the same and a s s is t  one another, no matter i f  they were

Hereros, Damaras or Gvambos, At Karibib Mungunda was reported to have 

told a meeting that the organization was working in conjunction with 

Americans and that they wanted to es tab lish  th e ir own adm inistration.

The UNIA envoys seemed to have aroused the most inte *?st in Okahandja, 

a t that time a major centre of the Hereros. Four meetings were held 

there, and the report of the local police spy on these meetings clearly  

il lu s tra te s  the extent to which Garveyism had already become associated 

with aiillenarium expectations. At the f i r s t  meeting Mungunda explained 

that the object of the organization was to unite blacks, He urged his 

audience to lis te n  carefu lly  to what he had to say as he had already



been wrongly reported in other d is tr ic ts .  At the next meeting Mungunda

complained that what he had said at the f i r s t  meeting had been misunder­

stood, because a l l  the young men and women had been asking him "when the 

Americans were coming to re lease them."

If  I told you that the American Negroes were coming to 
release you, I think you would be s a tis f ie d , but i t  would be 
a l i e .  I know nothing about America. The society has been 
formed through American ideas, but Americans only explained 
i t  but did not do the work - we must do that, I t  is  no use 
holding out fa lse hopes about America, because I do not 
believe that they w ill ever be able to come here to help

At the remaining meetings a number of new members were recru ited  and an 

executive and a "business co m m its ,w ere  elected . Hereros and Dasiaras 

were equally represented on the rommittees. Eduard Maharero, the 

brother of Traugott Maharero who was leader of the Okahandja Hereros and 

who had also taken an active role in the proceedings, was elected chair­

man of the Okahandja branch, The police spy who attended the meeting, 

concluded his report by sta ting  that although he did not think the 

Okahandja blacks would rebel, talk  that the Americans were coming to 

free the country spread throughout the d is tr ic t .

The millenarianism that became associated with Garveyism in the Namibian 

countryside, took a number of d iffe ren t forms, a l l  of which were ground­

ed on the basic premise that help would come from the "Americans" or 

some other external source. According to some versions the Americans 

would arrive in ships or a irc ra f t , In other versions, so ld iers would 

issue from the ground:

From the gorge over there beyond yonder h i l ls ,  in d istan t 
mountains 1 saw troops issue, they came from a l l  sides 
towards Windhoek and took i t . 54 

The Rhenish missionary in Omaruru reported that a rumour had spread in



the d is tr ic t  that ce rta in  people had landed a t Cape Cross and that the 

government should find out whether they were not American so ld iers.

Almost everywhere in the Police Zone, Garveyism created an a ir  of expec­

tancy which, combined with the disillusionm ent of blacks and the under­

lying tensions of the society, produced a general a ttitu d e  of defiance 

and pers is ten t reports of an approaching re v o lt. For example, a police 

spy operating in the Okahandja d i s tr i c t  was told "that three days beyond 

Gobabis there are a lo t of natives including Hereros, Bushmen and 

American Neoroes waiting for the white people to come there to s ta r t  a 

fig h t. There are altogether about 300 natives there with r i f le s ,  and 

some without r i f l e s .  They s t i l l  want more arms. A Herero came from there 

to get re c ru its ,"  From what he had heard during his tour of the 

d i s t r i c t ,  the spy gained

the impression that the natives intend to r is e  and that the 
action ts being engineered by American negroes. The trouble, 
i f  i t  a r ise s , w ill begin on the eastern border of the 
D istric t when the ra in  s ta r ts .  One of the causes of d iscont­
ent is the sheep inspection and the branding law. Vaccination 
has also caused a great deal of discontent. The American 
negroes have advised them not to brand th e ir stock, refuse to 
allow th eir sheep to be inspected, and refuse to be 
vaccinated.57

These impressions were supported by another police informer who toured 

the same d is tr ic t  a few weeks la te r , He reported tha t a number of 

people had joined UN1A, had collected money for the organization and 

were waiting for badges. Yet another informer reported that at 

Okasise he had been told that "the Herero people want to figh t but have 

no r i f l e s " :

At Okaraatero I met some Hereros who said they were waiting 
for the Americans, then they would s ta r t  . . .  At Okombahe I 
found a Herero who said that the American people had w ritten 
on the stone a t Karibib, He said that the Americans had 
b u il t  houses at Windhoek, where they can come to g e th e r .,. At



Waldau the Hereros spoke of the Americans giving a button, to 
keep u n til the time is come... I think the American negroes 
are a t  the bottom of a l l  the unrest, and that the Hereros, 
except for the American influence, would never think of 
fighting again, having once fought the Germans. The Hereros 
are very eager and anxious for the Americans to come.59

Millenarianism in perspective

The essen tia l ch a rac te ris tic  of millenarianism is  that i t  envisages a

new age, a millenium, in which people w ill be delivered from some form

of suffering or in which the idealized conditions of the past w ill be

restored. While millenarium movements have often been described as

e sse n tia lly  irra tio n a l and backward looking, as Keller points out, they

also represent "an attempt to cope with the present, to change i t ,  and

to create a more promising future". Michael Barkun has argued that

many millenarium movements can be seen as a response to d isaster,

Men cleave to hopes of imminent worldly salvation only when 
the hammerblows of d isas te r destroy the world they have known 
and render them susceptible to ideas which they would e a rl ie r  
have cast as ide .61

Robert Edgar has used Barkun's framework to illum inate the context that 

gave r is e  to Wellington B u te lezi's  brand of Gavveyism in the Transkei 

- a form of Garveyism which in fact shared many c h a rac te ris tic s  with 

that of the Namibian countryside. The situa tion  in Namibia in the early 

1920s provides some confirmation of the d isas te r hypothesis. Pre­

colonial Namibian socie ties had been subjected to a serie s of traumas 

and d isas te rs , including colonial conquest, the rinderpest epidemic of 

1897, near annihilation and an unusually harsh form of forced labour. 

In the early  1920s d isaster had culminated in the cruel shattering  of 

the hopes created by the defeat of the Germans. That the millenarium 

tendencies of Garveyism should have taken root most firmly among the 

Hereros, also lends some c re d ib ility  to the d isas te r hypothesis.



However, there are aspects of mlllenarianism other than the response to 

d isas te r which need to be considered. What is  partic u la rly  s trik in g  

about the Namibian situ a tio n  in the 1920s is not merely the destructive 

(or disastrous) impact of colonialism on the Namibian so c ie tie s , but 

also  the essen tia l powerlessness of the colonized in the face of the 

organizational and m ilitary  cap ab ilities  of the colonial s ta te . I t  is 

clear th a t even those who had placed th e ir f a ith  in the "Americans" were

aware that the colonial s ta te  could only be dislodged by m ilitary  force,

but i t  was equally apparent that indigenous communities did not on their 

own possess the means to take on the m ilitary  power of the colonial 

s ta te , For the most part Namibians did not passively regard the 

"Americans" as lib e ra to rs , but ra the r as a ca ta ly st which would help to 

bring about a general ris ing  of Namibians themselves. Seen against th is 

background, the raillenarian beliefs expressed by Namibian Garveyites 

appear less absurd or irra tio n a l, In fact, as argued la te r  in th is 

thesis, the p o li tic a l  and m ilitary  assertion  of the Namibian people only 

became a p ra tic a l p o ss ib ility  when external developments helped to 

balance the disproportionate power of the colonial s ta te . That i n i t i a l ­

ly aid was to come from an international body based in the United 

S ta tes, provides an ironic comment on the development of the Namibian 

history.

Another importa aspect of mlllenarianism in Namibia is that i t  not 

only served as a means of boosting the morale of the colonized (and thus 

supporting an active defiance of the adm inistration and s e t t le rs ) ,  but

also served to undermine the morale and confidence of the s e tt le rs  and

colonial s ta te . While s e tt le rs  and colonial o ff ic ia ls  scoffed a t the 

absurdity of the be lie f that the Americans would come to the aid of the 

Namibians, there was a d is tin c t uneasiness in th e ir reception of these



reports. There appears to be a ce rta in  re lish  in the way in which black 

Namibians divulged to white employers, police informers or colonial 

o ff ic ia ls  reports of imminent rebellions or "American" a c tiv itis ;: . 

There is  something of a taunt in  the e a rl ie r  mentioned example that 

ce rtain  unknown people had landed at Cape Cross, and that the government 

"should see whether these were not Americans",

The millenarian content of Namibian Garveyism may thus also  be seen as a 

spec ific  form of p o litic a l struggle, or even as a means of extending the 

long trad itio n  of m ilitary  resistance in Namibia. George Balandier has 

argued that in certain  contexts, re lig ion  may become "a smokescreen for 

p o li tic s" . In Namibia m illenarian assertions seem sometimes to 

approach a form of "psychological warfare",

During 1922/23 white fears of a general r is in g  attained  unprecedented 

heights, Reports of impending rebellions reached the adm inistration 

from nearly a l l  d is tr ic ts .  S e ttle rs  maintained that conditions in 

1922/23 were sim ilar to those that preceded the rebellion  of 1904 "when 

the former German Government made ligh t of everything, even answering 

with th rea ts , un til eventually the memorable days of January, 1904, 

broke upon us", In February 1922 the Magistrate of Keetmanshoop 

appealed to the adm inistration to supply the town with 300 r i f l e s .  He 

maintained that he was " sa tis fied  there is  mischief brewing - and i f  the 

Police were in a position to protect the Public or even the public in a 

position to protect themselves, I would have delayed writing to you."

In the la t t e r  half of the same year, following the circu lation  of a 

le t te r  ca llin g  for the unity of Ovambos, Mamas, Damaras, Hereros and 

San, the management of the OMEG copper mine asked the administration for



Although the colonial au th o rities  went out of th e ir way to squash and

discourage rumours or reports 01 impending rebellions, they were a t

times also infected by the alarm and insecurity  that pervaded the

country during th is period, The apparently panic-stricken response of

the adm inistration to the Bondelswart rebellion  is  only one example of

the tenuousness of the confident image the administration attempted to

p ro jec t. In October 1922 Native Commissioner Manning was doubtful that

a general r is in g  would occur but forsaw the possib lity  of "small

outbreaks" in iso la ted  parts of the country a f te r  the ra ins se t in.

As submitted in previous Memoranda, the question of se ttled  
conditions in p arts where no strong tr ib a l  control ex ists 
largely depends upon a su ff ic ie n t number of Police and out­
posts for regular patro ls strong enough to carry out the law 
and - in the absence of a small mobile force which seems very 
desirable - r i f l e  associations in every d i s t r i c t . . ,  I would 
respectfu lly  venture the opinion that the means of enforcing 
a l l  laws or promptly dealing with possible outbreaks in th is 
large Territory are not adequate a t the present tim e,"69

During the same month the Secretary for SWA sent a coded telegramme to

the Magistrate of Okahandja requesting him to employ spies to ascerta in

the extent to which blacks in the d is tr ic t  were armed, I t  would be "bad

policy" to open small stations and have men and equipment captured, he

advised. Forces should be concentrated.

Garveyism and the generalization of rebellion

In a situa tion  of th is so rt, the fine dividing line between the inten­

tion to create fear and insecurity  among whites and the more active 

intention to encourage or bring about an actual rebellion  is blurred. 

That between 1922 and 1925 there were two large-scale rebellions and a 

number of other smaller incidents of resistance and defiance, is  on i ts  

own an indication that rumours of a general rising  went beyond the mere



attempt to frigh ten  the se tt le rs  and the adm inistration. dilemma

th is  posed for au th o rities  and s e tt le rs  is expressed by the Rhenish

missionary A, Kuhlaiann:

If  there was a question of an armed rising  we would hardly 
find i t  out, for as long as the people talk  big, there is  no 
d irec t danger, but i f  the hidden spark of h o s til i ty  continues 
to smoulder on there is no saying when i t  may burst into 
flames,"71

Indications of rebellion  were apparent even before the Bondelswarts

revolt erupted in May 1922. As pointed out e a r l ie r , the Bondelswarts 

had come close to an active rebellion  in 1917, and thereafte r there were 

frequent reports of unrest in the d i s tr i c t  of Warmbad, More important, 

there were indications that the Bondelswarts may have expected th e ir 

rebellion  to develop into a general ris in g , According to a police 

informer, talk  of a general rising  in the Herero stronghold of Okahandja 

had begun in 1921, In February 1922 the Magistrate of Keetmanshoop

appealed to the adm inistration for m ilitary  assistance to meet what he

termed his "strong suspicion of native unrest in th is  town and

D istric t" , The m agistrate had c learly  been shaken a f te r  he was confron­

ted by a Herero "commando" which rode into the town and "in an insolent 

manner demanded to know what th e ir tribesmen were doing in Ja il" , (A 

number of Hereros had been arrested  a f te r  a faction figh t between 

Hereros and Ovambos in the area .) The m agistrate reported tha t the 

Hereros blamed the adm inistration for the low prices of stock and their 

consequent struggle for existence. They were also "vio len tly  indignant" 

about reports that they would be forced to move from th e ir reserve at 

Tses. Although he was reproached by the Secretary for SWA for exaggera­

ting the s itu a tio n , the magistrate refused to back down, asserting  that 

there was indeed a "restlessness among the Natives". To back up his



claim, the m agistrate stated  tha t only a few days before there had been 

a "big meeting" in the Warmbad d i s tr i c t  (the d i s tr ic t  of the Bondel- 

sw arts). "Even the Hottentots from th is  d is tr ic t  were no tified  to attend 

and th e ir  masters were unable to hold them back."

In March '922 the Magistrate of Rehoboth also reported "unrest amongst 

the Hottentots in th is  country". A Baster fie ld  cornet had been told 

tha t the Namas were preparing for war. The Baster captain, Cornelius 

van Wyk, told the m agistrate tha t "since the New Year he had noticed 

strange Hottentots in his area and that le t te rs  are passing between 

Hottentots here and others outside the D is tric t" . A patro l sent out to 

investigate had found the suspected Namas in possession of Garveyist 

propaganda.

Evidence to the effec t that the adm inistration resorted to prec ip ita te  

and d ra stic  action against the Bondelswarts because i t  feared a general 

uprising, has already been considered. Further information to support 

th is  emerged a f te r the rebellion . The Keetmanshoop police reported In 

October 1922, for example, that during the rebellion , Jan Hendriku, 

leader of the Veldskoendraers, had convened a meeting "with the object 

of ass is tin g  the Bondelswarts". The meeting had been attended by Gideon 

Matundu, Herero leader in the Keetmanshoop area. I t  was also reported 

that another meeting had been held in the Berseba reserve where the 

Isaacs faction and the younger people had decided to help the Bondel­

swarts. I t  was only through the intervention of the collaborative Chief 

Goliath that they had been prevented from doing so, According to 

evidence presented to the Bondelswarts Commission, the Bondelswarts 

leader, Jacobus Christian, wielded considerable influence not only over 

his own people in the Warmbad area, but also over Namas a t Berseba and



Keetmanshoop. Shortly before the m ilitary  campaign against the Bondel- 

swarts, the Keetmanshoop Nama captain, Manasse, wrote to Christian 

asking what could be done about the pass laws.

During the rebellion  a Basuto who was employed by the municipality as a 

foreman of the Keetmanshoop black township, addressed a meeting in the 

township, urging the people to attack the town and seize arm-, and ammun­

itio n . in July a police patrol which had been sent out to a rres t Jan 

Hendrik, captain of the Veldskoendraers, and six others for fa iling  to 

pay th e ir dog tax, was fired  upon, Hendriks was la te r  sentenced to six 

years imprisonment for attempted murder.

In the same month the magistrate of Gobabis was k ille d  by a poisoned 

arrow during a skirmish between the police and a large group of San. 

The conflic t with the San had begun in June 1922 when a police patrol 

was sent from Gobabis to  investigate stock thefts on an isolated farm 

about IGOkms from the m agisterial sea t. According to a la te r  report, the 

San in the area had previously been organized in small groups with 

l i t t l e  connection to one another, However, the m agistrate of Gobabis 

reported that shortly  before the trouble "a ce rtain  Zameko by reason of 

his personality and a b il i ty  has obtained influence over the whole popul­

ation of the area which is  as unusual as i t  is unfortunate." The 

patro l which was sent out to inve* igate was ambushed by a large qroup 

of San and i t  reportedly managed to escape only by firin g  on i ts  attack­

ers , One of the horses of the policemen was k ille d  by a poisoned arrow.

In July the Gobabis m agistrate set out with an armed patro l to locate 

the San and "negotiate1, with them. From the mission s ta tio n  a t Epukiro



tha m agistrate reported that he had received information to the effec t 

tha t the San under Zameko were going to figh t and that they had c o lle c t­

ed large quantities of dried meat as provisions for the kriegsleu te  

(so ld ie rs) . "They say s tra ig h t out that they are going to make war."

On 24 July a missionary from Epukiro who had gone out to investigate the 

th e ft of some stock was compelled to beat a hasty re tre a t when he came 

under f ire  from the San, Two days la te r  the m agistrate and his patrol 

K ated Zameko1s group and in the ensuing b a ttle  the m agistrate was 

k il le d  by a poisoned arrow.

Following the death of the magistrate, a larger force was sent a f te r  the

San, and Zameko and some of his followers were captured in mid-August,

but not before a further skirmish in which a t  lea st six  San were k illed .

In a statement to the Police, Za.ieko said i t  had been th e ir  in ten tion  to

k i l l  b v t h  the Magistrate and the police. The matter did not end here,

however. In September the acting Magistrate of Gobabis reported that he

regarded the "Bushman trouble" as "serious".

The d i s tr i c t  north of Epukiro is unsafe for any European and 
an unarmed man's l i f e  would not be worth a day's purchase.83

The m agistrate also reported that there was "a l i t t l e  native ag itation

going on throughout the d i s tr ic t" ,  and th is might lead to trouble i f  the

d is t r ic t  police force was not increased.

P rior to th is the adm inistration had received information which connect­

ed the San revolt with a more general uprising of blacks in the t e r r i t ­

ory According to one informant, two representatives of Samuel ’riaharero 

had entered the te rr ito ry  from Bechuanaland, and had toured the country, 

in order to discuss the strategy  for a future rebellion . The tac tic s  of 

1904 had been inadequate because the Hereros had f i r s t  attacked the



farms, giving the whites in the towns the opportunity to mobilize, The 

mobility of the Hereros h»d also been re s tr ic te d  by th e ir large herds of 

c a ttle . In preparation for the coming war, blacks should therefore s e ll  

th e ir c a ttle  and buy horses and donkeys, and when the time came they 

should attack the towns f i r s t .  The messengers had also stated  that the 

Damaras and Bushmen (San) would also be involved in the war,

Although th is  report may have been fabricated by the farmers of the

d is tr ic t ,  wh- had long been ag itating  for police reinforcements, other 

information that emerged during th is period lends some c re d ib ility  to 

the report, For example, the missionary a t Epukiro reported in August 

that the San were going to make war. In June 1922 the m agistrate of

Rehoboth reported that the Hereros were buying horses on a "large

scale". This and other information led him to believe that the Hereros

"lere preparing to rebel.

j In September and October there were pers is ten t reports linking a general

' ; r i s ; ii\i to the eastern fro n tie r and including the San among the rebels.

For exito,)le one informant stated  that Hereros, San and "American Negros" ̂ » 7
)i had gathered on the eastern fron tie r to prepare for a war. Another

informant referred  to the k illin g  of the Gobabis magistrate adding that

it>!,ose were native people who did that, and a l l  natives are 
j tiie .same. We can easily  get r i f l e s . . . 68

As the vsii:y season approached, talk  of an impending rebellion  became

more p ers is ten t. In Omaruru, for example, a police informer stated  that

(t'-l-’i ta lk  is  that i f  there is  any trouble here they, the 
Herero.a, are to le t  Samuel Maharero know; they also s ta te  
that they can get guns and ammunition in a day. This ta lk  is 
general in the location among Hereros including men and 
women,



The informer went on to say that he had heard "a l i t t l e  while back" that

Herero emissaries had been sent from Windhoek into the area occupied by

the Bondelswarts.

The Hereros, the Rehoboth Bastards and the Bondelswarts are 
01 friendly terms. The Hereros say that the Bastards have 
declined to give up th e ir  arms to the whites and that the 
Hereros would stand by the Bastards in troub le ,89

Another informant from the same d is tr ic t  stated  that meetings had taken

plac.? from the Okahandja d i s tr i c t  in the centre of the country to the

Groot i'ontein d i s tr i c t  in the far north. Whenever the Hereros met on the

farms, ''th e ir  f i r s t  and general conversation" was about the ris in g .

However, the anticipated general r is in g  fa iled  to m aterialize. The 

s p ir i t  of insurrection instead spent i t s e l f  in more lim ited acts of 

defiance and resistance which only served to impress on the people the 

preponderant power of the s ta te , In various parts of the country blacks 

defied colonial regulations re la tin g  to branding, sheep inspection ind 

compulsory vaccination. In the Rehoboth d i s tr i c t  a group of Namas who 

had not been allocated a reserve, simply moved onto private farms with 

th e ir stock, and threatened to " k ill  any policeman who was sent to turn 

them o ff". By 1924 the optimism and militancy of 1922/23 was already 

giving way to resignation and passiv ity . At the beginning of 1924 the 

adm inistrator was able to report that "no rumours of Herero or other 

Native ris in g s  have been c ircu lated  as has been the case in prac tica lly  

every preceding year." Acts c resistance s t i l l  occurred, but these 

were more sporadic and iso la ted .

In the la t td r  ha lf of 1924 inhabitants of the Vaalgras section of the 

Tses reserve offered concerted resistance to the branding regulations. 

The Herero leader. Gideon Hatundu was adamant:



Our souls and our bodies belong to the government and i t  can 
do with them what i t  pleases, but our c a ttle  are our own 
property.

A number of leaders of the Vaalgras community were fin a lly  arrested  and

convicted, but before they could be ja i le d , they "were forcibly rescued

from the police by a large mob of natives," In the negotiations that

followed the rescuers adopted "a very determined and defiant a ttitu d e ,"

arguing that as they were a l l  opposed to the branding law, they were a i l

equally g u ilty . Subsequently 175 men and woman inarched into the Keet-

manshoop prison where they remained for three days. They were fin a lly

persuaded to leave by the chief native commissioner and the leaders of

the rescue group were tried  and convicted. Resistance also occurred

at the temporary reserve of Okatumba wnere more than 100 people refused
96

to move u n til the government threatened them with force.

However, These were only iso la ted  acts of defiance which fa iled  to 

provide a focus for discontent in other parts of the te rr ito ry  or to 

e l l i c i t  sympathetic responses of resistance from other areas.. I t  was 

only with the build up of resistance in the Bastard community, which 

fin a lly  culminated in the Rehoboth rebellion  of 1925, tha t the admin­

is tra tio n  once again faced the threa t of a general rebellion  of the 

black population.
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Chapter seven

THE REtiOBOTH REBELLION .

4
The defiance and m ilitancy which reached a peak in the 1922/23 period, 

may have died down completely i f  i t  had not been for the Rehoboth 

rebellion  of 1925. Although th is  rebellion revolved around the essent­

ia lly  "in ternal" issue of local autonomy for the Baster community at 

Rehoboth, i t  once again helped to provide a focus for the more general­

ized and dispersed resistance of other communities - and in particu la r 

for the Hereros, I t  further involved issues which transcended the in te ­

re s ts  and concerns of the immediate community.

The significance of the Rehoboth Gebiet

The Rehoboth community had come into being in 1870 when Hermanus van 

Wyk, leader of a large group of Basters who had migrated from the 

northern Cape, rented the area from the Swartbooi (Vanias. Although the 

Basters established a permanent community a t Rehoboth, the tenure of the 

land on which they se ttled  was insecure, Furthermore, they t  them­

selves embroiled in the protracted co n flic t between the Namas and Here­

ros, As a re su lt of these Insecu rities, the Basters welcomed the "trea ty  

of protection and friendship" offered them by the Remans in 188!,, and a 

long re lationship of collaboration ensued. They provided m ilitary  ass is ­

tance to the Germans in 1896, 1897 and during the great rebellions of

.903-07. However, as the Germans consolidated th e ir control over the 

t e rr i to ry , ths Basters became less useful to them and as a re su lt the 

autonomy of the Rehoboth community was stead ily  eroded. The concurrent 

encioachment of s e t t le rs  on the Gebjet a lso  enta iled  a loss of land.

In 1915, during the South African invasion of the te rr i to ry , the Basters !



rebelled against the Germans a f te r Baster soldiers had been ordered to 

guard South African prisoners despite an e a rl ie r  assurance that the 

Rehoboth Burghers would not be d irec tly  involved in the war. The re ta l ­

iation  of the Germans exacted heavy losses of both l ife  and stock from 

the Basters. Soon a f te r , Cornelius van Wyk who had succeeded his father 

as leader of the Basters, established contact with General Louis Botha 

a t ttelvis Bay and was reportedly told that "that which you have, at 

lea st, you w ill keep". The Basters interpreted th is  to mean that the 

South Africans would resto re th e ir independence to them. During the 

next five years of m artial law, the Basters received assurances from 

both the adm inistration and the Union Government that they would not 

lose the righ ts they possessed under German ru le . The ambiguity of th is 

position was at least partly  a re su lt of the uncertain status of the 

former German colony and the consequent vagueness of South African 

policy in Namibia, but i t  served to foster Baster hopes of independence. 

In effec t, Rehoboth enjoyed considerable powers of self-government du­

ring the m ilitary  period. Most cases against Basters were trie d  by their 

own judges, and in 1916 when the Basters complained about the beha­

viour oi' th e ir servants, they were informed that this was "simply a 

matter of internal adm inistration among themselves".

During th is  period, however, the Rehoboth community was undergoing 

important struc tu ra l changes. Under the combined impact of losses 

sustained during the war, and the drought and depression of the early  

1920s, the Basters were becoming increasingly impoverished, and, in 

p a rtic u la r stock farming, the economic mainstay of the cc-uiunity, was in 

decline, As a resu lt many Basters, p artic u la rly  those of the poorer 

c lasses, sought alte rn ativ e  sources of income such as trading in game



pe lts  and karosses, or the se lling  of grass and firewood. Perhaps the 

most important of these, however, was the renting of pasture to Herero 

and other non-Baster stock-owners, These altern ativ e  sources of income 

had some important implications for the community. As Pearson notes, i t  

allowed the subordinate Baster class to free i t s e l f  p a r tia lly  from the 

re lationship of clientage to the dominant Baster c la ss , thus creating a 

new p o litic a l force within the community. More spec ifica lly , i t  enabled 

the poorer Basters to loosen tie s  of dependence imposed by the stock- 

lean system that was in existence.

The renting of pasturage to Herero and other non-Baster stock owners had 

far-reaching implications, In terms of side of population and stock- 

ownership alone, the Africans in Rehoboth formed a s ign ificant group. In 

1925 the population of the Geblet numbered 3 500 Basters, 2 500 Africans 

and about 30 whites, Between 1925 and 1928, 230 Herero families were 

removed from Rehoboth, taking with them 8 000 head of large stock and 

25 000 head of small stock. Although, as Pearson points out, the system 

of squatting in Rehoboth uave Baster landowners a degree of leverage 

over their tenants, the existence of a large group of African squatters 

in flehoboth obviously constituted a new p o li tic a l  influence within the 

community.

The creation of an African squatter community in Rehoboth was a t  least 

in part a product of the contradictions in colonial policies during th is 

period, While the re s tr ic tio n s  on African stock ownership were eased, 

the allocation  of land - particu la rly  in the early  1920s - fa ile d  to 

keep up with increases in black-owned stock. Furthermore, not only was 

the land a llo tte d  for reserves of an in ferio r quality , but the whole 

reserve system was slo tted  within the larger labour extractive system



which applied throughout the te rr ito ry , In order to live in the re se r­

ves , blacks required a permit and were subjected to grazing fees and 

other taxes d irec tly  aimed a t re s tr ic t in g  the number of stock in the 

reserves. In i t ia l ly  squatting on white farms and government land provid­

ed some o u tle t from the repressive labour system, but the administration 

had early  declared i ts  opposition to squatting and i t  nas made ille g a l 

in terms of section 13 of Proclamation 11 of 1922,

Proclamation t l  was, however, not applied to the Rehoboth Gebiet, and i t  

was not u n ti l  the Baster Agreement of 1923 that the au th o rities  obtain­

ed the legal means to control squatting within the Gebjei, However, tl,e 

resistance of Baster rebels between 1923 and 1925 prevented the admin­

is tra tio n  from taking action against squatters, and i t  was only af te r 

the suppression of the Rehoboth rebellion that African tenants of the 

Basters were prosecuted within the Gsbiet. The Magistrate of Rehoboth 

pointed out a f te r  the rebellion  that the prosecution of squatters

which was hardly possible under the old system of control by 
the ftaad, has ce rta in ly  had the effec t o f stim ulating the 
labour supply and driving out loafers as well as preventing 
the Gebiet from becoming a rrfuge for dese rters,H

Thus prio r to 192S the provided a sanctuary to black stock owners

from the labour repressive system operative in other parts of the t e r r i ­

tory. I t  was also c learly  In the in terests  of black squatters in Reho­

both to exert every available influence towards retaining or extending 

Baster autonomy. The re lationship between Basters and Africans in the 

Gebiet was not clear cut, and should be seen against Ihe background of 

the m arginality -if a Coloured community within a colonial and ra c ia lly - 

polarized society, As already noted, the Rehoboth community had a long 

h istory of collaboration with the colonial au th o rities . Collaboration - 

p articu la rly  between the Baster Council and the adm inistration - conti­



nued a f te r  the occupation of the te rr i to ry  by the Union, and the Council 

periodically  called on the colonial au tho rities to deal with re c a lc it ­

rant servants and other blacks who defied th e ir authority .

On the other hand, those Basters who rented pasturage to African squatt­

e rs , were involved in mutually dependent rela tionships with th e ir 

tenants. Pearson has possibly overemphasized the one-sided dependence of 

African squatters on Baster landlords, maintaining that th is  was used to 

put pressure on Herero tenants to defy the stock branding regulations. 

However, there is  ample evidence of Herero resistance to the branding 

regulations in other parts of the te rr ito ry  before th is became an issue 

in Rehoboth. Furthermore, for those Basters who chose to challenge 

ra the r than collaborate with the colonial au th o rities , African  squatters 

provided poten tial m ilitary  and p o li tic a l  a l l ie s .  Not only did the 

Herero and other tenants form a numerically sign ifican t pari o f the 

Rehoboth population, but they also provided essen tia l contact with the 

larger Herero group.

For the Hereros outside  Rehoboth, the Basters also offered a poten tial

a l ly  against the colonial regime - particu la rly  as the Rehoboth Burghers

had retained most of th e ir arms. Already in 1922 there were reports that

the Herero leaders in Windhoek had established contact with the Basters:

The Hereros say that the Bastards have declined to give up 
their arms to the whites and that the Hereros should stand by 
the Bastards in troub le .15

These shared in te re s ts  between Hereros and Basters became particu la rly  

important during the Rehoboth rebellion  because the rebellion  coincided 

with the adm inistration 's attempts to remove the Hereros from the "tem­

porary" reserves in the central d is tr ic ts  of the te rr ito ry  to the newly



established reserves in the Sandveld. The Herero leaders had strongly 

resisted  the move, arguing, with some ju s tif ic a tio n , tha t the allocated 

area could support neither them nor th e ir stock, that i t  was "a country 

only good for wild beasts".

The Majority Party and the Baster Agreement

While a fu ll  analysis of the causes of the s p lit  that occurred in the 

Rehoboth community lie s  outside scope of th is  d isserta tio n , a few 

pointers can be provided. The mosi reason for the cleavage in the

Baster community revolved around the choice of tac tic s  by th is uyrginal- 

ized community caught up in the struggle between blacks and whites, 

colonizers and colonized. In i t ia l ly  the Baster community had chosen 

collaboration with the colonial au th o ritie s , but th is  collaboration had 

enta iled  heavy costs, and in 1915 the community had rebelled against the 

German au th o rities . Following the South African occupation of the t e r r i ­

tory, the dilemma of collaboration or challenge s t i l l  remained, compoun­

ded by the ambiguity of South African policy in re la tio n  to Rehoboth. 

From the beginning of South African rule there was evidence of disagree­

ment about tac tic s  in the Baster Council. In 1916 V.S. Thomas, a Cape 

Town attorney, was commissioned to p e titio n  the Union Government on 

behalf of the Baster Council. The p etitio n  raised a number of compl­

a in ts  against the o. 'tx ry  adm inistration of the GebSet. When the Baster 

captain, Cornelius .an Wyk, was confronted by the ira te  m ilitary  magis­

tra te  of Rehoboth. he backed down and "seemed surprized a t the a lleg a­

tions contained in the document", The m agistrate maintained that some 

members of the Council seemed ignorant of the contents of the petition  

and that the negotiations with Thomas had been conducted "almost 

en tire ly ” by Samuel Beukes, who a t that time held the position of 

m agistrate in the community. I t  was Samuel Beukes who la te r  opened 

the r i f t  in the Baster Community by resigning his position as magis-



t r a t e  and help ing  to  launch the re b e l "m ajo rity  party " .

As Peaison has shown, the s p l it  in the Baster community was not essent­

ia l ly  along class lines, but ra ther Involved a division w ithin  the 

dominant c lass . However, the rebel segment of the dominant group streng­

thened i t s e l f  by accommodating the Raster subordinate class through the 

creation of a "Parliament", in addition to estab lish ing  a Baster Council 

of i t s  own. The rebel segment also sought to include the African popula­

tion of the within i ts  coa lition , i t  was reported that Herero and

other non-Basters were given the sta tus  of acfiterburghers and that some 

were allowed to vote. As noted e a r l ie r , i t  was in the In terests  of 

African squatters in Rehoboth to support an autonomous Baster community. 

Moreover, there appear to have been long standing tensions between the 

orig inal ("Old") Baster Council and some of the Africans in the Gebiet. 

In 1916, for example, the Baster captain had requested the administra­

tion to remove about 20 Nama families from his farm because they refused 

to work. In 1922 the captain and other members of his council com­

plained about Africans who refused to pay th e ir taxes and expressed 

concern about "unrest" in the area. By entering into a collaborative 

re la tionship  with the colonial au th o rities , the Baster council not only 

committed i t s e l f  to supporting the policies of these au th o rities , but 

became dependent on th e ir aid when faced with opposition.

According to V iali, the existence of opposing factions within the Reho­

both community went back to 1916. However, the co n flic t was brought to 

a head in 1923 when the adm inistration attempted to formalize i t s  re la ­

tionship with the community by means of the Baster Agreement. This 

agreement which emerged from negotiations between the adm inistration and



the Baster Council, provided for the local self-government of the 

Gebiet, but made a l l  laws passed by the Council subject to the approval 

of the adm inistrator as well as giving the administrator the discre tion  

to extend any of the laws operative in the te rr ito ry  to the Gsbiat, The 

adm inistrator was obliged to consult the Baster Council before introdu­

cing new laws into the Gebiet, but did not require i t s  approval.

The rebellion

In August 1923 the agreement was put before a meeting of Rehoboth 

Burghers, and rejected by 11? votes to 42. In sp ite  of th is  opposition, 

the Baster Council signed the agreement, but succeeded only in consolid­

ating the opposition to i t .  When the adm inistrator v is ite d  Rehoboth In 

September to explain the agreement to the community, not a sing le Baster 

attended the meeting, In April 1924 the rebel faction - which had become 

known as the majority party - organized elections for a new Council and 

"parliament". Those who supported the agreement (the m inor,, /  party) 

refused to accept e ith e r the e lection  or the new bodies that were 

created. The two councils, which became known as the Old Council and the 

New Council respectiv- ly , therefore operated alongside one another, 

competing for ultim ate authority  over the community. F inally , in 

December 1924 the New Council issued a declaration of independence. The 

adm inistration responded by passing Proclamation 31 of 1924 which aboli­

shed the captaincy, council and other in s titu tio n s  of the Baster commu­

n ity  and vested a l l  the powers and functions of these in s titu tio n s  with 

the magistrate of Rehoboth.

From th is point the situa tion  rapidly escalated into a d irec t confronta­

tion between the rebels and the adm inistration. In December and January 

the majority party held elections for the captaincy and council and



continued to operate as the de facto  government of the Gebiet. In order 

to impose i t s  oivn authority  over the community, the administration 

announced that unless the community complied with i ts  c a ttle  branding 

regulations by 1 March 1925, prosecutions would be in s titu ted . As the 

adm inistrator la te r  admitted, the administration had decided to impose 

i ts  authority  through the branding law because i t  was "the most conven­

ien t for bringing matters to an issue". The rebels refused to comply 

with the regulations and consequently a number of prominent members of 

the majority party were summoned to appear before the m agistrate. With 

one exception these summonses were ignored, and when the police attempt­

ed to arres t the leaders they were prevented from doing so by supporters 

of the New Council.

Aftermath and significance of the rebellion

In the next few days the forces of the Rehoboth rebels and the troops 

and police of the administration began concentrating in and around the 

Gebiet respectively, At dawn on 5th April the town was surrounded by 

South African forces and the rebels given an ultimatum demanding th e ir 

unconditional surrender. When the ultimatum had expired, three a irc ra f t 

of the South African Air Force flew low over the town and the administr­

a tio n ’s mounted force moved in , arresting  632 people and confiscating 

304 firearms, The significance of the Rehoboth rebellion extends 

beyond the immediate issues of the Raster community and i t s  re lationship 

with the South African au tho rities , As suggested above, the rebellion 

provided a focus for a much wider resistance against the colonial auth­

o r i t ie s .  With the suppression of the rebellion , the widespread popular 

resistance and unity collapsed, and Namibia entered a new phase of its  

history , For the next 20 years resistance was not completely absent, but



■n '

i t  assumed more muted forms and lacked the coherence and unity tha t i t

displayed during the f i r s t  five years of the mandate. There was more at 

stake in the Rehoboth predicament than the assertion  of community indep­

endence. For both the administration and black stock owners, an autono­

mous Rehoboth represented a gap in the all-embracing system of labour 

control that wan a t the basis of Native policy in the te rr i to ry , The

chronic labour shortages of th is period and perennial complaints of

farmers that the reserves were sanctuaries for the id le, made It essent­

ia l for the administration to act and plug th is  gap in i t s  system of 

labour control.

Under these circumstances, the adm instration's choice of the branding 

regulations as a means of forcing the Rehoboth rebellion  to a head, 

could hardly have been random. When these regulations were f i r s t  introd­

uced in 1921. Native Commissioner c.N. Manning (who, iron ica lly , served 

as magistrate of Rehoboth during the height of the rebellion) made i t  

c le a r that they were

closely connected with the control o! natives as, apart from 
land, stock is  th e ir f i r s t  consideration besides being a form 
of currency.28

Branding and other forms of stock marking were essen tia l not only as a 

deterren t to stock tiioft, but also for the control of the movement of 

stock, the counting (and thus control over the numbers) of black-owned 

stock, the management of the reserves, and the control of squatting.

The suggestion that the Basters had to put pressure cm th eir African 

tenants to force them to defy the branding regulations, or that the 

resistance to branding in Rehoboth was responsible fo r  s im ilar r e s is t ­

ance elsewhere, appears highly questionable when seen in i t s  proper 

context. Resistance to the branding regulations had occurred in various

*



parts of the te rr i to ry , but p a rticu la rly  in Herero areas, some time 

before they became an issue in Rehoboth, However, i t  is  possible that 

the example of Baster resistance to the regulations helped to spur on 

resistance in other places, as for example in Ovitotc in March 1925,

If  in fac t the Basters were able to encourage resistance to branding in 

other parts of the te rr i to ry , why should i t  have been necessary for them 

to subject their tenants to pressures in order to achieve the same 

resu lts?

By a l l  accounts Africans, and p artic u la rly  the Hereros, in the Gebiet 

responded en thusiastica lly  to the cause ol the Baster rebels. I t  is 

s ig n if ican t, for example, that more non-Basters than Basters were a r res ­

ted, and fin a lly  prosecuted, during the culmination of the rebellion . Of 

the 632 people so arrested , 289 were Basters, 218 Hereros, 75 Namas and 

50 Damaras. In his annual report, the administrator expressed concern 

about the role of non-Basters in the rebellion .

The most serious aspect of the a ttitu d e  of the opposition in 
Rehoboth, not only in th is instance, but during the past 
eighteen months, has been the effec t on the natives who have 
apparently come to regard theGsAte? as a sort of haven where 
no law e x i s t s , , . .  The a ttitu d e  of natives incited by the 
opposition section was openly h o s t i le . . .  I t  follows that the 
natives do not wish to see our laws enforced in the Gebiel.lS

Similar concern was expressed by the Old Raad which complained in Decem­

ber 1924 that the rebels "continue to incite  not oni ->ur own Community, 

but worse, the N a tiv e s ,..."

According to the magistrate of Rehoboth, with the exception of a few 

servants of the Basters, a l l  the non-Basters arrested during the re b e ll­

ion were "free agents". The magistrate reported that he had received 

information to the effec t that the Hereros were in favour of attacking



the police several days before the South African forces moved into 

Rehoboth. Some months before the Rehoboth rebellion reached a head, 

the adm inistration feared that a general rebellion  might break out in 

the te rr i to ry . In December 1925 the Adminstrator's Office sent an urgent 

communique to a l l  m agistrates in the te rr ito ry  informing them that "the 

adm inistration has received reports of native unrest which has been 

accentuated by the a ttitu d e  of the Rehoboth Community as a re su lt of 

Proclamation No. 31 of 1924." I t  was believed that "native emmissaries" 

had been sent from one d is tr ic t  to another and that "secret communica­

tions" were being exchanged. While the adm inistration cautioned against 

alarm, the magistrates were instructed to keep a close watch on a l l  

"native movements" and to submit a weekly report on developments in each 

d i s tr i c t .  The magistrates were also urged to estab lish  "in te lligence 

systems" to f a c i l ita te  the removal of whites from iso la ted  rural areas 

should a ris ing  occur,

The adm inistration also took action on another level. Frederick 

Naharero, the eldest son of Samuel Maharero, together with other highly 

placed Hereros from Bechuanaland were v is itin g  the various Herero 

communities in Namibia a t th is time, On the same day that the d i s tr i c t  

m agistrates were informed of a possible rising  in the te rr ito ry , 

Frederick Maherero and his entourage were ordered to leave the 

te rr ito ry , The adm inistration maintained th is was necessary because the 

Hereros had adopted a "defiant a ttitu d e"  since Maherero had arrived in 

the country.

Pearson has correc tly  observed • out the involvement of the

Hereros in the Rehoboth dispute, tne administration "might have been 

content to bide i ts  time" and used economic pressures ra ther than m ili t­



ary measures to bring the Rasters in line with i ts  p o lic ies . Towards

the end of March 1925 the head of the rojlitary forces in the te rr ito ry

urged the Union Government to proclaim m artial law in the Rehoboth

d is t r ic t ,  arguing that if  resistance in the Gebiet was "not immediately

checked by extreme and d ra stic  measures, conflagration may rapidly

spread over the whole country and place us in position to face a

serious situa tion  which under present adverse conditions w ill be d i f f i -  
39

c u lt to cope with". A few days a f te r the suppression of the re b e ll­

ion, reports continued to reach the adm inistration of a possible rising  

of the Hereros. The magistrate reported on ? April that be had received 

information that the Hereros intended to r is e . He had been unable to 

ascerta in  the date of th is ris in g , but "gathered tha t i t  would be in 

about three weeks time".

Perhaps the clearest evidence of the adm inistration 's fear of a general 

uprising were the measures adopted by the m ilitary  in other parts of the 

te rr ito ry  a f te r the suppression of the Rehob<‘^ rebellion . Herero 

witnesses maintained that the A ircraft used to intim idate the Rehoboth 

rebels, not only flew over ;«• .th but also over the Herero reserve of 

Orumba, Following the suppression of the Rehoboth ris in g , the admin­

is tra tio n  pressed the Union gove iment to sanction "bombing demonstrat­

ions" in selected areas throughout the te rr ito ry  including ovamboland, 

The proposal was a t f i r s t  vetoed by the Minister of Defence, probably 

because of the international outcry that followed the bombing of the 

Bondelswarts in 1932, The adm inistrator continued to in s is t on the 

importance of these "demonstrations” and permission was fin a lly  gran t­

ed, The aim of these "bombing demonstrations" was to impress upon 

poten tial rebels the great power of the s ta te , and thus to avert a



possible general ris in g . The Herero leader, Hosea Kutako, la te r  told

Michael Scott that a t th is time the Hereros a t Orumba were refusing to

be moved to the Epukiro reserve in the Sandveld,

I told them I was going back to Orumba where there is water,
On hearing th is the Government sent an aeroplane to come and 
frighten us, I was taken to the place where the aeroplane was 
dropping bombs 43

Soon a f te r , the administration was able to accomplish i ts  task of moving 

the re luctan t Hereros from the reserve. The "bombing demonstrations" 

also  appear to have served th e ir purpose in other areas. The magistrate 

of Kee' ^anshoop, for example, reported that he had taken "advantage of 

the presence of the Hereros in Tses Reserve a t Kl, Vaalgras on the 

occasion of the Bombing demonstration, to address them on the question 

of branding and am glad to say that they a l l  exception are

having th e ir c a ttle  branded."

Soon a f te r the suppression of the rebellion , the adm inistration began 

moving the toreros out of the Rehoboth Gebiet, The Herero leader, Festus 

Kandjo la - complained that in the adm inistration 's haste to clear 

Rehoboth of the Hereros, many had been forced to leave th e ir stock 

behind. Permission to return to the Gebj'et to re tr iev e  th e ir stock was 

denied. In 1927, following public*'ion of the Rehoboth Commission 

Report, i t  was decided that with the i.yeption  of the Damara who were 

servants of the wealthier Basters, Natives would be removed from

the Gebiet, and henceforth no Native '■ bp granted righ t of residence 

there". However, even before thi; i >- police had been instructed "to 

prosecute under Sections 14 and 15 o* •!;«■ Bastard Agreement, a l l  able- 

bodied natives (except the lo t of Hereros and some Hottentots awaiting 

removal to Reserves) found in the Gebiet unless they are in bona fide 

employment,^ or can produce a permit from the m agistrate authorising



th e ir presence in thuGebJeC The gap in the labour extraction system

was thus e ffec tive ly  plugged. The removal of black squatters from the

Gebiet continued the process of impoverishment of the Basters. In his

report in 1926 the adm inistrator noted that there was "a good deal of

poverty” among the Basters:

...many of them depend largely on what they receive from 
natives in payment for grazing and squatting on th e ir farms.
The natives, however, are being moved out o f the GebJet and
sent to reserves as rapidly as possible, and those members of
the Rehoboth community who are dependent on them w ill no 
doubt feel the resu ltan t pinch.48

The removal of black squatters from the Gebiet served yet another pur­

pose, I t  eliminated what the leader of the armed forces in the

te rr ito ry , Colonel De Jager, called the "dangerous link between Bastards

in the Gebiet and natives in other parts of the country.

Reasons for the fa ilu re  of the f i r s t  phase of popular resistance

E ssentially  there were three major se ts  of factors which accounted f f  

the fa ilu re  of the f i r s t  phase of popular resistance in Namibia: the 

fragmented nature of the Namibian social formation, the composition and 

nature of the p o litic a l organizations established during th is period, 

and the preponderant power of the colonial s ta te .

Largely on account of ecological conditions, Namibia has a re la tive ly  

small population scattered over an area which is  two-thirds that of 

South Africa. The vast distances and scattered population have provided 

a major obstacle to national organization throughout Namibian history, 

However, in the la te  1920s the Namibian population was s t i l l  in the 

process of recovering from the shattering impact of the colonial wars 

and repression of indigenous in stitu tio n s  of the early  twentieth



century. Although they were largely dispossessed, the people of the 

police zone lacked the social integration to constitu te a p ro le ta ria t. 

The larger part of the population was sca ttered  among the various 

s e t t le r  farms and in the small and badly organized ru ral communities. 

The urban population was small even in re la tion  to the to ta l population, 

and lig h tly  controlled by the colonial s ta te , A foreign component of the 

black population, with d is tin c t in terests  of i t s  own, played a dominant 

role in the urban areas and added further d ivers ity  (and disunity) to 

the Na.dbian social formation.

The division of the te rr ito ry  into the police zone and northern areas 

placed aoUitional obstacles in the way of national organization, and 

e ffec tive ly  excluded the more densely populated northern areas from the 

p o litic a l movement that developed in the police zone. Sim ilarly, migrant 

workers from the northern areas were e ffec tive ly  isolated from the res t 

o f the population by the contract labour and compound systems, However, 

despite the iso la tion  of the north and the cooption of indigenous lea­

ders into a system of indirect ru le, there are indications that some of 

the Ovambos were also influenced by the s p ir i t  of rebellion  that per­

meated the southern and central regions. During the period of intense

resistance towards the end of 1922 and the beginning of 1923, Ipurabu,

king of the Ukuambi Ovambos, issued ammunition to his people and ordered

them to guard the Onolongo and Ondangua routes into his country in order

to prevent whites from entering or passing through his te rr i to ry . There 

were also reports that the Ukuambi were se lling  stock to obtain ammunit­

ion and gun powder. In December 1922 an Ukuambi headman who had quar­

re lled  with Ipumbu, informed the adm inistration that the Ukuambi king 

had been sending agents into the police zone in order to acquire both



arms and inform ation .

They (Ipumbu's agents) invariably go without passes and are 
clever in evading the police. They are a l l  a f te r buying 
r i f le s  and ammunition, he does not send a few a t a time, 
twenty or th ir ty  are always away south. They bring hiei stupid 
information such as "This Government is  finished, we hear a l l  
over that the Americans are coming to take this country."51

Early in 1923 the Portuguese representative a t Namakunde on the border 

with Angola, stated  that he had received reports "that natives in 

Damaraland were making preparations with Ovambos and natives in our 

te rr ito ry  to r is e  against our and your Governments." E arlie r there had 

been a rumour in the Outjo d i s tr ic t  that that the Hereros were obtaining 

arms from Ovambolaivl.

In sp ite  of these, and earlier-mentioned signs of cooperation, the a n ti­

colonial movement in the te rr i to ry  never achieved the degree of coordin­

ation necessary to pose a serious threat to the colonial s ta te . On each 

occasion the au tho rities were able to iso la te  and deal sw iftly  with 

m anifestations of resistance, thus preventing outbreaks elsewhere in the 

te rr ito ry .

The structures of Namibian p o litic a l organizations during th is period, 

were also not suited to the task of leading effec tive and unified re s is ­

tance to the colonial s ta te . Both the ICU and the UNIA were externally- 

based organizations, and th is allowed the au thorities to iso la te  the 

Namibian branches from th e ir headquarters in Cape Town and New York. 

Furthermore, the millenarianism laten t in Garveylsm tended to deflect 

Namibian resistance away from internal organization towards a hopeless 

dream of external intervention.



By the la t te r  half of 1923 both organizations were in d iff ic u lty . The 

ICU was effec tive ly  iso la ted  from i ts  headquarters in Cape Town and 

unable to resolve the problems in i t s  executive committee, Native

Affairs o ff ic ia ls  in Windhoek reported in September 1923 that local

blacks had withdrawn from the UNIA branch and that no meeting had been 

held "for some time". The conviction of Marcus Garv«y in New York on

charges of fraud, may have contributed to the decline of the associa­

tion, i t  was suggested. The Luderitz branch was experiencing sim ilar 

d if f ic u lt ie s , and the administrator reported in 1924 that the Luderitz 

branches of both UNIA and the ICU had "p ractically  died out and i t  is  

only the South-West Africa National Congress which s t i l l  has some adher­

ents and occasionally holds meetings."

In the final analysis, however, i t  was the disproportionate m ilitary  and 

organizational resources of the s ta te  that brought about the denouement 

of th is phase of resistance in Namibia. In particu la r the aeroplane 

changed the whole complexion of g u erilla  warfare in the te rr ito ry  and 

provided a powerful symbol of colonial supremacy with :-'ch to intimid­

ate the colonized. A ircraft had been used not only to effec t the swift 

suppression of the Bondelswart rebellion and to intim idate the Rehoboth 

rebels, but also to impress upon other indigenous communities the m ili t­

ary power of the colonial s ta te . The helpless confusion and bewilder­

ment that followed the bombing of the Bondeiswarts was summed up by 

their leader. Jacobus Christian: " Vy fiadden gec-,> pJannen omdat die 

vliegmachines ons bedonderd geschoten hadden,"

E.V. Walter has argued on the basis of a study of Zulu society under 

Shaka, that " i t  is  not the instruments of violence as such but the 

techniques of social control" which ultim ately determine whether or not
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d if f ic u lt ie s , and the administrator reported in 1924 that the Luderitz 

branches of both UNIA and the ICU had "p ractically  died out and i t  is

only the South-West Africa National Congress which s t i l l  has some adher­

ents and occasionally holds meetings,"

In the final analysis, however, i t  was the disproportionate m ilitary  and 

organizational resources of the s ta te  tha t brought about the denouement 

of th is  phase of resistance in Namibia. In p articu la r the aeroplane 

changed the whole complexion of g u erilla  warfare in the te rr ito ry  and

provided a powerful symbol of colonial supremacy with ' 'ch  to intimid­

ate the colonized. A ircraft had been used not only to effec t the swift 

suppression of the Bondelswart rebellion and to intim idate the Rehoboth 

rebels, but also to impress upon other indigenous communities the m ilit­

ary power of the colonial s ta te . The helpless confusion and bewilder­

ment that followed the bombing of the Bondelswarts was summed up by 

their leader, Jacobus Christian: "h>y hadden gee,) plannen oodat die  

viiegmachines ons bedonderd geschoten hadden,"

B.V, Walter has argued on the basis of a study of Zulu society under

Shaka, that " i t  is  not the instruments of violence as such but the

techniques of social control" which ultim ately determine whether or not



people w ill revo lt. However, analysis ot social structures in Namibia 

between 1915 and 1925 suggests that colonial "techniques of social 

control" were not completely effec tive , and that the colonial s ta te  was 

s t i l l  in the process of consolidating i t s  control over indigenous commu­

n it ie s  in the police zone. I t  was only a f te r 1925, with the es tab l­

ishment ol reserves, the cooption of indigenous and urban e l i te s ,  and 

the further elaboration of the legal superstructure, that the colonial 

sta te  was able to exercize effec tive control over the colonized popula­

tion. Given the circumstances of the early  1920s, the colonial s ta te  

was forced to rely  more heavily on i ts  "instruments of violence".

The introduction of a irc ra f t  was therefore crucial in preventing 

localized outbursts of re b c il i ' - oreading to other parts of the 

te rr ito ry . I t  has been consist jed that although the circum­

stances of most of the black population favoured a general rising  i t  

lacked the organizational structures necessary to plan and coordinate 

such a ris in g . This meant that a general rising  would only be .possib le 

i f  a specific community took the in itia tiv e  in leading the rebellion and 

was able to hold out long enough for other communities to jo in  i t  in the 

struggle. The administration clearly  realized th is , and therefore acted 

sw iftly  and bru tally  to suppress both the Bondelswart and Rehoboth 

rebellions.

Without the resources to challenge the enormous power of the colonial 

s ta te , overt resistance ceased to be a prac tica l or ra tional a lte rn a­

tive, and the colonized could do l i t t l e  but wait for some development to 

change the balance of power in th e ir favour, For the next twenty years 

of Namibian h istory , resistance in the police zone took largely covert 

and symbolic forms,
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Chapter eight

CONTRACT LABOUR AND THE COLONIAL ECONOMY

The preceding chapters have dealt also exclusively with the central and 

southern parts of Namibia known as the police zone, and l i t t l e  atten tion  

has been devoted to  the northern areas of Ovamboland, the Okavango 

region, the Kaokoveld and Caprivi, Although a provisional boundary 

between these northern areas and the Portuguese colony of Angola was 

f i r s t  created in 1815, and these te r r i to r ie s  were incorporated as part 

of Namibia by both Germany and South Africa, for the larger part of 

Namibia's colonial h istory they retained an identity  separate from the 

:e s t  of tlv t e r r ' *ory. These northern areas were not conquered or colon­

ized by e ith e r German or Portuguese co lonists, and in terms of an enact­

ment passed by the German governor of South West Africa in 1906, a l l  

t r a f f ic  between the police zone and the northern areas was made subject 

to the governor's consent. This enactment also prohibited the importa­

tion of arms, ammunition, horses and s p ir i ts  into the area and c o n tro ll­

ed the recruitment of labour, Under South African ru le  the northern 

te r r i to r ie s  were gradually brought under colonial control, but the 

colonial au thorities took pains to preserve the iso la tion  of these areas 

from the police zone.

The one major exception to th is  iso la tion  was migrant or contract labour 

which provided the essentia l link between the police zone and the 

northern areas. As the main labour reservoir of the colony, i t  locked 

the northern areas, p a rticu la rly  Ovamboland and the Okavango area, into 

the colonial economy, One of the major achievements of black nationalism 

in Namibia was the p o litic a l integration of the northern areas into the
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vust of Namibia. Migrant labourers were to play a major role in this 

integration. From the la te  1950s onwards migrant labourers from the 

north played an increasingly prominent ro le  in resistance to colonial 

ru le, not only constitu ting  a major power base of the nationalist 

movement, but also helping to p o litic iz e  sections of the peasantry in 

Ovamboland, and providing a s ign ificant part of the manpower required by 

SWAPO’s p o litic a l and m ilitary organizations.

The origins of the contract labour system

The origins of migrant labour from northern Namibia and southern Angola 

antedate the extension of colonial control over these areas by some 25 

years. / clear d istinc tion  must therefore be drawn between those condi­

tions which in i t ia l ly  led to the flow of migrant labour, and la ter

colonial interventions which both maintained and augmented th is fli w.

In it ia l ly  clim atic and ecological conditions were crucial in creating 

the conditions for labour migration from northern Namibia and southern 

Angola,

Recent research on ecological conditions in Angola shows that a t  least

since the fourteenth century, clim atic in s ta b ility  has "contributed to

maintaining a precarious balance between food resources, population and

d isease ." At least since 1550 droughts and famines in west-cetral

Africa have resulted in large migrations of populations, As Dias points

out, these larger migrations during famines appear

to have been a magnification of a more regular, underlying 
pattern of seasonal migration occurring annually in the dry 
months between June and November.2

Although clim atic and demographic patterns in Namibia have been less



well researched, the available evidence is indicative of sim ilar trends 

as in southern Angola. This is  consistent with the clim atic topography 

of th is  part of the continent, as the v a r ia b ility  of ra in fa ll increases 

while i t s  incidence decreases as one moves from north-east to south­

west, so that the more arid  and drought-prone areas are found in the

southern and western extremes of the larger region, In Ovamboland, for 

'•■;ample, the period 1863 to 1972 saw 50 years of drought, of which 15 

were widespread and severe, a further 13 years of abnercal floods, and 

a t lea st two years of devastating pestilence (rinderpest, 1697 and 

locusts, 1907).

There are s ign ificant correla tions between the number u. migrants 

recruited in Namibia between 1907 and 1916 and drought, famine and other 

natural d isasters in the sending area (See table 8 .1). Prior to 1908 

the number of migrant labourers recruited never exceeded 2 000. During 

the 1907-08 season, however, there was a severe (second degree) drought 

as well as an in festa tion  of locusts, and the migration ra te  rose to 

about 4 000 for the year 1908. A further very severe (th ird  degree) 

drought in 1910-11 which resulted in famine in 1911 is  reflec ted  in

increases in the migration ra te  which exceeded 9 000 in both 1910 and

1911, The subsequent drop in recruitment to ju s t over 6 000 in 1912 in 

turn correlates with the good ra in fa ll  of the 1911-12 season, The 

years 1913 to 1916, however, saw continuous and severe drought and 

famine. This is  reflec ted  in the increase of the migrant lauour force 

to above 11 000 in 1913 and 1914. Economic a c tiv itie s  and the re c ru it­

ment of migrant labour were interrupted by the war and occupation of the 

te rr ito ry  by South frican forces in 1915. However, with the recom­

mencement of recru iting  in 1916, drought and famine in Ovamboland 

produced an unprecedented surplus of migrant labour.



TABLE 8.1: RAINFALL, FAMINE AND LABOUR MIGRATION RATES

-POH OVAMBOLAND, 1907 - 1919

YEAR A' ,XML RECRUITMENT RAINFALL AND OTHER FACTORS
01' CVAMBO LABOURERS AFFECTING PRODUCTION

(Locusts)
C4 000 (Late rains)

(Famine floods)

(Famine)

(Famine)

(Famine)
(Famine)

(Drought)

(Depression and
(Depression and

Colonial policies and migrant labour

While drought and famine helped to lay the foundations of the. migrant 

labour system in Namibia, colonial po licies reshaped these ecological 

responses into a comprehensive system of labour control and explo it­

ation. Under South African rule, the whole basis of power in Ovareboland 

was changed. By the combination of a system of indirect rule which 

incorporated the kings and headmen into the colonial administrative 

apparatus, and the occasional use of m ilitary  force, the South African 

au tho rities gradually undermined the power and prestige of the Ovambo 

ruling c lasses. Their task was considerably fa c il ita te d  by the 

conditions of drought and famine in which they found Cvamboland in 1915 

and by the immediate circumstances of the Ukuanyama who together with 

their king, Handume, had fled across the border into Namibia a f te r 

th e ir defeat by the Portuguese in Angola.



Mandume had been forced by his immediate m ilitary  and economic vulner­

ab il i ty  to declare his allegiance to the new colonial masters and accept 

the constraints of B ritish  "protection". However, as the Ukuanyama 

gradually recovered from the devastating effec ts of the drought and 

Mandume was able to reorganize his m ilitary  forces, he began to reassert 

h is authority  and continued making excursions into Angola in sp ite  of 

the threats and protests of both South African and Portuguese o ff ic ia ls . 

As the Portuguese were demanding that Mandume be handed over to them and 

the South African au thorities feared that Mandume' s defiance would 

undermine th e ir authority  throughout Ovamboland, they forced a confron­

ta tion  with the Ukuanyama king. A m ilitary  force was fin a lly  dispatch­

ed to Ovamboland in December 1916, and Mandume's cap ita l, Ehole, was 

attacked on February 6, 1917, The Ukuanyama were defeated in a short,

but fierce b a ttle  in which Mandume was also k illed .

The defeat of the Ukuanyama allowed South Africa to consolidate i ts  

adm inistrative and m ilitary  control over Ovamboland. Following their 

defeat, the Ukuanyamas became the f i r s t  Ovambo group to be effec tive ly  

disarmed. The adm inistration was also in a position to ensure that 

another king was not appointed to provide a ra lly ing  point for Ukuanyama 

resistance, After 1917 the Ukuanyama were ruled through "headmen" by 

the colonial au th o rities . Furthermore, the action against Mandume 

helped to prevent cooperation between the d iffe ren t Ovambo groupings in 

th e ir resistance to colonial ru le. The adm inistrator pointed out in 

1917 that

the re su lt of the figh t a t Ehole and the progress of the 
troops through the country have had the most salu tary  effec t 
on those headmen inclined to support Mandume...10

Securing p o litic a l and m ilitary  control over Ovamboland was of the

utmost importance to the maintenance of the migrant labour system. As



there were only a handful of colonial o ff ic ia ls  stationed permanently in 

Ovamboland, the administration was heavily dependent on the cooperation 

and compliance of the indigenous leaders, The defeat of the Ukuanyama 

provided the administration with an ideal opportunity to mould the 

indigenous ru lers and in s titu tio n a l structures of th is section of the 

Ovambos to th e ir needs.

The severe drought and famine of 19i5 had resulted in an unprecedented 

surplus of labour which the colonial economy. s t i l l  in the process of 

recovering from the disruptions of the war, was unable to absorb. An 

immediate effec t of th is  surplus was to force down the price of migrant 

labour, Late in 1915 the Director of Public Works was advised to make 

use of "as many Ovambos as you can employ a t low ra tes of wages", and 

i t  was suggested that the railways "should employ on r e l ie f  works a 

considerable number of natives in exchange for th e ir food only." The 

wage ra te  suggested by the Chief Native Commissioner and confirmed by 

the Director of Works in 1915 ranged from 2/6 per month for youths 

("picanins") to 5/- a month for "strong able-bodied men",

I t  was not surprizing therefore that the surplus of labour did not la s t 

very long. By the end of 1916, when good ra ins had broken the drought in 

Ovamboland and the economy of the police zone had recovered from the 

worst effec ts of the war, the s e t t le r  economy returned to i t s  familiar 

s ta te  of labour shortage. At the close of 1916 the railways were 

already short of 1 100 labourers and the mines of I 000. In 1917 

fewer than 4 000 labourers were recruited from both Ovamboland and

Okavango. This condition of chronic labour shortage was to continue 

through to the 1920's and re su lt in a severe labour c r is is  between 1923



and 1925.

In sp ite  of th e ir securer p o li tic a l  control over Ovamboland and the

e ffo rts  of the recru iting  organizations a f te r 1926, the South African 

au th o rities  were unable to exceed or even match the high recruitment 

ra tes of the German period between 1910 and 1914. Climatic factors 

were a t least partly  responsible for th is . Although there were occasio­

nal droughts anri food shortages a f te r 1915, these never reached the 

level of the droughts, famines and other natural d isasters of the 1910 

to 1915 period. Fluctuations in the flow of labour from Ovamboland were 

closely tied  to the supply of food in the area. As the adm inistration 's 

representative a t Namakunde remarked in 1917, "good crops mean a sca rci­

ty of labourers for the P rotectorate.

The low migration ra tes a f te r 1916 cannot, however, be explained in

terms of clim atic conditions alone. Health conditions, p a rticu la rly  on 

the mines which absorbed the l io n 's  share of migrant labour, also played 

an important ro le. Thus the influenza epidemic of 1918, which was

preceded by a severe outbreak of measles, resu lted  in a 20 per cent 

death to ll  among black labourers on the diamond mines in Luderitz. 

This had an immediate impact on the supply of labour from Ovamboland and 

the Okavango, The resident commissioner in Ovamboland reported early  in 

1919 that the epidemic had "broken down" the system of labour re cru it-

. . . the natives have natu ra lly  become nervous and since throw­
ing Ovamboland open again, I have had to make tours, hold
meetings and so forth to dispel fears and endeavour to quick­
ly re -estab lish  the old system,22

Another factor which may have influenced the low migration ra tes af te r



1923 was the effec t of the depression diamond production. During the 

depression the world demand for diamonds declined d ra stic a lly  and prices 

dropped from an a l l  time high of 1 1 3 /1 1  sh illings  per carat in 1920 to

79/5 in 1921, o l/2  in 1922 and 54/10 in 1923. As a re su lt of the

unfavourable* market, Luderitz diamond producers had cut back on produc­

tion and retrenched nearly the whole of th e ir black labour force. As the 

mines and the railways were the two major employers of migrant labour in 

the te rr ito ry , the majority of migrant labourers was affected. The only 

major avenue of employment which remained open to migrants was farm 

labour, and there are indications that during the depression many

migrant labourers were redirected to the farms. From the beginning of

South African ru le, Ovambo and other migrant labourers had strongly 

resisted  farm labour. For example, the resident commissioner in 

Cvamboland reported during the m ilitary  period that groups of labourers

ca lling  for labour passes to proceed South have invariably 
been asked whether they would not contract for farm and 
agricu ltural work, but th is suggestion is always met with 
general expressions of disapproval.25

Farm labour was rejected not only because of the poor wages, rations 

and treatment of labourers, but also because Ovambo lahr-irers preferred 

to work in large groups "due to the e r ra tic  and often poor treatment 

accorded parties (of migrant labourers) a f te r being s p lit  up and d i s t r i ­

buted to farmers in the past."

Clearly the large work groups on the mines and railways afforded greater 

protection and security to migrant labourers than the re la tiv e  iso la tion  

on farms. O fficials in the Native Affairs Department had frequently 

advised the administration against forcing migrant labourers to accept 

farm labour, In those cases where migrants had accepted farm labour out 

of ignorance of the conditions on the farms, th is had frequently led to



discontent and desertions. I t  was fe l t  that any large-scale channeling 

of migrants to the farms would have a negative effec t on further re c .u i- 

tment. The administration had therefore adopted the policy of d irec­

ting migrant labour, particu la rly  from Ovamboland - i ts  major source of 

such labour - to the mines, railways and Works Department. This, i t  was 

argued, would conserve police zone labourers for the farmers. During 

the depress!' i, however, opportunities for working for the mines and 

railways were sign ifican tly  circumscribed, and farm labour therefore 

became the only major alte rnative  for migrant labourers. I t  was a 

combination of factors like these that resu lted  in low migration ra tes 

from the northern areas a f te r  1922.

The diamond market f i r s t  showed signs of recovery in April 1922, and by 

July of th a t year production was resumed. Between October and December 

1922 the diamond companies placed requisitions for more than 3 000 

labourers from Ovamboland, but by April 1923, the administration had 

been able to recru it l i t t l e  more than 700 labourers for the mines. 

According to the inspector of mines, 2 000 fewer Ovambos were recruited 

in the las t six  months of 1922 than had been recruited during the came 

period in 1920 before the depression. In December 1922 a new agree­

ment had been negotiated by the Consolidated Diamond Mines (CDM) with 

the Diamond Syndicate in Kimberly in terms of which i ts  mines were to 

produce between 35 000 and 40 000 carats a month, . However, during 

the f i r s t  four months of 1923 i t  was reported that, on account of the 

labour shortage, the company had only been able to produce an average 

of about 20 000 carats a month. I t  was estimated that during the f i r s t  

quarter of 1923 a d e f ic it o 72 000 carats had been incurred, and the 

company had to make "very serious inroads" into the stock of diamonds 

i t  kept in reserve. I t  was feared that reserves might not be su ffic ien t



to  f u l f i l l  th e  quota fo r th a t year.

In it ia l ly  the diamond companies had resisted  the recruitment of both 

local (police zone) labour and labour from South Africa, Although the 

diamond mines had made use of a large complement of South African mig­

rant labourers both during the German period and the m ilitary  period, 

South African labourers were paid about three times as much as Ovambo 

and other Namibian migrant labourers. In 1917, for example, Ovambo 

labourers were paid £1 per month as opposed to the £3 per month wage of 

labourers recruited from South Africa, However, with the Ovambo 

resistance to migrant labour in 1923, no a lternative remained but to 

recru it labour externally  from South Africa, Bechuanaland and Basuto­

land. Attempts were also made to recru it labour from Namaqualand and 

some diamond mines even resorted tu local Nama labourers although the 

mines had in past maintained that police zone labour was inadequate.

In sp ite  of the use of external labour supplies, the mines continued to 

experience labour shortages. In 1924 the diamond mines were estimated 

to be short of 2 000 labourers, and the following year the administra­

tor reported that the problem had in tensified :

This demand for labour is  due to the number of se tt le rs  
coming in tj  the country and the increased a c tiv ity  ir, 'ting  
and industrial concerns and has now reached the stage where 
the question of obtaining farm labour from outside the t e r r i ­
tory will have to be more seriously considered for shortage 
of labour is  seriously hampering farming, mining and indus­
t r ia l  development,36

In their eagerness to supply labour to the ,wines o ff ic ia l  recru iters 

appeared prepared to accept any Ovambo labourer, regardless of age or 

s ta te  of health, who was prepared to accept contract labour in the 

south. Together with the harsh and unhealthy conditions on the mines,



th is helped to push up the death and disease ra tes  on the mines, and 

led in turn to the spreading of reports in Ovamboland which further d is ­

couraged the flow of migrant labour from the te rr i to ry . . Migrant 

labourers also transm itted diseases from the mines to Ovamboland, In

1924 and 1925 there were outbreaks of influenza in Ovamboland which 

caused heavy death to l ls ,  particu la rly  amons the Ukuanyama who made up 

the biggest part of the Ovambo labour force.

As a re su lt of the labour shortages, the high death and disease ra tes on 

the mines, and the general d issa tisfac tio n  of mining and other employers 

with the adm inistration 's recruitment po lic ies, a series of conferences 

were held between the administration and mining representatives in order 

to solve these labour problems. The p o ss ib ility  of forming an associa­

tion to organize the d is tribu tion  and recruitment of labour was f i r s t  

raised at a conference between the adm inistration and mining in terests 

towards the cid  of 1923, However, the idea was shelved as "premature," 

and instead a quota system for the d is tribu tion  of labour to the d if fe r ­

ent mines was agreed upon.

Further meetings were held in August and September 1924 in which the 

mines agreed to the imposition of new standards in the accommodation and 

rations of migrant labourers. Provisions were also made for the 

standardization of medical examinations of re c ru its  and the posting of a 

medical o fficer to Ondonga, Finally a t a conference in Windhoek in 

December 1925, i t  was decided to create two recru iting  organizations, 

the Southern Labour Organization (SLO) which would ca ter for the labour 

needs of the diamond mines and the Northern Labour Organization (NLO) 

which would provide labourers to the northern mines and farmers. While



the SLO would re c ru it labour from Ovamboland, the NLO would re c ru it from 

the Okavango area.

Provision was also made for the "medical" c la ss ific a tio n  of recru its  

into three categories: "A-labourers", those considered f i t  for the more

rigorous conditions of the diamond mines; "B-labourers", those f i t  for 

mines and industries where conditions were not so rigorous as in Tsumeb 

and Grootfontein; and "C-labourers", those who were not considered 

su itab le for mining or industrial employment, but were f i t  for farming

or domestic labour. By agreeing to the creation of the labour organiz­

ations, the administration was able to rid  i t s e l f  of some of the 

problems of labour recruiting while keeping control over the a c tiv itie s  

of re c ru ite rs . The administration was strongly opposed to allowing 

individual employers to do th e ir own recru iting  because i t  was fe l t  that 

re cru iters  might have "a disturbing effec t" on the black population 

beyond the police zone, and tha t competition between d iffe ren t groups of 

employers "might have the effec t of unduly increasing the. cost of

labour".

Labour shortages and the decline of the mining industry 

One of the outstanding features of the f i r s t  ten years of South African 

rule In Namibia was the a b il i ty  of the northern areas to r e s is t  the 

pressures of the colonial s ta te  to ex tract a migrant labour force. In

sp ite  of the creation of labour organizations, the labour shortage 

continued to the end of the 1920’s, when drought and depression severely 

cu rta iled  economic a c tiv ity  in the te rr ito ry , Following a tour of the 

police zone in 1926, the adm inistrator reported that he had "everywhere"

encountered complaints about the shortage of labour:

I t  was hoped that the formation of the two recru iting  assoc-



iations . . .  would improve the position, but these hopes have 
up to the present not been realised . On the contrary . . .  the 
number of natives recruited during the year was lower than 
ever b e fo re ..,

The labour shortage, the administrator claimed, was making further

development of mining impossible and retarding the progress of the 

country. in sp ite  of the concerted e ffo rts  of both recruiting

organizations to expand the migrant labour force, there was a small drop

in the number of migrants recruited from the north between 1927 and

1928, which prompted the adm inistrator to remark that the "effo rts of 

the recru iting  organizations have defin ite ly  established that i t  is  

hopeless to expect to supply from sources within the borders of the 

Territory the ever growing demand for labour" ,

Another prominent feature of the early phase of South African ru le  was

the segmentation of the labour force of the te rr ito ry , and the near 

monopoly held by the mining industry over migrant labour from the north. 

The segmentation of the 'abour force was closely tied  to the ce n tra lity  

of the mining industry, and in particu la r diamond mining, within the 

colonial economy, The diamond mines were able to wield enormous p o l i t i ­

cal influence because of dependence of the administration on the diamond 

tax as a major source of revenue, In terms of the provisions of the 

1899 Precious Stones Act of the Cape Colony, 60 per cent of the p rofits

of the diamond mines went to the s ta te , The segmentation of the

labour force was also intended to protect the in terests  of the se tt le r  

farmers, i f  m igrait labour from the north was channelled to the mines, 

the majority of black labourers within the police zone would be 

"reserved" for the farmers. This "ethnic division of labour" would also 

help to keep wages low by preventing competition for scarce labour



resources between the mines and the farmers,

These major trends in the supply and organization of labour were, how­

ever, to undergo important changes during the next two decades. The 

adm inistrator's coiclusion that the migrant labour supply from the north 

had already reached i ts  lim its, was to prove wrong, Following the 

depression and severe drought of the early  1930s, the migrant labour 

force from the north increased sign ifican tly . This upward trend was 

interrupted, but not stemmed, by the outbreak of World War II . With the 

economic expansion a f te r  the war, the flow of migrant labour from the 

north increased phenomenally, from 15 000 in 1945, to 22 000 in 1955, 

30 ooo in 1960, and 43 000 in 1970. The monopolization of migrant

labour by the mines was also to undergo a transformation. With the

decline of the mining industry during the depression and World War II , 

agricu lture assumed an increasingly important position within the colon­

ia l economy, and was able to demand a progressively larger share of the 

migrant labour force. By 1948 s e t t le r  farmers had secured more than 50 

per cent of th is  labour force against the Namibian mines’ 25 per cent, 

Although the farmers' share of the migrant labour force declined a f te r 

1948, while that of the mines grew, s e t t le r  agriculture continued to be 

an important employer of migrant labour, and the mines were never again 

in the position to asse rt the monopoly they had enjoyed in the f i r s t  ten 

to fifteen  years of South African rule.

Decline of the mining industry

As Lenzen points out in his h istory of diamond production, the year 1926 

was a major turning point in the fortunes of the diamond industry centr­

ed on southern Africa, In 1925 rich deposits of a llu v ia l diamonds

were discovered in the v ic in ity  of Lichtenburg in the Transvaal and by



October 1926 these new fields were producing more crude diamonds than 

the en tire  De Beers Group, In 1926 further a lluv ia l deposits were 

discovered along the Namaqualand coast of the northern Cape. These new 

discoveries accounted for the production of more than £20 million of 

diamonds by the end of 1929. The Namibian mines were the most severely 

affected by this sudden expansion in world diamond production. The 

diamonds produced by the new fields were of a sim ilar quality  to those 

produced in Namibia, and thus came into d irec t competition with Namibian 

production. While the established South African mines cut back on 

exports (and not production), the Namibian mines were also forced to 

reduce production. As a re su lt the labour force of the diamond mines 

was reduced in 192? by several thousand labourers who were diverted to 

other sectors of the economy such as agricu lture and the tin  mines,

TABLE 8.2 : RECRUITMENT OF MIGRANT LABOUR FROM OVAMBOLAND, OKAVANGO AND

ANGOLA, 1926-197-1

1928
1929
1930
1931
1932
1933
1934
1935
1936
1937
1938
1939
1940
1941
1942
1943
1944

3 360
4 931 
9 245

21 722 
23 296 
30 129 
39 033 
43 690 
56 181



Further cutbacks in diamond production became necessary towards the end 

of 1929. The adm inistrator reported in that year that the "continued 

e f fo rt to regulate production to the vagaries of the market has of late  

years become an annual occurrence and of necessity m ilita tes against 

e f fic ien t working". These in i t ia l  d iff ic u lt ie s  were, however, to be 

compounded by the impact of the depression on the world diamond market, 

The onset of the depression was clearly  manifested in the sharp decline 

of diamond imports into the United S tates, the world's major diamond 

buyer. Diamond imports into the US decreased by more than 80 per cent 

between 1929 and 1932.

From 1929 the mining industry in Namibia went into decline, with recove­

ry only se tting  in 1935/36, and then only p a r tia lly . In 1930 about 1 500 

black labourers were retrenched by the diamond mines, In the following 

year the Namaqualand Diamond Company closed down, retrenching a l l  i t s  

employees. During the la s t quarter of 1930, CDM's output was reduced 

to 38 000 ca ra ts , as compared to the 135 000 carats output of the f i r s t  

quarter. This, the adm inistrator commented, might "without exaggeration 

be described as the collapse of the diamond market", Further drops in 

diamond production and exports occurred in 1932, however, and in 1933 

CDM ceased a l l  operations except for prospecting and the removal of 

overburden. An improvement In diamond sales took place in the second

half of 1934, but the increased demand for diamonds was counteracted hy 

a steep drop in price, which fe ll from 63,5 sh illings  in 1933 to 34 

sh illings  in 1934.



TABLE 8 .3  : PRODUCTION AND SALE OF DIAMONDS FIIOM NAMIBIAN MINES,

1926-1934

Diamond
production
(carats)

Diamond

(carats)

683 801 56,42 £2 050 686
56,13 1 620 862
49,25 1 389 864
60,69
59,62
58,18 300 000
95,30
63,50
34,00

Other minerals showed sim ilar declines in both production and exports. 

In 1930 there was a sharp drop in the price of copper, and the OMEG mine 

a t Tsuraeb introduced wage cuts for both black and white s ta f f . During 

the same year there was a drop in the price of tin  and a decrease in 

vanadium exports. The price of copper fe ll  again in 1931, as did the 

prices of s ilv e r and lead. By 1933 nearly a l l  mines in Namibia had 

ceased production. Vanadium production (South West Africa Company) 

was only resumed in 1935 and copper production (OMEG) in 1937,

With the collapse of the mining industry during the depression, labour 

recruitment dropped d ra s tic a lly . For the f i r s t  time since the beginning 

of South African ru le, the supply of migrant labour exceeded the de­

mand. From 1929 recruitment of migrant labour dropped steadily  un til 

i t  reached 309 and 229 in 1932 and 1933 respectively. South African 

and other foreign labour had already been phased out during the pre­

depression period,



TABLE 8.4 : MINERAL AND AGRICULTURAL EXPORTS, 1925-1941

Mineral Percentage Agricultural Percental
exports of to ta l exports of to ta l

£2 148 349 £404 539
2 526 007
2 504 027
2 033 870 1 144 819

1 835 790
40 48
18,7 75,3
5,96 82,12

10,63 82,24
33,55 1 566 047 62,80

1 194 005 38,43 57,63
38.52 57,84

1 330 789 37,38 2 063 094 57,94
21,28 2 561 063 75,40
25,5 2 606 737 70,4

4 001 006 79,5

From the adm inistration 's viewpoint, the most serious aspect of the

c r is is  in the mining industry was the fa ll  in mining revenue. During

the f i r s t  five years of the mandate (1920/25), revenue from mining had 

averaged about £446 000 a year, However, from 1926/27 a steep decline

occurred, reaching a basement of £10 000 in 1932/33, The fa ll  in

mining revenue produced large d e f ic its  in the adm inistration 's budgets 

from the beginning of the 1930s. These d e f ic its  could only be met by 

loans from the Union government, As illu s tra te d  by Table 8.5, the 

diamond tax made up the larger part of the general mining revenue and 

was therefore largely responsible for the steep drop in s ta te  revenue.



TABLE 8 ,5  : MINING AND DIAMOND REVENUE, 1926-1934

Year Mining revenue Diamond revenue

1926/27
1927/28
1928/29
1929/30

1931/32 (a fte r funds)

£240 000

116 000

£217 000

No comparable 
figures

Changing relationships between agricu ltu ra l and mineral production 

The depression not only resulted in an absolute decline in mineral 

exports, but also reversed the proportion of mineral to ag ircu ltural 

exports. In 1925 minerals had made up 80 per cent of Namibia's ex­

ports. while agricultural products made up only 15 per cent. In sp ite  

of the severe drought of the la te  1920s and early  1930s, agricu ltural 

exports (48%) surpassed mineral exports (40%) in 1931. The proportion 

of mineral exports continued to decrease, reaching 6 per cent in 1933 

against 82 per cent for ag ricu ltu ral exports, Although mineral exports 

displayed an upward trend a f te r  1933 they did not reach the levels of 

the 1920s, Moreover, with the outbreak of the Second World War, a 

decline se t in once again, halving the value of mineral exports. Agricu­

l tu ra l  exports on the other hand, increased substan tially  from 1935 and 

were favourably rather than adversely affected by the war,

This combination of factors ensured that ag ricu ltural exports retained 

th e ir lead over mineral exports throughout the 1930s, in sp ite  of the 

p a rtia l recovery of the mining industry between the depression and War. 

By 1941 mineral exports made up only 14,3 per cent of a l l  exports, while 

ag ricu ltural products constituted 79,5 per cent of th is  to ta l . Because



of the special d if f ic u lt ie s  of shipping during the war, base mineral 

exports suffered most severely, and early  in 1940 the OMEG copper mines 

was forced to close down once again, With the exception of an in i t i a l  

decline in 1939, the impact of the war on the diamond market was not as 

marked as that on base minerals, and the demand for industrial diamonds 

actually  increased as a re su lt of the needs of the munitions industries. 

I t  would appear, however, that the Namibian diamond industry did not 

gain the fu ll benefit of these conditions because of ^uota re s tr ic -

Fariaing, however, flourished as a re su lt of the war. Ready markets were 

found for ag ricu ltural products both .?as and in the Union where 

accelerated industrial development aim n U itary  needs substan tially  

increased the demand for food products. In addition, both the demand

and prices of karakul pe lts  remained high. In sp ite  of the combined 

effec t of the depression and the f.evere and protracted drought during 

the late  1920s and early  1930s, ag ricu ltural exports did not uecline as 

steeply as mineral exports. According to figures provided by the admin­

is tra tio n , agricu ltural exports dropped from more than f,l million in

1928 to £605 000 in 1930. Recovery f i r s t  set in 1933 and a f te r  a 

short-termed reversal caused by the outbreak of foot and mouth disease 

in 1934, export figures rose steadily .

These export figures, however, mask the considerable d iff ic u lt ie s  exper­

ienced by every branch of agriculture except karakul farming during the 

crises of 1929 to 1935, and the substantial s ta te  aid that was poured

into s e t t le r  agriculture to tide  i t  over th is period. I t  was essent­

ia lly  karakul farming which prevented the collapse of agricu ltural 

exports during the drought and depression, Because karakul lambs are



slaughtered for th e ir pelts a t b irth , the risks of drought are minimized 

in th is  branch of farming. Although the price of pelts  did drop

slig h tly  during the depression, karakul farming suffered less than any 

other branch of agriculture. This together with the quick turnover of 

c a p ita l, resulted in the remarkable growth of th is industry from the 

early  th i r t ie s .  In 1931, for example, the adm inistrator observed that.

one bright spot in the farming industrv has been the karakul, 
for the price of pelts has dropped very l i t t l e ,  i t  is  not 
surprizing that more and more atten tion  is  being paid to this 
branch of farming.80

The number of karakul sheep in the te rr ito ry  grew from 290 000 in 1930 

to 1,2 million in 1935 and 3,2 million in 1943. Exports also grew 

rapidly, from under £1 million 1938 to £4,3 million in 1945 and £5,6 

million in 1952. By 1946 Persian Lamb (karakul) pe lts  made up 50 per 

,'.ent of the te r r i to ry ’s to ta l exports.

I t  was not un til the early 1950s that ag ricu ltu re’s dominant position 

within the Namibian economy was challenged, The mining sector had begun 

recovering a f te r the war, and by 1951 again commanded a larger propor­

tion of the gross domestic product than agricu lture, Thereafter mining 

continued to grow at a fa ste r ra te  than agricu lture, and by 1956 mining 

accounted for 43 per cent of the GDP while the ag ricu ltural sector 

accounted for only 23 per cent, Following Wot Id War II secondary and 

te r t ia ry  industries, which had previously made up an insignificant part 

of the economy, also expanded rapidly, For example, secondary indus­

try 's  contribution to the GDP increased from a mere £600 000 in 1945 to 

£4,7 million in 1956. These broad economic trends have continued to 

the present, In 1977, for example, mining contributed an estimated 33,2



kBLE 8.6 : SECTORAL DISTRIBUTION OP GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT 1925-1956 
(£ MILLIONS)

Agriculture Mining Total Total Total 
and fishing primary secondary private

sector sector te r tia ry

Total Gross 
public domestic 
sector product at 

factor cost

0,6 2,6 3,2 0,3 1.3 0,5 5,3
0,8 2,5 3,3 0,4 1,4 0,5 5.7
0.8 2,8 3,7 0,4 1.5 0,5 6,2
1.5 2,1 3,6 0.4 1.7 0,6 6,3
0,9 2,6 3,6 0,5 1,9 0.6 6,5
0,3 2,1 2,4 0,4 1,5 0,6 4,9

1931 0,6 0,7 1,2 0,3 1,2 0,6 3,3
1932 1.0 0,2 1,2 0,3 0,8 0,4 2,7
1933 0,4 -0,02 0,3 0,3 0,9 0,4 1,9

1.1 -0,03 1,1 0,2 1,0 0,4 2,7
1,9 0.5 2,4 0,3 1,0 0,4 4,2
2,7 0,9 3,1 0,3 1,3 0,5 5,3
2,8 1,1 4,0 0,3 1,5 0,5 6,3

1938 3,0 1,9 4,9 0,3 1,5 0,5 7,2
1939 3,5 0,7 4,2 0,3 1.5 0,6 6,5
1940 2,5 0,2 2,7 0,3 1,6 0,6 5,2

3,5 0,5 4,0 0,3 1.9 0,6 6.7
3,2 0,4 3,6 0,3 1.7 0,6 6.1
5,3 0,8 6,1 0,4 2,0 0,6 9,2
5,5 1,1 6,6 0,4 2,2 0,7 9,9
4,5 1,3 5,8 0,6 2,6 0,8 9,9
4,1 1,7 5,8 0,8 3,3 1,1
6,3 2,3 6,6 0,9 4,2 1,4 IS ,2

1948 7.3 4,1 11,5 1,3 4,9 1,7 19,4
1949 7,1 5,5 12,6 1,1 4,3 1,9 20,9
1950 9,8 8,7 18,5 1,7 6,4 2,0 . 23,5

11,7 14,8 26,5 2,2 8,1 2,2 39,5
12,1 16,3 2,8 9,5 2,7
13,4 3,3 11,1 3,3 4716
15,0 17,3 32,3 3,7 12,2 3,8
16,2 40,8 4,0 14,5 4,1
16,4 31,3 47,7 4,7 15,2 4,6

per cent to the GDP. while ag ricu ltu re 's  share had shrunk to 13,9 per 

cent. On the other hand, the secondary and te r tia ry  sectors made up 

14,1 and 35,2 per cent of the GDP respectively. The changing 

relationship between mining and agriculture is demonstrated even more 

stark ly  by the export figures for 1977, In that year ag ricu ltural 

products made up 18 per cent of the te r r i to ry 's  to ta l exports, as 

against mining's massive 70 per cent.



The 20 year period in which agriculture held a dominant position within 

the Namibian economy had some important implications for the development 

of colonial, and especially  labour, po licies. From its  inception in 

1920 the adm inistration 's settlement programme was heavily supported by 

financial and other aid from the s ta te . This tendency became more 

pronounced as mining revenue declined a f te r  1926. Already in 1927 the 

adm inistrator had remarked on the precariousness of the diamond industry 

as a source of revenue, and had emphasized "the necessity of developing 

other sources of revenue". As no other s ign ificant alte rnative  ex is­

ted, the administration therefore turned i ts  atten tion  to agriculture.

The farming industry at the outset requires substantial 
assistance, but i t  is  stable and contributes in many d irec t­
ions to revenue.89

These tendencies were reinforced by the continuing decline of mining. In 

order to pursue i ts  po licies of land settlement and ag ricu ltural devel­

opment, substantial sums of money had to be borrowed from the Union 

government. Between 1926 and 1935 the administration borrowed 

£2 576 900 from the Union government, mainly in order to finance the 

development of s e t t le r  agriculture,

The ro le  of agricu lture in shaping the contract labour system 

The impact of these developments on the migrant labour system became 

apparent immediately a f te r  the depression when the recruitment system 

had been re in stitu ted , In 1935 a comprehensive series of regulations 

aimed a t the control of the migrant labour force was introduced in the 

form of Proclamation No. 29 of 1935 and Government Notice 180, 1935,

Essentially , Proclamation 29 provided for control over the mobility and 

employment of migrant labourers from beyond the police zone as well as



from other te r r i to r ie s . I ts  major provisions included the introduction 

of a pass system and reg is te r for a l l  "northern and e x tra - te r r i to r ia l  

Natives"'. Although provision was made for the exemption of those labou­

rers who had been in the police zone for ten years or longer, exemption 

ultim ately depended on the decision of the Chief Native Commissioner. 

In terms of the proclamation i t  became an offence to employ passless 

migrants, and for migrants without passes to o ffer themselves for 

employment. In addition the proclamation provided for the repatriation  

of migrants to th e ir "places of recruitment or domicile".

According to the adm inistrator, the "principal object" of the proclama­

tion was "to prevent northern and foreign nativtis from flocking into the

urban locations where they become detriba lised  and fa il  to support their 
93

fam ilies". Although "detribalization" undoubtedly caused some concern 

among adm inistrative o ff ic ia ls  in Ovamboland and other northern re ser­

ves, the major thrust of the new leg is la tio n  was to ensure a cheap and 

rigorously controlled labour force for the farms and mines, as the admi­

n is tr a to r 's  subsequent discussion of the proclamation a tte s ts :

As far as possible th is class of native ( i .e . migrant labour) 
is not allowed to come into the urban areas but is given
employment e ith e r on the farms or mines.95

That contract labourers were being reserved for both the farmers and the 

mines represented a sign ificant departure from pre-depression policies 

when the mines possessed a v irtu a l monopoly over th is labour force. 

Moreover, as the mines did not resume fu ll production un til a f te r World 

War I I ,  their labour needs during th is  period were limited, and i t  was 

essen tia lly  the farmers with their abysmally low wages and poor working

conditions who required protection from the "lure" of be tte r paid jobs

in the urban areas. As Stanley Greenberg points out, "(c)onstrain ts on



labour mobility are a routine response of landowners to the changing
96

fortunes and opportunities of th e ir farm labourers."

The origins of Proclamation No, 29/1935 can be traced back to 1928 when 

following the recommendations of the Farm Industry Commission, adminis­

tration  and s e tt le r  representatives had discussed the p o ss ib ility  of 

reintroducing the German diensbuch or reg is tra tio n  system. Although 

th is particu la r proposal was not implemented, mining and agricu ltural 

in terests had agreed on the necessity of introducing tig h te r control 

over the contract labour force. The mines which absorbed the lio n 's  

share of migrant labour, were concerned that the fa ilu re  of some 

migrants to return home was having a negative effec t on the indigenous 

au thorities in the sending areas and that the la t te r  would therefore 

re s is t  recruiting in th e ir areas. I t  was also fe l t  that tig h te r control 

over migrant labourers would help to decrease labour recru iting  fees. 

However, leg islation  was only introduced in 1933, presumably because of 

the intervening depression and the consequent decline of mining 

production,

In sp ite  of th is early consensus between mining and ag ricu ltural in te r­

e s ts , i t  would be mistaken to equate the in te re sts  and requirements of 

the mines with those of the s e t t le r  farmers. Although both mines and 

farmers were essen tia lly  interested in a cheap and accessible labour 

force, the se t t le r  farmers were in a far more vulnerable position than 

the mines, This was not only because the mines, with the connivance of 

the administration, had ensured for themselves the majority of contract 

labour, but also because migrant labourers themselves had shown a defin­

i te  preference for mine labour above agricu ltural labour. Although, as



already demonstrated, conditions on the mines were far from favourable, 

migrant labourers generally preferred to withhold th e ir labour complete­

ly, ra the r than risk  the far worse conditions associated with farm 

labour, In general the financial strengh of the mines allowed them 

greater fle x ib il i ty  in adapting both wages and compound conditions when 

pressures were brought to bear on them. S e ttle r farmers were there­

fore in greater need of p o litic a l intervention and coercion to secure a 

labour force,

The settle r-co n tro lled  Advisory Council had played an important role in 

the formulation of Proclamation k9. I t  saw the proclamation as not only 

providing the necessary control over the contract labour force, but also 

as a means of reducing the recru iting  fees of the Northern Labour Organ­

iza tion  (NL0> which supplied labour to the farmers and the northern 

mines. In fact the Advisory Council equated the in terests of the NLO 

with those of the farmers,

Whatever the intentions underlying the proclamation, i t s  implementation 

certain ly  favoured the in terests of white farmers. Not only did i t  

prevent the threatened f lig h t of labour to the towns, but i t  also helped 

to channel migrant labour into agriculture and to reduce wages, For 

example, the Native Affairs Department in Tsumeb noted that under the 

provisions of the proclamation, Ovaratj and other northern labourers who 

had been in the polize zone for a number of years, had been forced to 

return to th e ir "home areas" where they were recruited a t lower ra tes of

In one case a native who had been earning K2 per month
returned as a farm boy at 10/- a month, 100

Some farmers had taken advantage of the proclamation to threaten migrant



labourers "that i f  they ever leave th e ir service they w ill be sent back

to th e ir homes by the Police":

Rather than risk  that many of the boys who seem to have an 
unholy terro r cf returning to Ovamboland, w ill work for 
nothing, 101

The proclamation was also used by the administration as a weapon and a 

threa t against "foreign" or northern labourers whose presence in the 

te rr ito ry , was considered "undersirable", and even in the case of labou­

rers who had been in the police zone for more than ten years, Not only 

was the administration empowered to re p atria te  any "foreign" or northern 

black, but i t  could also have the costs of re patria tion  deducted from 

the wages of the person repatriated . In 193?, for example, an Ovambo 

resident of Luderitz was repatriated  for being an "agitator" because he 

had resisted  paying the Ovambo tr ib a l levy and, iron ica lly , had helped 

to organize a p e titio n  against the proclamation under which he was la te r 

repatriated .

While Proclamation No, 29/1935 provided the general framework within 

which the contract labour force was controlled, other, more specific, 

measures were used in conjunction with th is law, to channel migrant 

labour into the agricu ltural sector. The most effective of these was 

the "medical" c la ss ific a tio n  system that had been adopted in 1925 to 

curb the high m ortality ra tes on the mines. In terms of th is c la s s if ­

ication system migrant labourers recruited in the north were subjected 

to a medical examination and then c la ss ifie d  into "A", "B", "C" and "D"

categories, supposedly in accordance with physical fitness and age, 

While labourers c la ss ifie d  in the "A" and "B" categories were drafted to 

the mines and "D" labourers were rejected as physically un fit for any 

form of work, "C" labourers were reserved for farm labour and certain



TABLE 8.7 : CLASSIFICATION OP MIGRANT WORKERS, 1927-1955 ■
(BY PERCENTAGE)
A B C °

11,2 11.7 0,9
1 2 .9 0,9

WO 15.1 5,7 5,3
1 9 31 69,1 3,4 11,1
1934 86,1 13,9
1935 75,3 5,4 19,3
1936 64,2 1,0 27,8 7,0

43,5 13,4 34.4 8,7
1938 26,9 18,2 47,4 7.4
1939 1.1 61,3 7,5
1941 10,3 3,4 1,2
1942* 15,3 4,7

5,3 74,2
13,7 72,5

1945* 15,3 63,6
1946 10,2 71.1 7,8
1947* 32,7 18,6
1948“ 44,8 26,3 28,8
1949* 49,2 25,0 25,8
1954/55* 66,7 14,5 18,7

"Percentage of "D" category not available. Percentages calculated on 
the basis of "A", "B", and "C" categories only.

classes of " ligh t work" on the mines. As demonstrated by the figures 

above, before 1936/37 the vast majcrity of migrant labourers were c la s­

s ified  as "A" labourers, while the number of "C" labourers remained 

consistently  low. After 1935 these ra tios gradually changed un til they 

were reversed, so that from 1938 to 1947 the majority of labourers fe ll 

Into the "c" category.

The percentage of "C" labourers steadily  declined from a peak of 85,1 

per cent in 1941 u n til in 1948 "A" labourers once again made up the 

greater proportion of the migrant labour force. Thereafter these trends 

continued u n til in 1954/55 "A" labourers made up 66,7 per cent of the 

migrant work force, while "C" labourers had decreased to 18,7 per 

cent, However, ag ricu ltu re 's  share of the migrant work force did not



decline as d ra stic a lly  as these figures suggest because of changes in 

the system of d istribu tion  Thus although the number of "C" labourers 

had decreased to 18,7 per cent in 1954/55, 31,6 per cent of the migrant

labour force was channelled into agriculture during th is  period, the 

aUuitional labourers being provided from the "A" and "B" categories.

In 1948 when "C" labourers comprized about 29 per cent of the migrant 

labnv.- force, more than 50 per cent of the 17 500 migrant labourers were 

emp,. ;J by s e t t le r  farmers. Although by the mid-1950s mining was 

employing a s lig h tly  larger part of the migrant labour force than 

se t t le r  agricu lture, the la t te r  continued absorb a s ign ificant por­

tion of th is labour force. Thomas, for example, estimated that in 

the early 1970s, commercial agriculture employed 33 per cent of an 

estimated to ta l of 43 500, against m i''n g 's  share of 28 per cent. The 

remainder of the migrant work force was shared out among the administ­

ra tion , construction, transport, commerce, fishing, secondary industry 

and domestic service.

Further implications of ag ric u ltu re 's  dominance over labour policies 

The foregoing analysis demonstrates the central role of the agricultural 

sector in shaping the contract labour system in Namibia during the 1930s 

and 1940s. I t  was also during th is period that a fundamental change in 

the flow of migrant labour was achieved by the re-routing of th is flow 

from mining into agriculture, Seen against the circumscribed aims of 

the colonial system, th is represented a remarkable achievement, particu­

larly  as migrant labourers had manifested a long-standing resistance !,o 

farm labour. In 1937, for example, the NL0 which was responsible for 

d istribu ting  mig, ant labour to the farmers, expressed doubts that the 

organization would be able to maintain the flow of contract labour to



The farmers w ill have to pay better wages very soon, as with 
numerous new chances of employment and the mines open, 
natives w ill not be w illing to accept the present low wage on
farms . . .  We are doing our best to prevent a rush of boys
from farms to the Mine(s) ,..108

Not only were wages in agriculture lower than in any other sector or

type of employment, but the introduction of contract labour into the

farming sector was accompanied by a corresponding drop in farm wages. 

According to O livier, a Native Affairs o ff ic ia l  who was la te r to become 

Commissioner-General of South West Africa, before the introduction of 

migrant labour into farming, police zone labourers had been paid an 

average wage of 15/- a month. Ovambos (migrant workers), on the other 

hand, were engaged at an average wage of 8 /- to 10/- a month. These 

appallingly low wages were of course at the bottom of the popularity of 

contract workers among farmers. In addition the housing, labour condi­

tions and the treatment of labourers on farms were worse than in any 

other sector. In sp ite  of th e ir extremely low pay, farm labourers were 

oftep held responsible for losses of livestock and were forced to work 

for noiiV's without pay when stock was lo s t. The unfair and even 

bru ta: treatment of farm labourers was encouraged by the iso la tion  of

farms and by the essen tia lly  coercive nature of the labour system which 

alloweu northern migrants no choice of employers.

S e ttle r e g ..c u ltu re 's  control over labour of course extended beyond the 

contract laoour force. The changing d istribu tion  of the black popula­

tion of (he police zone between urban and rural areas provides an 

im pression;*iic insignt into the extent of s ta te  coercion in the service 

of ag ricu ltural in terests in the post-depression period. Between 1 ,

and 1936 the black population of the towns dropped from 26 558 to



18 493. During the same period the black population of the rural areas 

increased substan tially , from 55 189 in 1930 to 69 379 in 1936.

TABLE 8.8 . DISTRIBUTION OF BUCK POPULATION IN POLICE ZONE, 1928-55

Year Towns Reserves Rural areas Total

1928 23 929 19 966 63~ 042 106 93?
1930 26 558 18 859 55 189 100 630
1936 18 493 21 830 69 379 109 702
1946 30 020 24 487 73 307 127 814
1955 48 967 27 594 92 780 169 314

Ths d istribu tion  of northern and e x tra - te r r i to r ia l  blacks ( i .e . migrant 

labourers 5//0' permanent s e tt le rs  in the police zone, shows similar 

trends:

TABLE 8.9 : DISTRIBUTION OF NORTHERN AND EXTRA-TERRITORIAL

BLACKS IN THE POLICE ZONE, 1930-55

Year Towns Reserves Rural areas Total

1930 5 274 85 5 898 11 257
1936 2 860 112 8 393 11 365
1946 4 577 280 18 757 23 614
1955 14 191 342 21 437 35 970

Not only do these figures show a s ignificant drop in the presence of 

th is segment of the population in the towns between 1930 and 1936, but 

the figure for 1046 is lower than that of 1930 even though the to ta l 

population had more than doubled du. tig th is period.

One of the consecju^ces of the increa ing use of cheap contract labour 

in s e t t le r  agriculture, was the displacement of many police zone blacks 

from the rural areas. These displaced labourers moved e ither to the 

reserves or the towns where, a f te r  World War II , rapid industrialization



was creating new jobs which offered consideraby better wages wan those 

in the agricu ltural sector, This opportunity for police zone labou­

re rs  to estab lish  themselves in the re la tive ly  "privileged" industrial 

sector, played a major ro le  in the creation of inequalities between 

contract and local labour and the generation of supposedly "ethnic" 

tensions between northerners and police zone blacks.

The introduction of migrant labour into agriculture during the 1930s and 

1940s had a number of other crucial and more d irec t consequences for 

both farmers and migrants. I t  was not only the existence of good mar­

kets for ag ricu ltural produce which crea+ed a boom in the agricu ltural 

sector, but also the av a ila b ility  of cheap, and a t  times abundant, 

labour. This is made clear by the Report of the Long Term Agricultural 

Policy Commission of 1949:

The Ovaiabo herdboy is the doyen of the Karakul labour ..orps 
and his services are indispensable . . .  Karakul farming ranks 
as the highest branch of the agricu ltural industry and any 
set back to i t  will a t once be reflec ted  in the economy of 
the S tate. This branch of farming cannot be maintained on 
its  presen* level without i t s  minimum requirements in good, 
re liab le  labour: fa ilu re  //? supply thereof NiJI constitu te a 
serious menace to the fu ture o f  the karakul industry.W i

For the migrant worker, the control exercized by se t t le r  agriculture 

over the migrant labour system also had far-reaching implications. The 

channelling of migrant labour into agriculture took place a t a crucial 

time, when the growing c r is is  in the sending areas was breaking down 

resistance to labour migration and creating an unprecedented flow of 

labour to the police zone. The conditions of farm labour may thus be 

expected to have had a sign ificant impact on the developing p o litic a l 

consciousness of migrant labourers. This was particu la rly  so as most 

migrant labourers f i r s t  entered the labour market as farm labourers. In



fact in 1948 a formal ruling was introduced that a l l  contract labourers 

who offered themselves for the f i r s t  time, had to spend a t least one 

contract period as farm labourers, The impact of t.ie contract labour 

system on the p o litic a l consciousness of migrant labourers w ill be 

examined in a la te r chapter,

Although the p o litic a l influence of s e t t le r  farmers declined following

the recovery of mining and increasing industria liza tion  a f te r  World War

I I , farmers continued to have an important influence over labour p o li­

cies. A griculture’s in terests and labour problems dominated the inqui­

rie s  and findings of both the 1938 and the 1945-1948 Native labour

commissions. During the war recruitment for the Native M ilitary Corp 

(NMC) in Namibia was tigh tly  controlled in order to preserve the farm 

labour force. Thus only "A" and "B" labourers could be recruited for 

the NMC, thus excluding the majority of farm labourers.

In 1943 the two labour organizations, the SLO and the NLO, were amalgam­

ated to form the South West Africa Native Labour Association (SWANLA) 

which was given exclusive righ ts to recru it labour. The largest share­

holders in the new organization were COM and the NLO. The new organiza­

tion was controlled by a council of two members choosen by the two major 

shareholders. In addition provision was made for the administration to 

nominate a third member, who would, however, not have fu ll voting 

powers. In 1945 the administration made use of th is perogal-ive to

appoint a representative of agricu ltural in terests to the SWANLA 

council. At the same time a liaison  o fficer was appointed to mediate

between SWANLA and the SWA Agricultural Union (SWAAU), and a Native 

Affairs o ff ic ia l engaged to control the recruitment and the d istribu tion  

of labc , by SWANLA.



However, as s e t t l e r  farmers continued to a g ita te  fo r a g re a te r say in 

SWANLA, le g is la t io n  was introduced in  1952, p rin c ip a lly  in order to give 

farmers g re a te r control over the o rganization . In s p i te  of opposition 

from o ther in te re s ts  in SWANLA, the farming sec to r was allowed to 

appoint two of the five d ire c to rs  of the re co n stitu te d  o rganization , The 

o ther three d ire c to rs  were appointed by the adm in istra tion , CDM and the 

NLO. The organization  was renamed the "New SWANLA". Farming in t e r ­

e s ts  were thus ab le to d ire c t ly  influence the recruitm ent and d is tr ib u ­

tio n  of labour. They were a lso  ab le e f fe c tiv e ly  to  block the introduc­

tio n  of minimum wages for blacks, and to continue to  stem the flow of 

black labour from the countryside to the towns.
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THE CRISIS IN OVAHBOLAND

The period between, and including, the depression and / r i d  War II was 

not only cru c ia l for the d ire c tio n  in which con tract labour was 

channelled but a lso  saw phenomenal growth in the ra te  of m igration. As 

already noted, the perio '1 p rio r to t .-n depression was d istingu ished  by 

the a b i l i ty  of Ovamboland and oihyv .-iting areas to  r e s is t  the 

pressures fo r migrant labour, The establishm ent of re c ru itin g  or:j*i*iza- 

tions in the mid-1920s did l i t t l e  to improve thy flow of labo>.v and the 

s l ig h t  increase in m igration between 1926 and 1928 probably had more to 

do with clim atic  conditions in the sending areas than with the e f fo r ts  

o f the labour organ izations. However, following the p a r t ia l  recovery 

of the co lon ial economy a f te r  the drought and depression, migration 

ra te s  reached h igher leve ls than ever before under South A frican ru le . 

This occurred in s p ite  of large numbers of migrants being d irec ted  into 

the a g r ic u ltu ra l sec to r - an option which had been vigorously re s is te d  

in e a r l ie r  periods. The ea rly  years of World War II saw a short-term ed 

' i l in e  in  recruitm ent which was associa ted  with a decrease in the 

demand fo r mine labour as well as the competition provided by re c r u i t ­

ment for the Native M ilita ry  Corps, From 1943, however, the flow of 

migrant labour from the north increased su b s tan tia lly  and from then on 

showed a strong and consis ten t upward trend.

These broad trends in the flow of migrant labour suggest tha* the rap id  

increase in m igration ra te s  following World War II were a continuation  

o f a tendency which f i r s t  manifested i t s e l f  in the period immediately



following '.,ie depression. This tendency in turn is  co n sis ten t with the 

esc a la tin g  c r is i s  which overtook Ovamboland from the la te  1920s, and 

which witnessed the progressive d is in te g ra tio n  of p recolonial p o l i t ic a l  

and economic s tru c tu re s . Although th is  chapter w ill be devoted to an 

examination of some of the dimensions of th is  c r i s i s ,  the lim ita tio n s  of 

th is  study allow only a b r ie f  o u tlin e  of what was undoubtedly a Mqhly 

complex process.

Colonial po licy  and the p reservation  of " tra d it io n a l"  s tru c tu re s  

The c r is i s  in Ovamboland, the major source of migrant labour in Namibia, 

was e sse n tia ly  a product of the s tra in s  imposed on Ovambo so c ia l forma­

tio n s  by the demands of co lo n ia l adm inistration  and the needs of the 

co lon ial economy. At the basis of these s tra in s  lay a fundamental 

con trad iction  in co lonial policy which enforced the iso la tio n  of the 

northern re ji.)ns and the preservation  of indigenous ( " t ra d it io n a l1') 

p o l i t i c a l  and economic s tru c tu re s , while a t  the same time ex tra c tin g  

migrant labour, enforcing co lon ia l au th o rity , and allowing the 

C h ris tia n iz a tio n  of these regions, In consequence while Ovamboland and 

o th e r northern regions were subjected to the undermining influences 

associa ted  with colonialism , they were prevented from making the t r a n s i ­

t io n  to a new form o f socie ty .

Although the crea tio n  of iso la ted  and dependent migrant labour reserves 

was a common fea tu re  of co lon ia l ru le  in southern A frica, the degree of 

iso la tio n  imposed on Ovamboland and o ther northern regions in Namibia 

rep resen ts a spec ia l case. Not only was movement between these northern 

areas and the po lice zone s t r i c t l y  co n tro lled , p a r tic u la r ly  a f te r  1936, 

but the "T h irs tb e lt"  between the police zone and the northern areas put 

fu r th e r  obstac les in the way of unauthorized contacts between the two



reg ions. With the exception of the s to res  es tab lish ed  by COM and the 

Endola Company, trad ers  were not allowed in to  Ovamboland, and i t  was

only in the 1950s th a t the f i r s t  licences were granted to Ovambo t r a ­

ders . COM which held a monopoly over trad ing  in  Ovamboland from the

m id-twenties u n ti l  the establishm ent of the Endola s to re  in 1939. had 

from the beginning made i t  e x p l ic i t  th a t i t s  main purpose in e s ta b l i ­

shing sto res in Ovamboland was to encourage migrant labour. I t  was 

th ere fo re  opposed to any form of trade or b a rte ring  o ther than the 

exchange of consumer goods for cash. The COM s to res  were taken over by 

SWANIA a f te r  the amalgamation of the two re c ru itin g  organizations in

1943. In s p i te  of pressures from the Permanent Mandates Commission, 

the adm inistration  showed l i t t ' e  enthusiasm fo r the production of cash 

crops and the opening up of markets for produce from Ovamboland. Limited 

experiments with r ic e , soya berns. m iV et and groundnuts were attempted 

in the la te  1930s, but were largely  ao. joned because of the poor ra ins 

and the outbreak of World War 12. Furthermore the export o f c a t t l e  to 

the police zone was proh ib ited . With the exception of i l le g a l  trade in 

fo e 's tu f fs  with the Portuguese - a trade which was necessarily  circum­

scribed  by i t s  i l l e g a l i ty  and the wariness of the adm inistration  for 

p o te n tia l gun-runners - Ovamboland's only source of cash was migrant 

labour. The s i tu a tio n  is  succ inc tly  summed up by Richard Gordon who 

maintains th a t "Ovambo peasants had to re so rt to subsistence farming 

ra th e r  than cash cropping by c o n stra in t ra th e r than choice."

The in s ti tu t io n  of " in d ire c t ru le"  in Ovamboland and o ther northern 

te r r i to r ie s  may be a t tr ib u te d  to a number of fa c to rs , including adminis­

tra t iv e  expedience, the sp ec if ic  labour demands of the co lon ial economy 

and co lonial ideologies. As the Germans had not conquered Ovamboland



and the Ovambos were both well-armed and w ell-organized, " in d ire c t ru le"

provided the most convenient s tra te g y  for a co lonial adm inistration

which was already  under manned. The s itu a tio n  was summed up by the

S ecretary for South West A frica in 1925:

To attem pt to introduce any ra d ic a l changes immediately would 
only cause endless trouble and d is s a tis fa c tio n  i f  not actual 
re b e llio n , and as the tr ib e s  as a whole are law-abiding and 
peaceful, there is not need to  a f fe c t  any such change,8

The re te n tio n  of pre -co lon ia l s tru c tu re s  in Ovamboland a lso  su ited  the

needs of both mines and farmers fo r a cheap, unsk illed  and re la t iv e ly

docile  labour force. The mines showed a d is tin c t  preference for Ovambo

and Angolan labourers ra th e r than police zone or South African labourers

who were considered to  be " sp o ilt"  or "co rru p t."  Farmers a lso  favoured

the employment of "raw" Ovambos and tended to equate the movement of

labour from the ru ra l to the urban areas with "d e tr ib a liz a tio n " . For

both employers and o f f ic ia l s ,  blacks who s t i l l  lived  "in  accordance

with native customs", were:

as a ru le  . . .  more anemable to au th o rity  and required less  
supervision than those who. a f te r  years of contact with 
Europeans, have lo s t  much tha t was good in th e ir  old code and 
acquired some of the vices connected with c iv il is e d  
c e n tre s .10

The decline of food production and the con tract labour system 

Although Ovamboland had been subjected to the s tra in s  of co lon ial ru le  

from a t le a s t  the beginning of South African ru le  in  Namibia, a cru cia l 

tu rn ing-poin t was reached in the 1930s, Not only were the movements of 

Ovambos and o ther northerners more s t r i c t l y  con tro lled  a f te r  1936, thus 

blocking o ff the options of out-m igration and p ro le ta r ia n iz a tio n , but 

the combined e f fe c ts  of drought and depression p re c ip ita te d  a severe 

food c r is i s  from which the already vulnerable indigenous economy did not



fu liy  recover. Already in 1928 the drought had resu lted  in heavy stock 

losses and food shortages which could only be met with the aid  of the 

adm in istration . Conditions were so bad th a t  many Ovambos reso rted  to 

ea tin g  th e ir  seed, The drought, and consequent food shortages, c o n ti­

nued u n ti l  the floods of 1933/34 when crops were once again destroyed, 

th is  time by lo cu sts . The wet conditions a lso  encouraged the spread of 

d iseases , e sp e cia lly  m alaria "which in some p arts  raged like  an 

epidemic". There was a lso  an outbreak of the plague in Ovamboland 

during the height of the drought. The d i s t r i c t  surgeon fo r the area 

reported in 1934 th a t  drought and famine had " le f t  the Ovambos a d e b i l i ­

ta ted  nation  scarce ly  f i t  to face a year o f abnormal r a in f a l l ,  which 

resu lted  in  m alaria being exceedingly prevalent" .

The coincidence of drought and depression re su lte d  in a diminishing 

demand for labour in the po lice  zone, thus blocking the la s t  means of 

escape from the drought and famine, and re su ltin g  in a shortage of cash 

in  Ovamboland. Contract workers were discharged in large numbers from 

the mines, and re c ru itin g  in Ovamboland and Okavango was c u r ta ile d . 

With increasing co lonial expansion and con tro l in  both Namibia and 

Angola pre -co lon ia l s tra te g ie s  such as out-m igration and the acceptance 

of servitude to o ther groups not affec ted  by drought, were no longer 

fe asib le  and had been replaced by labour migration to the co lonial 

economies. The Finnish Mission Society, fo r example, reported  in 1932 

th a t "the want of money and clo thes became g re a te r and g re a te r . For

th is  reason the men want to go to the south to try  and find , , .  work.
15

But i t  is  d i f f ic u l t  to find work."

A fu rthe r consequence of the depression was to lower the wages of 

migrant workers in the period immediately following the drought, Because
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of the sca rc ity  of jo b s , labourers were forced to accept employment a t 

almost any wage. This was p a r tic u la r ly  true  for co n trac t workers, 

because of the increasing importance of s e t t l e r  farmers as employers of 

con tract labour following the depression. The channelling of increasing 

numbers of migrant labourers into the ag r ic u ltu ra l sec to r a f te r  1936, 

su b s ta n tia l ly  reduced th e ir  wages, This was not only a re su lt  of the 

s ig n if ic a n tly  lower wages paid by farmers, but also  of the changes in 

the c la s s if ic a tio n  system in response to  the labour needs of the a g r ic ­

u l tu ra l  sec to r . As --ontract labourers were paid according to th e ir  c la s ­

s i f ic a tio n  with "C" ; ibourers receiv ing  the lowest wages, the larg e r the 

Percentage of labourer; c la s s if ie d  in  the "C" category, the loher the 

general wage of con tract labourers.

P rio r to the depression, migrant labourers from the northern areas had

successfu lly  re s is te d  recruitm ent as farm labourers, and the vast

m ajority  had been absorbed by the mines which, u n ti l  the depression,

held a position  of unchallenged dominance w ithin the coM uial economy.

Following the depression, the decline of mining, the increasing

importance of a g ric u ltu re  and the so cia l and economic c r is i s  in Gvambo-

land combined to force northern migrants in to  the a g r ic u ltu ra l  sec to r .

The av a ilab le  wage da fa a l i o o n l y  a rough assessment o f what these

changes meant for con tract labourers. During the I9<!0s the average

monthly wage of mine labourers was about £1-5-0, while th a t o f farm 
17

labourers was about 12/6, In 1939, when increasing numbers of nor­

thern  migrants were being channelled in to  s e t t l e r  a g r ic u ltu re , the 

average monthly wage fo; farm labour was about 15/3, while the equiva­

len t wage fo r mine labourers was about £1-11-8. Therefore, on the 

b asis  of these fig u res , re c la s s if ic a tio n  as a farm labourer e n ta ile d  a



However, the above averages include the wages of both con tract and 

p o lice zone labourers, and as the adm in istrato r him self pointed out, in 

general lower wages were paid to co n trac t labourers. The minimum 

wages of farm labourers might there fo re  provide a more r e a l i s t i c  basis 

fo r comparison In 1939 the average minimum wage fo r the various d is ­

t r i c t s  was about 8/7 for farm labourers and £1-4-7 fo r mine labourers,

i . e .  the average minimum wage on the mines was nearly three times higher 

than th a t on the farms. The discrepancy between the wages paid to 

local labourers and those paid to co n trac t labourers is  also  re flec te d  

in figures provided by the adm inistration  fo r the d i s t r i c t  o f Windhoek 

in  1948, which ind ica te  th a t while local labourer were paid an average 

wage of £2 and a minimum wage of £1-10-0, con tract labourers were paid

an average wage of 15/- and a minimum wage of 9 / - .  Before 1949 the

wages of migrant labourers were fu rth e r reduced by the deduction of 15/9

from th e ir  to ta l  wages for the bus fa re  between Ondangwa and Grootfon- 
22

te in . In general, the decline in the income of co n trac t workers a t 

th is  c rucia , stage for Ovamboland, meant an increasing tran sfe r  of 

labour resources from the indigenous economies to the colonial economy, 

I t  is  hardly surpriz ing  then th a t the increasing p ro sp e rity  of s e t t l e r  

a g ric u ltu re  was accompanied by a recip rocal decline of the Ovamboland 

economy.

Colonial however, were confident tha t with more regular

r a in f a l l ,  I duction in Ovamboland would re tu rn  to  pre-depression

lev e ls . In s p ite  of the "below average" crops reaped in  1936 and the low 

level of g ra in  reserves in Ovamboland, the adm in istrato r remained 

convinced th a t "(a)nother two or three years as s a tis fa c to r; as that



under review should see the Ovambos once again in the sound positio n

enjoyed by them before the famine and depression commenced in 1928."

By 1939, however, Ovamboland was again in the g rip s  of a severe food

shortage and the adm inistration  had once again to provide re lfief. There

was an increase of d iseases as a r e s u lt  o f th :  tam.ne and a number of
24

Ovambos died of anthrax a f te r  ea ting  diseased meat. as the Finnish

Mission Society pointed out in a ra th e r  oblique manner, as well as the

fa ilu re  of crops because of poor ra in s ,

the economical (s ic )  conditions in South West proper became 
worse, and many Ovambos came back with very few or no sa ­
vings. The shortage of these main resources of the economic 
l i f e  of the Ovambo people has meant th a t they have had to 
strugg le  a lo t  in  the past year to get enough food-stu ffs  to 
live  on .25

As the number of con tract labourers decreased only m arginally between

1938 and 1939, the decline in th e ir  savings must be a t t r ib u te d  to a 

drop in the average wages earned. This is  borne out by the increase in 

the number of "C" labourei from 47 to 61 per cent of the to ta l  labour 

complPii1 * between 1938 and 1939. I t  was e s se n tia lly  the mines and 

not thti a g r ic u ltu ra l sec to r which were affec ted  by the outbreak of the 

war and t!:-? uncertain ty  th a t preceded i t ,  and th is  helped to produce a 

fu rth e r c in lt  in the migrant labour force from mining to ag r ic u ltu re ,

While reserves of food stored  in the " t r ib a l  t ru s t"  g ranaries were,

according to the adm inistration , able to avert s ta rv a tio n  in Ovamboland

during the drought of 1941, "famine conditions prevailed" , and food
29

reserves were again running fcow by the end of tha t year, A poor crop 

was reaped in 1945, and the following year the food shortage in Ovambo­

land once again became se rio u s, compelling the adm in istration  to provide 

r e l ie f ,  By 1946 the adm inistrator was forced to concede tha t



"gradual" changes had been taking place in the indigenous economies of

northern Namibia, and tha t these areas were no longer "se lf-con ta ined  in

the sense tha t they have no problems as to the d isposal of surplus

products nor do they need to import from elsewhere th e ir  esse n tia l
31

requirem ents." Although the perception of Ovamboland as previously

" se lf-co n ta in ed ” was part o f the co lonial mythology, the ad m in is tra to r 's  

remarks imply a recogn ition , however p a r t i a l ,  of the fundamental changes 

taking p lace in the area as a r e s u lt  o f co lonial penetration  and inco r­

poration  (as a labour reserve) in to  the co lonial economy. By the 1950s 

some areas were barely  able to  meet the food needs of th e ir  populations 

during years of good ra in f a l l .

Pressures on land resources

The decline of food production in Ovamboland has to be seen against the

background of increasing land pressures and the undermining of p re­

co lonial s tru c tu re s  of production and so cia l co n tro l. As noted e a r l ie r ,

there were already signs of overcrowding in Ukuanyama which straddled  
33

the border with Angola, in 1924. Land pressures were not so le ly  a 

r e s u lt  of na ivra l population increases, but a lso  of the in flux  of 

Angolans f le e t ^  Portuguese taxation  and forced labour. With the 

redrawing of boundary between Angola and Namibia in 1927, "consider­

ab le po rtion  1 Ukuanyama, Ombalantu and Eunda were lo s t to Angola. 

The adminis t ;•.( < reported  in 1928 th a t the m ajority of Ovambos were 

"anxious to .•'.£! to  the Mandated T errito ry , but the problem of accom­

modating ther.i Is rendered d i f f ic u l t  by the inadequacy of water supplies 
>5

in Ovamboland." While out-m igration to the police zone was s t r i c t l y  

co n tro lled , there is  no evidence th a t the adm inistration  attempted to 

r e s t r ic t  the influx from Angola. I f  anything, i t  appears th a t m igration



A  ■ '

from Angola was encouraged in order to expand the p o te n tia l migrant

labour fo rce. By 1932 the Ukuanyama area was already so "congested"

th at the adm inistration  was forced to begin opening up a new zone to the

north -east of the main settlem ent area. Work on th is  extension of

Ukuanyamu te r r i to r y  proceeded through the 1930s and was ra p id ly  s e tt le d

by people from the core settlem ent area. In 193? the adm inistrator

reported that the

in flux  of na tives has increased tremendously during recent 
years and i f  the inhabited area is  not extended the positio n  
w ill soon be reached where the country cannot adequately feed 
the popu la tion .36

If  anything, the evidence already c ite d  indicated th a t Ovamboland was 

already experiencing d i f f ic u l t i e s  in feeding i t s  population, F urther­

more, by the ad m in is tra to r 's  admission, work was proceeding slowly and 

d i f f ic u lt i e s  were being experienced 'n  the "w aterless p a rts"  of the 

extension zone. There are a lso  Indica tions tha t o ther areas were also 

being a ffec ted  by land shortages. In 193'i , fo r example, the Ondonga 

la id  claim to a share of the area being developed fo r the Ukuanyamas. 

By the f i r s t  h a lf  o f the 1940s the adm inistration  was forced to concede 

that the extension of Ukuanyama was fa ilin g  to meet the needs of the 

expanding population:

Unless more su ita b le  te r r i to r y  can be found in the easte rn  
Ukuanyama the adm inistration  w ill have to consider o ther 
means of providing grazing lands for the stock of these 
na tiv es . This stock now has to bo grazed in Portuguese 
te r r i to r y .  I t  is  f e l t  tha t unles* something can be done to 
meet the requirement;, o f the many owners in th is  re spect, 
many of them w ill be forced to  trek  across the border to 
s e t t l e  in Angola.3?

Further d i f f ic u l t i e s  arose a t  the end of World War II when the option of

migration to Angola was fu rth e r circum scribed by s t r i c t e r  border con-
38

tro ls  imposed by the Portuguese co lon ial a u th o r it ie s . The fa ilu re  of



the scheme to ease population p ressures by opening up new land should be 

seen in the context of the d iffe re n t productive ca p ac ities  of land in 

Qvamboland. The m ajority  of the population had always been concentrated 

in the oshm a  or floodwater zone, and expansion could there fo re  only 

take place in the largely  w aterless periphery of the productive, but. 

over-populated isw/w/w a re a s , The development of the periphera l oreas, 

however, required  large inputs of c a p ita l and technology which had to be 

drawn from the " t r ib a l  funds". Besides the inadequacy of th is  source of 

financing, the " t r ib a l  funds" were provided in  cash or g ra in  by the 

Ovambos themselves, and thus served as a fu rth e r d ra in  on the money and 

food resources of the area, The a r id i t  ) f  the periphera l area forced 

an increasing emphasis on s to ck -ra is in g  ra th e r than c u lt iv a tio n . Stock 

farming in turn required fa r  more extensive areas of land and was p e r io ­

d ic a lly  threatened by droughts and endemic stock diseases,

Taxation and disarmament

In sp ite  of i t s  e f fo r ts  to check overcrowding in some areas, the 

adm in istration  was not above using the food shortages to consolidate i t s  

contro l over Ovamboland, In 1929, for example, the adm inistration  took 

advantage of the drought and famine in  Ovamboland to introduce taxation  

which the Ovambos had previously succeeded in re s is t in g .  The adminis­

tr a to r  commented tha t from an adm inistrative poin t of view, the drought
41

was "perhaps . . .  a b lessing  in d isgu ise" , I n i t i a l ly  a l l  Ovambo men 

were taxed five  sh ill in g s  a year, but the tax had to be suspended soon 

a f te r  because of the shortage of cash during the depression. When i t  

was reintroduced, the Ovambos were allowed to pay in e i th e r  cash or 

g ra in . The gra in  co llec ted  in th is  way was used to meet la te r  food 

shortages. The adm inistration  a lso  took advantage of the famine in the



ea rly  1930s to  disarm some of the Ovambos by exchanging food fo r r i f l e s .  

In 1931, fo r example, the Native Commissioner fo r Ovamboland reported 

th a t he had exchanged 1 052 r i f l e s  for 150 bags of meaiie meal, 

Disarming of the Ovambos had begun in 1917 when the Ukuanyama king, 

Mandume, was defeated , but i t  was considerably acce le rated  during the 

1930s, expecially  a f te r  the m ilita ry  ac tion  aga inst the likuambi in 1932 

and the Ondonga king in  193^. The adm in istrato r was able to announce in

1939 tha t " a ll  the Ovambo tr ib e s  can be considered to be disarmed". 

The disarming of the Ovambos together with legal re s tr ic t io n s  on hunting 

fu rth e r lim ited  the source of food ava ilab le  in Ovamboland. I t  was 

reported in  1939, for example, tha t game of a l l  species was s tead ily  

increasing.

Besides these economic consequences, disarmament o f the Ovambos a lso  had 

important p o l i tic a l  im plications. The arms possessed by the various 

Ovambo groupings had acted as an in h ib itio n  to more b la ta n t colonial 

in terven tion  and had allowed b e tte r  armed groupings a c e rta in  degree of 

p o l i tic a l  leverage and independence. King Ipumbu of the Ukuambi, for 

example, had been able to defy co lonial a u th o rity  co n s is ten tly  u n ti l  his 

overthrow in 1932, because the adm inistration  re a lized  that any show of 

force on i t s  part would be met by strong , armed re s is tan c e .

The undermining of the a u th o rity  anr" power of the Ovambo kings in turn 

had important consequences for the system of production in Ovamboland. 

On an obvious leve l, kings and headmen were functionaries of the colo­

n ia l s ta te  within the context of in d ire c t ru le , and the undermining of 

th e ir  independence c le a rly  f a c i l i ta te d  the in troduction  of po lic ies  

which favoured the in te re s ts  of the colonizers ra th er than those of the 

Ovambos. The indigenous a u th o r it ie s , fo r example, played a v i ta l  ro le



46
in the recruitm ent and "d isc ip lin in g "  of co n trac t labourers. In

p a r tic u la r , the councils of headmen { Jenga) which were introduced when

the kingships of Ukuanyama and Ukuambi were abolished, were, because of

th e ir  p l ia b i l i ty ,  highly favoured by the co lon ial a u th o r it ie s . For

example, a government ethno log ist reported th a t headmen

are  so conditioned by tra d itio n  tha t they b lind ly  obey the 
ru le r  . . .  I f  they do not execute th e ir  d u tie s  they can be 
dismissed from th e ir  posts . A simple question for informa­
tio n  from the Commissioner is ,  under circumstances taken up 
as an in s tru c tio n  and executed .47

However, p re -co lon ia l p o l i t ic a l  a u th o rit ie s , and in p a r tic u la r  the Ovam-

bo kingship, played a ce n tra l ro le  in  regu la ting  production in Ovambo-

land before co lon iza tion . As Moorsom and Clarence-Smith poin t o u t, the

powers of the kings were linked to the eco log ical conditions o f the

area, As the kings were ca lle d  upon to p re d ic t the beginning of the

ra iny  season, they decided when plan ting  would begin. Furthermore, the

kings had con tro l over the d is tr ib u tio n  and use of land, exercized

ultim ate adm in istrative and ju d ic ia l  au th o rity , organized corv6e labour,

and were responsible for the preservation  of tre e s .

In an area where c lim atic  conditions were so precarious, 
these a c t iv i t i e s  were e sse n tia l fo r the surv ival of the whole 
community and leg itim ated  a ce rta in  degree o f c e n tra l is a ­
tion . 48

Changes in the p o l i tic a l  s tru c tu re  may therefore be expected to  have 

repercussions a t  the productive level of these communities, and in 

p a r tic u la r  to influence a community's cohesiveness and i t s  a b i l i ty  to 

meet ecological contingences.

The ro le  of m issionaries

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s co lon ial o f f ic ia ls  assoc ia ted  with Qvam- 

boland expressed concern -!<out the erosion of the a u th o rity  of the



indigenous p o l i t ic a l  leaders and the d is in te g ra tio n  of the wider so cia l 

formation. The con trad ictions in the ro les  of adm in istrative o f f ic ia l s  

who were expected to incorporate p re-co lon ial in s ti tu tio n s  in to  the 

co lon ia l framework while "preserving" these in s ti tu tio n s , were i n t ia l ly  

met by placing the blame for the progressive d is in te g ra tio n  of p re­

co lon ia l s tru c tu re s  on the m issionaries , The missions undoubtedly 

played a major ro le  in the transform ation of Ovamboland, Gordon main­

ta in s  th a t Ovamboland has the highest density  of C hristians in  A frica. 

However. although the F innish Mission Society f i r s t  estab lished  i t s e l f  

in Ovamboland in 1870, i t  was only with the extension of co lo n ia l con­

tro l  over the area tha t i t  was ab le to make a s ig n if ic a n t impact. In 

1910 the mission had only 2 000 members in Ovamboland, but membership 

increased rap id ly  as South A frica consolidated i t s  control over the 

area, increasing from about 8 000 in 1920. to 23 000 in 1930, 37 000 in 

1940, 64 000 in 1950, and 118 000 in 1960. In 1924 the Finnish

mission was joined by the Anglican and Roman C atholic missions and th is , 

according to the Native Commissioner for Ovamboland, ; •ulted in  "fresh  

competition" for converts between the d iffe re n t denominations.

I n i t i a l ly  there was close co-operation between the m issionaries and the 

adm inistration , The missions were expected to support and a s s is t  colo­

n ia l  p o lic ie s , and to encourage migrant labour, and the evidence sug­

gests tha t they generally  complied with these expectations, p a r tic u la r ly  

as they were dependent on the adm inistration  for sub sid ies , From the 

beginning of the 1930s, however, the adm inistration  came in to  increasing 

c o n f lic t  with the m issionaries in Ovamboland, and in  1932 le g is la t io n  

was introduced to obtain  t ig h te r  contro l over the missions through the 

a llo ca tio n  of s i te s  fo r mission s ta t io n s , churches and schools. The

 . . ...  .....



basis  fo r the c o n f lic t between missions and adm inistration  was rooted in 

the a d m in is tra tio n 's  b e lie f  that the increasing influence of the mis­

sions was responsib le for the subversion of both t r ib a l  au tho rity  and 

system of food production in Ovamboland.

I t  was argued th a t the missions had created  "a r i f t 1' between C hristians 

and non-Chvistians and th a t they were undermining " t r ib a l"  au tho rity  by 

the p ro life ra tio n  of schools. Both missions and mission schools not 

only provided an a lte rn a tiv e  focus for lo y a lt ie s  to  those of the " t r ib a l  

a u th o rit ie s " , but in some cases ac tu a lly  s e t up sem i-jud ic ia l bodies to 

s e t t l e  crim inal and c iv i l  disputes between church members. This had 

alarmed the kings and headmen who had complained to  the adm inistration  

th a t th e ir  a u th o rity  was being unde •• the m issio n a ries ,

The m issionaries were a lso  held responsib le fo r the undermining of the 

economic and food production systems in Ovamboland. As Moorsom has 

argued, "a diverse and highly in teg ra ted  mode of subsistence" .had deve­

loped in Ovamboland by the m id-nineteenth century. The primary un it 

of production was the family, and production depended on a soph istica ted  

d iv isio n  of labour which was large ly  sexual. P roductiv ity , the amount 

o f land cu ltiv a te d  and the effic ien c y  o f the d iv is io n  o f labour, were a t 

le a s t  p a r t ia l ly  dependent on the s ize  of the family u n it . Polygamy and 

m atrilin ea l kinship were cru c ia l for production not only in re la t io n  to 

the size  of the production u n it, but also  in  terms of the ex ternal 

labour a household could c a ll  upon during la rg e -sca le  a c t iv i t i e s  such as 

p lan ting  and reaping. An important featu re was tha t the head of the 

family could c a ll  on the labour of h is wives' epatas (m a tr il in ia l  clans) 

to supplement the labour of the household, The adm inistration  argueu 

th a t the m issionaries were undermining food production (and, inciden tly ,



the system of succession) by subverting both polygamy and the kinship 

system. The missions also  reduced labour time by disapproving of work 

on Sundays, and on re lig io u s  and mission holidays. Moreover, the mis­

s io n s ' d isapproval of beer-drinking in te rfe re d  with the system of co­

operative labour provided under the kinship system because i t  was custo­

mary for working p a r tie s  to be provided with food and beer.

The cumulative e f fe c t  o f the mission influence, i t  was argued, was to 

break down p re-co lon ial and economic s tru c tu re s , undermine the s e lf -  

su ff ic ien cy  of the family as a productive u n it , and turn the C hristian  

convert in to  "a weak link  in the a l l  important organ isa tion  of food 

production".

The la s t  two famines prove conclusively th a t the C hristian  
kraals were the f i r s t  to be affec ted  and most of the bigger 
heathen k raals needed no ass is tan ce  a t a l l . 57

What was missing from the a d m in is tra tio n 's  account of the erosion of 

pre-co lon ial s tru c tu re s , however, was the part played by i t s  own p o l i ­

c ie s  in the destruc tion  of Ovambo se lf-su ff ic ie n c y  in food production, 

while th fre  is  some tru th  in the a sse rtio n  tha t C h ris tian iza tio n  created  

new needs (fo r Western c lo thes , fo r example) migrant labour p o lic ies  had 

required the establishm ent of trading s to res  in Ovamboland, with the 

sp ec if ic  purpose of stim ulating  such needs. Soon a f te r  the e s ta b l i ­

shment of the f i r s t  s to re  in Ondonga by CDM (the la rg e s t employer of 

migrant labour a t  tha t time), the adm inistrator reported  th a t Western 

clo th ing  was "becoming more and more evident amongst natives in the

country. The local s to re  of the Ondonga Trading Company induces natives 
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to invest th e ir  earnings in c lo th es ."  Migrant labour c le a rly  also  

posed a th rea t to the labour resources of Ovamboland, p a r tic u la r ly  as



migrant labourers were away on con tract for a t  le a s t  12 months and were 

there fo re  unable to co-ord inate th e ir work in the co lo n ia l economy with 

the seasonal demands of ag r ic u ltu ra l production.

Moreover, the missions were only able to subvert p re-co lon ial s tru c tu re s  

and p ra c tices  with the help of the co lonial a u th o r it ie s , while the 

requirements of co lon ial con tro l were of themselves often  responsible 

for undermining indigenous au tho rity  and destroying the cohesion of the

wider social formations. These two points are c le a rly  i l lu s t r a te d  by

the m ilita ry  campaign against the Ukuambi under King Ipumbu in 1932 and 

the punitive expedition sent against King Martin of the Ondonga in 1939.

P o li t ic a l  underdevelopment: undermining indigenous au tho rity  

Following the defea t of the Ukuanyama and the death of th e ir  king, 

Mandume, in 191?, re s is tan c e  to co lon ia l in trusion  in Ovamboland became 

centred on the Ukuambi king, Ipumbu, Like Manduwe, Ipumbu t r ie d  to 

n eu tra liz e  the d isruptions of co lon ial penetration  by c e n tra liz in g  power 

in the kingship and responding sw iftly  and ru th le s s ly  to any in tern a l 

challenge to h is a u th o rity . He also  re ad ily  defied  the co lonial 

a u th o rit ie s  and was prepared to back up his defiance by force of a-ms.

In consequence, and lik e  Mandume, he was regarded as a " c ru e l” and

"despotic" ru le r  by the adm inistration  Within two years of the over­

throw o f Mandume, Ipumbu was causing "o ff ic ia ls  and m issionaries endless 

troub le" , In 1921 Impurabu sent a ra id ing  party  in to  Ukuanyama t e r r i ­

tory which burned down a k raal and captured a woman who had fled  from 

Ukuambi. As a r e s u lt  of the ra id , the adm inistration  imposed a fine  of 

20 c a t t l e .  In s p ite  of various ultimatums from the adm inistration , 

Ipumbu refused to pay the fin e , and instead sought a l l i e s  among the 

Ukuanyama, and attempted to import arms from the polize zone. By June



1923 reports were c irc u la tin g  in Ovamboland tha t the Ukuambi were prepa­

ring  for war. A fter issuing a fu rth e r ultimatum, the adm inistration  

decided to send a punitive expedition consisting  of lev ies from the 

Ongangas and the Ukuanyamas, aga inst Ipumbu. However, as the Ondonga 

did not provide the promised lev ies , the expedition was abandoned, and 

negotiations were resumed. Although the Ukuambi king f in a lly  did hand 

over the required c a t t l e  (which, he said , the adm inistration  should 

regard as a g i f t ) , he refused to surrender any of the arms in the

possession of h is people. The adm inistration  regarded th is  incident as 
62

a "serious blow" to i t s  p re stig e .

Further defiance of co lonial au tho rity  followed. When the adm inistrator

v is ite d  Ovamboland in 1925, Ipumbu d e lib e ra te ly  kept him w aiting for

more than two hours. The Ukuambi king also  successfu lly  opposed the

formation of a " tr ib a l  tru s t  fund" fo r h is area and the im position of

taxes on h is people. Furthermore, he refused to  co-operate with the

co lon ial a u th o ritie s  in the conservation of tree s  and game:

(0)n one occasion i’hen the Native Commissioner expressed a 
wish tha t palms in a ce rta in  place should be preserved, he 
iIpumbu) promptly gave in stru c tio n s  tha t a l l  the palms could 
be destroyed ..,6 3

However, i t  was Ipumbu's c o n f lic t with the m issionaries in Ukuambi which 

brought m atters to a head. There had been long-standing c o n f lic t  b e t­

ween the Finnish m issionaries and the Ukuambi king, p a r tic u la r ly  over 

the ohango (puberty r i t e s  for g i r l s ) ,  and before 1932 the Native Commis­

sioner for Ovamboland had on several occasions advised the m issionaries 

to withdraw from Ukuambi "as they w ill have constan t trouble with Ipumbu 

who lives in mortal fear tha t h is a u th o rity  w ill be undermined," In 

December 1931 a woman whom ipumbu wished to marry, fled  and was given



sanctuary  by the m issionaries. I t  was la te r  claimed th a t the women. 

Mekulu, was Ipumbu's daughter and tha t the marriage was there fo re  

contrary to tr ib a l  custom. Ipumbu demanded the re tu rn  of Nekulu, and 

with a band of 200 or 300 armed men threatened to k i l l  the m issionaries 

and burn down th e ir  s ta t io n . Although shots were fire d  and a church 

serv ice was broken up, the m issionaries were not d ire c tly  harmed, and 

were able to smuggle Nekulu out of Ukuambi,

While the adm inistration  believed tha t the m issionaries in  Ukuambi had 

acted in a "high-handed manner" and demanded th a t they be replaced, i t  

a lso  decided to impose a fine of ten c a t t l e  on Ipumbu, The Ukuambi 

king, however, refused to pay the fin e , and a f te r  the delivery  of the 

usual ultimatums, i t  was decided to take m ilita ry  ac tion  aga inst him. 

As in te llig e n ce  reports showed tha t Ipumbu intended to f ig h t, the admi­

n is tr a t io n  decided to f i r s t  send aeroplanes and an armoured car into 

Ukuambi, A fter an i n i t i a l  bombing and machine gun demonstration by the 

a i r c ra f t  fa ile d  to in tim idate Ipumbu, the abondoned k raal and c a t t l e  of 

the Ukuambi king were bombed. Ipumbu attempted to flee  to  Angola, but 

was prevented from crossing  the border by the Portuguese a u th o r it ie s , 

and was eventually  captured and ex iled  to the Okavango area.

King Martin of the Ondouga provides a s ta rk , and in s tru c tiv e , co n tra s t 

to Ipumbu, Martin was among the f i r s t  Ovambo kings to be converted to 

C h ris tia n ity  and he ac tiv e ly  co llaborated  with the co lon ial a u th o rit ie s  

from th e ir  a r r iv a l during World War I. Although Martin was i n i t i a l l y  

applauded for h is "co-operation" with the co lon ia l a u th o rit ie s , the 

adm inistration  soon lo s t patience with h is weakness and apathy towards 

a f fa i r s  of s ta te ,  King Martin, the adm inistrator declared only two



year- ^ fi-re  the campaign against Ipumbu, "has not su f f ic ie n t  strength

of character to conduct a f fa i r s  in a vigorous manner” and was “inclined

to follow the lin e  of le a s t  re s is ta n c e " :

Very forcefu l ch ie fs  are o ften  somewhat d i f f ic u l t  o f manage­
ment and the weakness of Martin, now that the Administration 
has a strong hold over the natives of Ovambolaod, is  perhaps 
more of a b lessing  Lhan o therw ise .66

In 1936, however, the adm inistrator sen t a "strongly  worded warning" to 

Martin threatening " th a t i f  he did not p u ll himself together, I t  might 

be necessary fo r the adm inistration  to  remove him and to s u b s titu te  a 

t r ib a l  counc il" . Toe thre-it appears to have had some e f fe c t  because 

in 1939 Martin made a la s t  and fu t i l e  attem pt to  assert, h is au tho rity  as 

king by refusing  to surrender to the co lon ia l a u th o r it ie s , two Ondongas 

who had been accused of murder. To hand over the men, Martin said , 

would undermine h is au th o rity , p a r tic u la r ly  as one of the accused was 

h e ir apparent to the kingship, The adm instra tion 's  response was to  send 

a special po lice p a tro l and three a i r c ra f t  to Ovamboland which succeeded 

in intim idating Martin into handing over the accused who were then sent 

for t r i a l  in Grootfontein, T hereafter Martin s e t t le d  back into his 

old lefnargy, and the following year the Native Commissioner for Ovambo­

land remarked, with c h a ra c te r is t ic  lack of in s igh t, th a t i t  was M artin 's 

"Indifference to d isc ip lin e  as a lso  th a t o f h is headmen which has lo st 

them so much au tho rity  in the p a s t,"

Thus on the p o l i tic a l  level a lso , the 1930s marked an important turning 

point for Ovamboland. By 1939 the co lon ial a u th o rit ie s  had successfu lly  

employed force against the three la rg e s t p o l i t ic a l  groupings in Ovambo­

land. If  the defeat of the Ukuanyama in 191? had l e f t  indigenous p o li­

t i c a l  leaders some room to manoeuvre, the m ilita ry  ac tion  aga inst Ipumbu



and Martin l e f t  no doubt th a t a l l  avenues for Ovambo leaders to  a s se rt  

th e ir  au tho rity  independently of the co lonial a u th o rit ie s  had been 

closed. At the beginning of the decade the Ukuambi and the Ondonga were 

the best armed of the Ovambo groupings, and the m ilita ry  ac tion  in 1932 

and 1939 allowed the co lon ia l a u th o ritie s  the opportunity  to disarm not 

only these two groupings but also  o ther sm aller groupings.

The con trasting  examples of Martin and Ipumbu - who represent a kind of 

S cylla and Charybdis of " in d irec t ru le"  - c le a rly  i l lu s t r a t e  both the 

con trad ictions in the a d m in is tra tio n 's  po licy  and the narrow options 

th is  policy allowed indigenous leaders in Ovamboland. Under the c i r ­

cumstances, the co llapse of pre -co lon ia l p o l i t ic a l  s tru c tu re s  might have 

opened the way for extensive changes and the c lo se r in teg ra tio n  of 

Ovamboland in to  the wsrZd economy. In s p i te  o f the ad m in is tra tio n 's  

massive in terven tion , however, co lon ial ideology required the preserva­

tion  of indigenous s tru c tu re s . The re su lt  was tha t the options of change 

were themselves r e s tr ic te d  and th a t the so cia l forms which emerged were 

markedly r ig id , and bore less resemblence to p re-co lon ial s tru c tu re s  

than to the ideologica l assumptions of the co lonizers.

In terms of the dominant co lonial ideology, the Ovambo kings and o ther 

ru le rs  were e s se n tia lly  perceived as " ty ran ts"  who ruled Ovamboland 

w ithout consideration  for the in te re s ts  or desires  of th e ir  sub jec ts . 

Under co lonial ru le  th is  pre-conception became a re a l i ty ,  The kinge and 

headmen were reduced to mere functionaries within the co lon ia l adminis­

t ra t iv e  system, and k  a l l  accoun tab ility  to th e ir  people. As Gordon 

has shown, p o l i tic a l  power in the p re-co lon ial se ttin g  was ca refu lly  

regulated by a se r ie s  of checks and balances which in teg ra ted  pre- 

co lonial a u th o ritie s  in to  the re lig io u s frameworks of th e ir  so cia l



formations. Furthermore, abuses of power could be counteracted by

deposing th jffending  ru le r  or by migration to another area. However,

co lonial ru le  net only undermined the re lig io u s  bases of Ovambo social

form ations. but entrenched kings and headmen (provided they obeyed the

colonial a u th o rit ie s )  in new positions of power, Individual m obility ,

both w ithin the beyond Ovamboland, also  becamse increasingly  
71

d i f f ic u l t .

Changes in  the land tenure system

Of p a r tic u la r  importance were the changes introduced in to  the system of 

land tenure under co lon ia l ru le . Although documentation of the develop­

ment of the land tenure system in Ovamboland is  lim ited , the information 

that is  av a ilab le  provides a suggestive o u tlin e  of the changes tha t took 

place. Under pre -co lon ia l conditions, a l l  land was regarded as the 

"property" of the kings who administered i t  in the in te re s ts  of th e ir  

su b jec ts . While grazing land was used on a communal b as is , arab le land 

was alloca ted  to ind iv iduals for use during th e ir  life tim es, the s ize  of 

the plot being determined by the requirements and standing of the a l lo -  

tee . On the death o f the usefructee , the land went to h is h e ir , a l ­

though the king had to be n o tif ie d  and sometimes stepped in to  exercize 

h is rig h t of d isp o sal. V ariations to th is  p a ttern  ex isted  in the smal­

le r p o l i tic a l  groupings which did not have kings, and where ownership 

and r ig h ts  to land appeared to have been more ind iv idualized .

A cru c ia l aspect of the land tenure system and the changes introduced 

during the co lonial period revolves around the a llo ca tio n  of land and 

the b en efits  accruing to indigenous p o l i t ic a l  a u th o ritie s  by means of 

th e ir contro l over land a llo ca tio n , Gordon m aintains th a t during the



p re -co lon ia l period land-righ ts were obtained and re ta ined  "in  exchange 
73

for tr ib u te  or s&ivice", In 1929 the adm inistration  reported tha t in

Ondonga, Ukuambi, Ukualuthi and Ongandjera payments of stock to kings

and headmen for the allotm ent of land had become a general p ra c tice .

The adm in sitra tio n 's  ac-'ount of th is  p ra c tice , however, suggests that

payments for the r ig h ts  of land were an innovation.

This is  a departure from the general custom. In almost every 
other tr ib e  no payment of am so rt is  required, the p rin c ip le  
being tha t the Chief has to provide land for h is followers 
and they in turn have to obey him in a l l  things and to place 
not only th e ir  serv ices but also  a portion  of th e ir  crops a t 
h is  disposal should he requ ire  i t . 74

While th is  statem ent leaves room fo r in te rp re ta tio n , the adm inistration  

was c le ar on one po in t, namely, th a t payments for land a llo ca tio n s  were 

"usuallv  quite  nominal". Subsequent accounts of the land tenure system 

in Ovamboland, however, reveal tha t a f te r  payments required for the 

allotm ent of land increased and had f in a lly  reached a level which was 

anything but "nominal". The ava ilab le information is ,  however, too 

sketchv to be able to p lo t the r is e  in the price of land or to determine 

when the p rice  began increasing. O liv ier ind icates tha t the "price" of 

wards or omikunda fd sub-d iv ision  of the d i s t r i c t ,  consisting  of about 

10 to U  p lo ts) in the ea rly  1960s was between 6 and 8 c a t t l e  plus 

between £10 and 120 in cash, while p lo ts  were a lloca ted  for the p rice 

of a cow and a small sum of money. He m aintains tha t a t  some 

(unspecified) time in the past the p rice of a ward had been 2 c a t t le  and 

a quantity  of "royal beads"

Totemeyer, on the o ther hand, gives the "price" of p lo ts  in  1972 as
75

ranging between R20 (about £10) and J1200 (about £100), In s p ite  of 

these payments, land continued to re v ert to the headmen a f te r  the death



of the usefructee , and could then be "reso ld", In Ukuanyama, for

example, a l l  arab le land was divided in to  eight d i s t r i c t s  or oilongo  

each under a p rin c ip a l headman. The headmen in turn divided th e ir 

d i s t r i c t s  in to  a number of omikunda (wards) and a lloca ted  these for 

sp ec if ied  payments to sub-headmen, who then a llo ca ted  p lo ts , a lso  for a 

p rice , to householders. As the value of land increased, so did the

number of wards in the various d i s t r i c t s .  In 1951 there were 3C8 wards 

in Ukuanyama, but the number of wards s tead ily  increased to 33) in 1056, 

and 376 in 1965. Because the p ro life ra tio n  o f wards, and thus s-.b- 

headmen, was becoming p o l i t ic a l ly  unwieldly, the adm inistration  a ttfa p f-  

ed to reduce the number of wards, I t  fa ile d  to  accomplish th is

reduction, however, la rg e ly , i t  seems, on account of the re s is tan c e  of 

the headmen.

Under th is  system of tenure, land thus became an increasingly  important 

source of income for the headmen and th e ir  en trep reneuria l a l l i e s  the 

sub-headmen. P rio r to 1967 kings and headmen were not paid by the 

co lonial a u th o r it ie s , but supported themselves by appropriating a por­

tion  of the fines they imposed, by the g if ts  they received, and, presu­

mably, from payments tha t accrued from the a llo c a tio n  of land, At­

tempts to reform the land tenure system in the ea rly  19?0s not unexpec­

ted ly , met with res is tan ce  from the indigenous leadersh ip . In s p ite  of

the strong body of opinion favouring reform, however, the r ig h t to

a llo ca te  land was simply transferred  from the headmen to  the newly

co n stitu te d  Ovamboland "government" in which indigenous leaders were 

already heavily  represented. The sa la r ie s  of headmen were subsequently 

increased to compensate them for the loss of income that had previously 

accrucd from land. Gordon maintains that the changes in the system of 

land tenure made i t  increasingly  d i f f ic u l t  for Ovambo farmers to subsist



from c u ltiv a tio n , and that pastoralism  was increasingly  adopted as an 

a lte rn a tiv e  means of subsistence. The need for cash to buy c a t t l e  in 

tu rn , encouraged migrant labour. However, given the ecological cons­

tra in ts  on Ovamboland, stock farming could be a hazardous undertaking. 

Furthermore, grazing areas were lim ited and by the 1950s fu rth e r expan­

sion was no longer fe as ib le . The only remaining a lte rn a tiv e  was thus 

to re ly  on migrant labour, o r on the lim ited number ot jobs offered  by 

the churches and schools in Ovamboland. In a survey conducted in the 

19?0s, TOtemeyer found strong opposition to the ex is tin g  land tenure 

system among teachers and re lig io u s  leaders in  Ovamboland, as well as 

among the Ovambo resid en ts  of K atatura, the black township in Wind-

Conclusion

To sum up, i t  has been argued that increases in the ra te s  of m igration 

from Ovamboland were linked to  a severe and escala ting  c r is i s  which 

overtook the region from about 1930. The c r is i s  was a product of not 

only the d is in te g ra tio n  of p re-co lon ial s tru c tu re s , but also  of the 

fa ilu re  of new forms of in teg ra tio n  to emerge. The c r is i s  was i n i t i a l l y  

p re c ip ita ted  by a severe drought in conjunction with the g reat depres­

sion of the ea rly  1930s. While the drought had a d ire c t impact on food 

production in Ovamboland, the combined e f fe c ts  of drought and depression 

on the co lon ia l economy also introduced important s tru c tu ra l changes in 

the migrant labour system which resu lted  in increasing numbers of Ovambo 

migrants being forced into the co lonial ag r ic u ltu ra l sec to r a t  conside­

rab ly  reduced wages, At the same time the in flux  of refugees from 

Angola and the lim ita tio n s  placed on expansion by co lonial boundaries, 

increased pressures on the land ava ilab le  fo r c u ltiv a tio n  and stock-



ra is in g . The 1930s a lso  witnessed the destruc tion  of the la s t  remnants 

o f au tho rity  and independence of pre -co lon ia l p o l i t ic a l  s tru c tu re s , and 

the incorporation of indigenous leaders as adm in istrative functionaries

w ithin the co lon ia l framework. Although e s se n tia lly  dependent on the

support of the co lon ial s ta te ,  m issionaries also  contribu ted  to the

process of d is in te g ra tio n , both by undermining the a u th o rity  of the

kings and eroded the organization  of production. The new forms of 

p o l i t i c a l  au tho rity  tha t emerged under co lonial tu te lage  were not only 

i l l - s u i te d  to performing the regula tory  functions th a t p o l i tic a l  autho­

r i t i e s  had exercized in the pre -co lon ia l economy, but also  affected 

changes in the land tenure system which fu rth e r undermined the system of 

production.
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ETHNIC AND INDIGENOUS INPUTS; HERERO LEADERS AND THE 'TROOP' MOVEMENT

The relevance of Indigenous cu ltu re

Within the past few decades concepts of e th n ic ity  or "triba lism " have 

undergone a v arie ty  of transform ations associa ted  with changing in te l ­

lec tu a l trends. Early approaches which accorded e th n ic ity  and " t r ib a ­

lism" a ce n tra l place in the study of p re-co lon ial and contemporary 

African so cie tie s  or which s tresse d  the "prim ordial" basis  of these 

variab les, have come under a ttack  fo r th e ir  th e o re tic a l and ideological 

assumptions. As a r e s u lt  new perspectives have been developed which 

have re legated  e th n ic ity  to a more periphera l ro le  and which have 

attempted to locate i t  w ithin a broader context of socio-economic change 

p re c ip ita ted  by co lonial and c a p i ta l is t  penetration .

Radical th e o r is ts , in p a r tic u la r , have approached the issues of e thn­

ic i ty  or "triba lism " - in the words of John Saul - "as one would 

approach a m inefield". In terms of the new perspectives, "triba lism " 

has been conceived of as "a dependent variab le" , as the m anifestation 

of "fa lse  consiousness", and as a d isguise fo r class in te re s ts .  As 

with e a r l ie r  conceptions of e th n ic ity  or " trib a lism " , these la te r  

approaches were not a lto g eth e r divorced from Ideological considerations, 

and a t le a st some of them may be seen as a response to requirements of 

Third World un ity  in the face of the devisive s tra te g ie s  of co lonial and 

imperial in te re s ts , However, the major th eo re tic a l d i f f ic u lty  with 

approaches which see e th n ic ity  as exclusively  a dependent variab le  or as 

the product of class c o n f lic t  and manipulation is ,  qu ite  simply, that



classes and other in te re s ts  cannot manipulate or ex p lo it e th n ic ity

unless there is  "something" to  manipulate or e x p lo it, Saul has

expressed th is  more e legantly :

Analysis is  required  of the very a v a ila b ili ty  of those e le ­
ments which can coalesce, " s i tu a tio n a lly " , in to  an expression 
of p o l i tic a l  e th n ic ity  - some explanations, too, o f the
a v a ila b ili ty  of s ig n if ic a n t numbers of the population to
ra lly  to such id e n t i f ic a tio n s .7

However, the issues ra ised  in debates like  these go well beyond such

questions as the s ta tu s  of e th n ic ity  as a dependent or independent

variab le , What is a t  stake is  not merely the ex istence, o r persistence ,

of ethnic id e n tif ic a tio n s , but a lso  the re la tio n sh ip  between expressions

of e th n ic ity  and p re-co lon ial s tru c tu re s  and values. As Basil Davidson

has argued in re la t io n  to African nationalism , there has been a marked

tendency in African historiography to  overemphasize the impact and

dominance of Western inputs, and thus to neglect the con tribu tions of

indigenous or p re-co lon ial communities. Western or European notions of

nationalism  were preceded by pre-co lon ial concepts of community and

nationhood, and African h is to ry  can have l i t t l e  meaning without some

understanding of them:

(T)here can be no sense in considering the phenomenon of 
nationalism  as be^ng somehow apart from the responses of 
indigenous c u ltu re . In as fa r as nationalism  has acquired 
rea l substance, th is  is because the masses have b r e a t l2d l i f e  
into i t . 9

In much the same way as attempts to t i e  the o rig in s of African nationa­

lism to co lonial and missionary influence d e tra c t from the contributions 
10

o f Africans themselves, so do contemporary attem pts to  explain African

re sis tan c e  purely in  terms of class c o n f lic t and the penetration  of 
11

c a p i ta l is t  re la tio n s  of production. What is  d is tin c tiv e ly  African has



tended to be lo s t in the ap p lica tio n  of concepts and modes of analysis 

derived from European and o ther non-African experiences, S im ilarly , 

while there may be some p o ten tia l tensions between ethn ic id e n t i f ic a ­

tions and national or class-based  un ity , there is  no necessary incom­

p a t ib i l i ty  between ethn ic  and national id e n tif ic a tio n s , nor even be­

tween cthnic and c la ss  id e n tif ic a tio n s , A man may consider him self a 

Namibian, an Ovambo and a migrant worker without fa llin g  victim  to an 

id e n tity  c r is i s .

In Namibia ethn ic  m obilization, p a r tic u la r ly  by the Hereros, played a 

ce n tra l ro le  in the creation  of the mass-based national lib e ra tio n  

movement, both by keeping a liv e  an ti-c o lo n ia l re s is tan ce  a t  a time when 

n ational organization  was not fe a s ib le , and by providing one of the 

building blocks of the n a tio n a lis t  movement. Ethnic re sis tan c e  in fact 

provided the e sse n tia l con tinuity  between the f i r s t  phase of popular 

re s is tan c e  in the ea rly  1920s and the crea tio n  of the n a tio n a lis t  move­

ment in the la te  1950s.

The consolidation  of colonial contro l a f te r  1925

With the d is in te g ra tio n  of popular re s is tan c e  following the suppression 

of the Rehoboth re b ellio n  in 1925, the way was opened for consolidation 

of co lonial contro l over the indigenous population of the po lice zone. 

Although most of the legal and adm inistrative groundwork fo r th is  con­

tro l  was laid  during the 1920-24 period, i t  was only implemented in the 

period th a t followed, ihe year 1925, for example, was cru c ia l for the 

establishm ent of the reserves - a ce n tra l feature of the evolving system 

of co n tro l. The Native Reserves Commission had f i r s t  met in  1921, but 

i t  was only in 1925 - a f te r  the adm inistration  had resolved the issue of 

black sq u atters  in Rehoboth and had overcome the re s is tan c e  of the

.j. "jit , . .. AUSf      -



Hereros to the new reserves th a t most of the recommendations of the 

Reserves Commission were implemented,

Although the major aim of the system of contro l introduced into the 

po lice zone was to ensure a supply of labour for the co lon ia l economy, 

and in p a r tic u la r  for the a g r ic u ltu ra l sec to r , the reserves were to play 

a key ro le . As outlined  in the f i r s t  part of th is  d is s e r ta t io n , the 

larg e -sca le  dispossession of Hereros and N iias and the destruc tion  of 

th e ir  p re-co lon ial p o l i t ic a l  and so cia l s tru c tu re s  during the German 

colonial period, had created problems of so cia l s ta b i l i ty  which m ili­

ta ted  against co lonial con tro l. A degree of so cia l re in te g ra tio n  was 

therefore necessary in order for the co lonial s ta te  to  secure adequate 

control over the labour force - even i f  such in teg ra tio n  held the danger 

o f more e f fec tiv e  res is tan ce  by the colonized. The policy of " in d irec t 

ru le"  through indigenous a u th o ritie s  had proved both e f fe c tiv e  and 

economical in Ovamboland, and i t  was hoped th a t a s im ila r system could 

be in s ti tu te d  in the po lice zone. The Native Reserves Commission of 

1921, for example, recommended the incorporation of indigenous a u th o r it­

ies  intr, he adm inistrative system of the police zone:

Whilst we do not of course advocate a re turn  to trad itio n a l 
ru le , we consider that the old Native system might to a g reat 
ex ten t be usefu lly  applied through more personal control by 
approved o f f ic ia ls  than has been the case h ith e rto . This 
system has worked inexpensively and s a t is fa c to r i ly  in Ovambo­
land. , .  15

The adm inistration  had made use of indigenous a u th o ritie s  in the police 

zone to communicate i t s  decisions and p o lic ies  from the beginning of 

South African ru le  in 1915. However, i t  soon became apparent tha t the 

d is in te g ra tio n  of pre-co lon ial p o l i tic a l  and social s tru c tu re s  was too 

advanced in the iiolir.e zone to allow for the in s ti tu tio n  of a system



s im ila r to th a t in Ovamboland. Instead, the co lon ial a u th o ritie s  made

provision (in  Proclamation No, 34 of 1924) for the establishm ent of 

boards of headmen in the reserves and advisory boards fo r the black 

townships in the u*'.an a re a s , These s tru c tu re s  wire in turn incorpo­

ra ted  w ithin a broad legal framework which c le a rly  defined the functions 

and duties of ch ie fs  and headmen and provided the adm inistrator and his 

rep resen ta tives  in the Natives A ffairs Department with sweeping powers, 

In terms of the Native Acuninistration Proclamation (No. 15 of 1928) and 

Government Notice 60/1930, not only were the indigenous au th o ritie s  

defined as adm inistrative o f f ic ia ls ,  but the adm inistrator assumed "a ll 

the p o l i tic a l  power and au tho rity  which, according to the laws, customs 

and usages o f Natt es, are held and enjoyed by any supreme or Paramount 

Native Chief". The adm inistrator was given the power to appoint or 

dismiss any person as ch ief or headman and was le g a lly  e n ti t le d  to 

define or a l t e r  the boundaries and composition of " tr ib a l"  groupings, 

whether to divide these groupings in to  d iffe re n t p a r ts  or to  amalgamate 

d iffe re n t groupings in to  a new " tr ib e " . He could order the rw cv al of 

anv tr ib e , p a rt o f a tr ib e , o r individual to any p a rt of the te r r i to r y ,  

and could c a ll on indigenous a u th o ritie s  to supply armed men or lev ies 

for the defence of the te r r i to ry  or for the suppression of re b ellio n s , 

The adm inistration  was not, however, subject to any court of law when 

exercizing the power conferred on * t by proclamation.

The reserves also  served a number of o ther purposes. Relaxation of the 

ban on s to ck -ra is in g  during the m ilita ry  period had re su lte d  in  a 

su b stan tia l increase in the numbers of black-owned stock , which in turn 

required the a llo ca tio n  of land, Furthermore, the adm inistration  was 

strongly opposed to the influx of large numbers of blacks in to  the u*ban
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a reas, as well as to  the towns becoming d is tr ib u tio n  centres fo r black

labour. The major need for labour in the te r r i to r y  was on white farms,

while employment opportunity in the towns were lim ited . I t  was also

contrary  to colonial policy to allow the towns to become a refuge for

the unemployed and the unemployable. In p a r tic u la r , the creations of

reserves would allow the adm inistration  to s h if t  the re sp o n s ib ility  for

the care and economic support of ch ild ren , the aged, and the sick  to the

black population of the reserves. That the adm inistration  did not

regard the reserves as an a lte rn a tiv e  to  wage labour, was made c le a r  by

the Secretary for South West A frica, who to ld  the Hereru leader,

Frederick Maharero, in 1923 that

the reserves n a tu ra lly  must not be looked upon as a place 
where people can be id le . That is  where we want you to  keep 
your stock, where you can keep your fam ilies and the people 
who are too infirm  and weak to  work, but a l l  strong young men 
and women should work,. . .  19

The in ten tions of the adm inistration are a lso  c le a r from the location  of 

reserves during th is  period. M.J, O liv ie r, a Native A ffairs o f f ic ia l  

who was la te r  to become Commissioner-General of South West A frica,

maintained in 1961 that there was no doubt tha t the reserves were lo ­

cated in such a way as to serve the labour needs of each d i s t r i c t .  

The only d i s t r i c t s  which were not near reserves were Luderitz, Swakop- 

mund and Walvis Bay which, because of th e ir  location  in the Namib, 

supported only marginal ag r ic u ltu ra l a c t iv i t i e s ,  and whose in d u str ies  

were more dependent on con trac t labour. In sp ite  of these functions, 

the reserves were not in s ig n if ic an t both as a means of livelihood for a 

su b stan tia l p art o f the population and as a basis fo r p o lW c a l m obili­

z a tion . This was so even though less  than 20 per cent of the black

population of the police zone lived in the reserves between 1928 and

1955.



TABLE 10.1 : DISTRIBUTION OF BUCK POPULATION IN POLICE ZONE,

"WHITE" RESERVES 
RURAL AREAS

RESERVES AS 
% OF TOTAL

1928 23 929 63 042

1930 26 558 55 189

1936 18 493 60 379

1946 30 020 73 307

1955 48 96? 92 780

19 966 106 937

18 856 100 603

21 830 109 702

24 487 127 814

27 594 169 341

The positio n  of the Hereros ii, t,t\x reserves

While the percentages of people liv in g  in the reserves might appear low, 

the number of people who had t ie s  with the reserves was probably 

su b s ta n tia lly  la rg e r, because many of those who kept stock in the 

reserves supplemented th e ir  incomes by working in *^e co lonial economy. 

More important, however, was the uneven d is tr ib u tio n  of ethn ic groups in 

the reserves, In 1955, for example, Hereros made up 58 per cent of the 

to ta l  reserve population. During the same year 51 per cent of the to ta l  

Herero population in Namibia was in the re serv e s . The predominance of 

Hereros in the reserves goes back to a t le a st 1927, when o f a to ta l  

reserve population of 13 893, 8 204 or 59 per cent were Hereros. As

indicated in Table 11.2, o ther Police Zone ethnic groups had fa r  sm aller 

percentages of th e ir  to ta l  populations in the rerervefi, The m ajority of 

the Nama reserve population lived in areas which had been a lloca ted  to 

them by the German colonial a u th o rit ie s . For example, 57 per cent of 

the to ta l Nama reserve population was in the Berseba (1 197 people) and 

Bondels (953) re se rv e s , both of which were recognized by German t r e a t ­

ie s , A few remaining Nama reserves were extremely small and accommod­



ated populations of fewer than 400 people.

TABLE 10.2: ETHNIC DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION IN THE POLICE ZONE, 1955 

ETHNIC URBAN RURAL RESERVES TOTAL RESERVE POP % OF TOTAL
AS % OF
GROUP
POPULATION

RESERVE
POPULATION

Namas 5 409 3? 700 30 808

Rasters and 
Coloureds 7 179 1 156

Hereros 864 8 637 16 126

Ovambos & 
Okavangos 
(in  police

191 21 437 342

Damaras 169 19 064 5 055

San 327 6.7

828 4 319 I t , 6

169 341

Although the mixed population of most of the reserves makes i t  d i f f ic u lt  

to iso la te  the incomes of the various ethn ic groups, the data presented 

in Table 11,3 shows some in te re s tin g  trends. I t  is  c le a r , for example, 

th a t, with the exception of Berseba, the predominantly Nama reserves had 

an average income in 1956/57 which was considerably lower than th a t of 

the predominantly Herero reserves. The same holds true for the Damara 

reserve of Okombahe, which had also  been inherited  from the German 

period. In 1927 a Damara headman, Alpheus Harasemab, had complained to

the adm inistration tha t although the Damaras had for years been promised 

a new reserve , they had largely  been neglected when the reserves were



a llo ca ted . According to the ca lcu la tio n s  of the a s s is ta n t  native 

commissioner in 1935, the Hereros, with a population of 25 348, had been 

a llo ca ted  2 998 968ha. against 335 920ha. for the 23 275 Damaras in the 

te r r i to r y .  Thus with a population which was only s l ig h tly  la rg e r than 

tha t of the Damaras, the Hereros had been alloca ted  more than e ight 

times the land, The a s s is ta n t  native commissioner maintained th a t th is  

unequal d is tr ib u tio n  of land had re su lte d  in the Damaras "congregating 

in  abnormal numbers in the urban areas", However, while there were 

twice as many Damaras as Hereros in the urban areas, th e ir  urban popula­

tion  accounted for only 27,3 per cent of th e ir  to ta l  numbers. The g reat 

m ajority of the Damaras, 61,5 per cent of th e ir  to ta l  number, were on 

white farms.

All the data presented so fa r shows tha t the Hereros enjoyed an unchal­

lenged dominance w ithin the reserves, While there are ind ications that 

the Hereros were able to achieve these gains through s k ilfu l  negotiation  

and the pressures they were able to bring to bear on the co lonial 

a u th o rit ie s , i t  is  also  probable tha t th e ir  strong po sitio n  w ithin the 

reserves allowed them to forge a powerful p o l i t ic a l  base, Although the 

various Herero reserves were sca tte red  throughout the te r r i to r y ,  th e ir 

existence allowed for m obilization on a communal b asis , as well as 

providing a focus for the p o l i t ic a l  id en tifica tio n s  of Hereros in the 

towns and on the white farms. As Table 10,2 i l lu t r a te s ,  the Hereros 

were far less  dependent than o ther groups on employment in the colonial 

economy, and in p a r tic u la r  on farm labour, While the overwhelming 

m ajority of Namas, Damaras, San, Dasters and Coloureds were sca tte red  

and iso la ted  on white farms, only 27 per cent of the Hereros were farm 

labourers. As government-recognized indigenous leaders were allowed 

gre a te r freedom of movement, the various reserve headmen were provided



with the opportunity  to organize on an in te r- rese rv e  basis, I t  is  a lso  

l ik e ly  th a t there would be less tension between the indigenous leader­

ship fo is ted  on the police zone populations by the colonial a u th o r i t ie s , 

and a reserve-based population like  tha t o f the Hereros. Although p re­

co lonial s tru c tu re s  had been ra d ic a lly  transformed by co lonial in terven­

tio n . the reserves offered  g re a te r p o s s ib il i t ie s  fo r re-establishm ent of 

p re -co lon ia l values, symbols and s tru c tu re  than thu more p ro le ta rian ized  

conditions in the towns and on the farms.

Furthermore, the co lonial a u th o ritie s  not only encouraged, but demanded

organization  on an ethn ic  b asis . The fa ilu re  to achieve a t  le a st the

appearance of ethn ic or " t r ib a l"  unanimity (as perceived by colonial

o f f ic ia ls )  considerably weakened the bargaining position  of non-Hereros

in the police zone. This is  c le a rly  i l lu s t r a te d  by the ad m in is tra tio n 's

attem pts during the 1920s and lQ30s to e s ta b lish  a reserve for the

Damaras who were regarded as being over-represented in the urban areas.

During negotiations with Damara leaders in  Windhoek, Native A ffairs 
31

o f f ic ia ls  in s is te d  tha t "the Damaras11 should a rriv e  a t a c o lle c tiv e

decision  before a reserve could be a lloca ted  to them.

I t  is  not much use one man coming today and another tomorrow, 
you must be unanimous before your views can be submitted to 
the Government.32

This proved an insurmountable obstacle to the Damaras who were divided 

in to  various fac tions . One of the Damara leaders expressed h is f r u s t r a ­

tion  with the ad m in is tra tio n 's  ins is tence  on unanimity;

I am speaking for myself. We do not combine or we have not 
yet come together. There are many Damaras. I do not know 
tuday whether the Damaras of Rehoboth, Gobabis and Okambahe 
have (chosen) p la c e s .33



Because of the fa ilu re  of Damara leaders to reach consensus, the plan 

for a new Damara reserve was shelved and not ra ised  again u n ti l  the mid- 

1930s, when disagreement between the d iffe re n t Damara factions <,nce 

again complicated negotiations with the adm inistration . Although 

small additions of land were made to the Okambahe reserve in the 1940s 

to accommodate some of the Damaras who lived in the Windhoek d i s t r i c t ,  

the land provided was in s ig n if ic a n t in re la tio n s  to that given to the 

Hereros. By 1955 fewer than 14 per cent of the Damaras were in reserves.

TABLE 10.3: INCOME FROM AGRICULTURE FOR THE NAMIBIAN RESERVES (1957) 

RESERVES AREA(ha) ETHNIC
GROUPS

POPULATION TOTAL AVE INCOME
(1957) INCOME PER FAMILY

OF RESERVE FROM AGRI-
FROM AGRI- CULTURAL
CULTURAL PRODUCE
PRODUCE ________________

(1957) 1957 1956 1956/7

Aminius Mainly Hereros 3013 R146 R164
Berseba 596 Mainly Namas 2135 91 155
Bondelswart 174 Mainly Namas 1560 10 38 32
Epukiro Mainly Hereros 2489 86 193 197
Frantzfontein  57 26 123 146
Gibeon 192 Mainly Namas 8 65 34
Neuhof Mainly Namas 145 2 79
Okombahe Mainly Damaras 2954 39 60
Oijohorongo Mainly Hereros 3080 127 142
O tjituo -Hi Mainly Hereros 1921 782 129 153
Otjimbingwe

01 021
Mainly Hereros 
and Damaras 1355 248 119 118

Ovitoto 6i Mainly Hereros 1483 23 184 166 122
Soromas 573 Mainly Namas 182 154 39 33

587 Mainly Hereros 1310 69 207 15 111

Warmbad 500
and Namas 
Mainly Namas 541 7900 71 47 59

Waterberg
East 1 287 680 Mainly Hereros 4312 113 100 106

Origins of Herero dominance

The p o l i t ic a l  responses of the Hereros, p ar tic u la rly  in re la tio n  to  land 

claim s, present a s ta rk  con tra st with those of the Damaras and other



police zone groupings. They were able to present a un ited  and well 

organized fron t to the co lonial a u th o rit ie s , which nea tly  dovetailed 

with co lonial preconceptions of " t r ib a l"  unity  and unanimity. Without 

risk ing  a m ilita ry  confrontation with the co lon ia l s ta te ,  they had 

co n sis ten tly  brought pressure to bear on the co lonial a u th o ritie s  during 

the f i r s t  ten years of South African ru le  in Namibia. Throughout th is  

period there had been fears in o f f ic ia l  and s e t t l e r  c irc le s  th a t the 

Hereros would p re c ip ita te  a general reb e llio n  in  the te r r i to r y .  The 

Hereros had playad a leading ro le  in the Garvey movement and had been 

instrum ental in introducing Garvey's ideas of black unity  to the Nami­

bian countryside. Of a l l  the non-Baster groups involved in  the Rehoboth 

re b e llio n , the Hereros had been the most ac tiv e , and 218 of th e ir  number 

(as opposed to 75 Nainas and 50 Oamaras) had been a rres ted  in the a f te r -  

math of the re b e llio n , A major motive of the adm inistration  in  c re a t­

ing and extending the reserves a f te r  1925 was to accommodate the predom­

inantly  Herero squatters who had estab lished  themselves in Rehoboth 

p rio r  to the re b e llio n . Furthermore, Herero communities in various 

p a rts  of the te r r i to r y  had on several occasions ac tiv e ly  defied colonial 

a u th o rity , p a r tic u la r ly  in re la t io n  to c a t t l e  branding and o ther stock- 

re la ted  regu la tions.

Of considerable importance was the strong res is tan ce of the Hereros to 

being moved out of the temporary reserves in the Windhoek d i s t r i c t  in 

the ea rly  1920s, As a l l  the land of the Hereros had been expropriated 

by the German colonial a u th o ritie s  a f te r  the 1904-0? wars, the m ilita ry  

adm inistration  of the new South African regime had created  a number of 

temporary reserves for Herero stock-owners. However, as the Hereros had 

rap id ly  accumulated stock a f te r  the re laxation  of the ban on black



stock-ow ners, these reserves were soon overcrowded and overstocked, and

the stray ing  of reserve stock onto neighbouring white farms had become 
39

a serious source of c o n f lic t. The adm in is tra tion 's  response to th is  

c o n f lic t  was to order the inhabitan ts of these reserves to move to new 

areas which were of in fe r io r  q u a lity . However, the Herero inhabitan ts 

of these re se rv e s , under the ab le leadership of Hosea Kutako, refused to 

move and repeatedly p etitioned  the a u th o ritie s  over the land question, 

When th e ir  p e titio n s  fa ile d  to achieve concrete r e s u lts ,  they sought the 

ass is tan ce  of an attorney  in Windhoek, a move which caused considerable 

ag ita tio n  among top adm inistrative o f f ic ia l s ,  who strongly  resented what 

they perceived as " in isrferen ce  by Europeans in m atters concerning 

Native A ffa irs" . Although in the mid-1920s the adm inistration  even­

tu a lly  succeeded in fo rc ib ly  removing the Hereros from these reserves, 

the various pressures tha t had been brought to bear on the adm inistra­

tion  had undoubtedly sen sitiv iz ed  i t  to the land claims of the Hereros.

The g rea ter effec tiveness of the Hereros in wresting concessions from 

the colonial a u th o ritie s  may be a t tr ib u te d  to a number of fa c to rs . In 

chapter one of th is  d isse rta t io n  i t  was argued that of a l l  the groups in 

the police zone, the Hereros had had the most cohesive social and p o li­

t ic a l  s tru c tu re s  during pre -co lon ia l times. The re la t iv e ly  g rea ter 

cohesion of Herero communities was re la ted  to th e ir  jccupation of some 

of the best grazing lands in Namibia and the so p h is tic a tio n  of th e ir 

pasto ra l s tra te g ie s . Moreover, the incursions of Nama ra id e rs  from 

the south during the la te  pre -co lon ia l period and the in tervention  of 

the German colonial a u th o ritie s  in the pre-1904 period had also  co n trib ­

uted to g re a te r cohesion and ce n tra liza tio n  of the various Herero 

groupings. In p a r tic u la r , the ’div ide and ru le 1 p o lic ies  of Theodor 

Leutwein had re su lte d  in the ascendency of Samuel Maharero as the "para­



mount ch ief" of the Hereros, A fter the suppression of the 1004-07 

re b e llio n , Maharero had fled  to Bechuanaland where he died in 1923 and 

was succeeded by h is son, Frederick, As Frederick Maharero and his 

followers in Bechuanaland were refused permission by the South African 

a u th o ritie s  to re tu rn  to Namibia, the Herero ch ief had appointed Hosea 

Kutako, a former adviser of Samuel Maharero, as h is rep resen ta tiv e  and 

regent in the te r r i to r y .  Although tensions - which were la te r  to deve­

lop in to  major cleavages - s t i l l  ex isted  between the d iffe re n t Herero 

groupings, the presence of Frederick Maharero across the border in 

Bechuanaland provided a symbol of un ity  for the diverse Herero communi­

t ie s  in Namibia, while a t  the same time preventing him from becoming 

id en tified  with a p a r tic u la r  fac tio n , This to  a large ex ten t also  

helped to free  Hosea Kutako, who acted in the name of Frederick 

Maharero, from being id en tified  with a p a r tic u la r  Herero community.

The strong unity  and cohesion of the Hereros should also  be seen against 

the background of the trauma of the 1904 rebellion  which had re su lte d  in 

the exterm ination of up to 80 per cent of th e ir  people, the expropri­

atio n  of a l l  th e ir  land and livestock , and the d estru c tio n  of th e ir 

p o l i tic a l  and so cia l in s ti tu tio n s .

Before the South African occupation of the te r r i to ry ,  Hereros had a lre a ­

dy begun slowly d r if t in g  back U th e ir  former areas and sec re tly  re- 
44

estab lish in g  a p o l i tic a l  leadersh ip . They had also  made use of C hris­

t ia n ity  as a means of so cia l re in te g ra tio n . Following the re lax atio n  of 

some of the harsher aspects of German policy a f te r  1915, the Hereros 

concentrated th e ir  energies in to  accumulating livestock  and rebuilding 

th e ir  shattered  so cia l and p o l i t ic a l  in s ti tu tio n s . The m agistrate of



Otjiwarongo sported in 1920 tha t the Hereros were " s tra in in g  every 

nerve to acquire large and small stock" so tha t they could "again become 

independent and re lieved  of the necessity  of working",

There was also  a marked tendency among the Hereros during th is  period to 

withdraw as fa r as possib le from contact with co lonial in s ti tu tio n s  and 

to iso la te  themselves from Western influences, For example, the magis­

tr a te  of Rehoboth s ta ted  in 192? that "the Hereros, although a l l  having 

European names and being nominally attached to some C hristian  denomi­

nation  or o ther are tending to go back to th e ir  o r ig in a l t r ib a l  
46

custom s.,."  During th is  f i r s t  phase of South African ru le , there were

many indications of the Hereros reviving pre-co lon ial re lig io u s b e lie f s ,

and m issionaries in the te r r i to r y  frequently  complained of the Hereros'

re s is tan c e  to C h ris tia n ity . As la te  as 1942 the adm in is tra tion 's

rep resen ta tive  in the Waterberg East reserve maintained tha t the Hereros

have d e lib e ra te ly  cut themselves o ff from a l l  outside
influences and want to live  th e ir  lives in th e ir  own a i r ­
tig h t compartment where nothing may pene trate  from outside.
They re a lis e  tha t the Government has the power to penetrate
th is  compartment, and for th is  reason they p lacate i t  by
grudgingly allowing i t  some say in th e ir  a f f a i r s ,  but they 
w ill not take the Government in to  th e ir confidence ,.,48

U ntil the 1930s the Hereros a lso  re s is te d  Western education for th e ir  

ch ild ren , and, according to the " M in is tra tio n  and the m issionaries who 

ran the schools, were the only police zone grouping not eager for educa­

tion . In con trast to the Namas, the Hereros had very few children  a t 

school in the 1920s, and between 1924 and 1926 the number of Herero 

ch ildren  a t  school ac tu ally  declined.



TABLE 10.4 : DISTRIBUTION OF BLACK SCHOOL CHILDREN IN THE
50

POLICE ZONE, 1924-1926

NAMAS HEREROS OTHERS

1924
1925
1926

1 759
2 014 
2 287

303
281
263

383
453

he adm in is tra to r’s report for 1930 noted tha t the "Hereros are on the
51

whole opposed to having th e ir  ch ildren  educated", while in 1931 the

Inspector of Native Education reported that the

Hereros are continuing to show very l i t t l e  sympathy for the 
advantages of '<ucation. The suspision tha t the schools are 
estab lished  with the so le in ten tion  of making the natives 
more useful servants of the Europeans cannot be removed by 
persuasive e f fo rts  from he minds of the conservative and 
proud Herero ra c e .52

The p o l i t ic a l  responses of the Hereros a f te r  1925 must also  be seen

against the background of the fa ilu re  of popular re sis tan c e  in the

e a r lW  period and the proven m ilita ry  superio rity  of the colonial

s ta te . A fter 1925 the various indigenous groupings in Namibia moved

away from e a r l ie r  attem pts to forge a national re s is tan c e  movement and 

instead concentrated th e ir  e f fo r ts  on re a liz in g  sm all-sca le , sec tional 

in te re s ts . The m ilita ry  su p erio rity  of the co lonial s ta te  was accep­

ted and there appeared to be l i t t l e  a l te rn a tiv e  but to work w ithin the 

framework provided by the co lon ial a u th o rit ie s . However, for the re a ­

s o n  discussed above, the Hereros were in a stronger positio n  than any 

of the o ther ethnic communities in Namibia to wring concessions from the 

co lonial a u th o ritie s , and to crea te  the necessary s tru c tu re s  and symbols 

to forge a strong p o l i tic a l  base.



Thus fa r th is  discuss son has focused on the general th ru st o f Herero 

p o li tic s  and on those features which d istinguished  the Hereros from 

other ethnic groupings in the police zone. However, although they 

shared a common h is to ry  and re la tio n sh ip  to a pre -co lon ia l form of 

production, the Hereros in 1925 were by no means a homogeneous group. 

While the m ajority of Hereros lived in , or had t ie s  with, the reserves, 

a su b stan tia l p a rt o f th e ir number had s e tt le d  in the urban areas and on 

white farms. Furthermore, although the q u an tities  of livestock  owned by 

individuals in the reserves was s t r i c t l y  con tro lled  by the a u th o r i t ie s , 

there were s ig n if ic a n t in e q u a litie s , A se rie s  of ethnologica l studies 

conducted in the la te  1950s, showed considerable d is p a r i t ie s  in the 

ownership o'" stock by Hereros in the re serv e s . According to  a study 

published in 1954, only 52,3 per cent of Herero reserve stock-owners 

possessed more th a t 15 head of c a t t le .  I t  was e s se n tia lly  these 

w ealthier stock-owners who were able to c e ll  stock on the open market, 

while the poorer Hereros re lie d  ch ie fly  on the sa le  of dairy  products,

A breakdown of the income of the various reserves in 195? shows tha t the 

sa le  of stock was a fa r more su b stan tia l form of income than the sa le  of 

ja iry  products. In that year stock sales for a l l  the reserves in the 

te r r i to r y  rea lized  R622 420 as against R8l 410 fur the sa le  of dairy  

products. I t  i s  also  lik e ly  tha t the g rea ter part of the sum earned 

f'*om the sa le  of dairy  products went to the owners of the larg e r herds. 

Inequalitie s  in the d is tr ib u tio n  of c a t t l e  is a comr'>n fee ' 1 of 

pasto ra l communities tha t have been penetrated by c a p i ta l is t  re la tio n s  

of production. As Konczacki points out, Lhe breakdown of indigenous 

re d is tr ib u tiv e  mechanisms generally  opens the way fo r the concentration
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of wealth in the hands of a dominant cattle-ow ning c la s s , p a r tic u la r ly  

in those s i tu a tio n s  where grazing and water resources are lim ited .

Although many of the Hereros working on farms wished to s e t t l e  in the 

reserves, th is  was not always possib le as ro s t  o f the reserves were 

already overstocked, The control of reserve boards by the ch iefs and 

headmen therefore put considerable power in th e ir  hands, because the 

noards were, in conjunction with adm inistrative o f f ic ia ls ,  able to 

contro l the movement of people in to  the reserves. There had been com­

p la in ts , for example th a t the boardmen of the Ovitoto reserve in the 

Okahandja d i s t r i c t  had opposed app lica tions for the in troduction of 

stock in to  the reserve by people o ther than th e ir  re la t iv e s  and 

friends. There were also  instances where p o l i tic a l  opponents of the 

ch iefs and headmen were removed from the reserve on the recommendations 

o f the indigenous leadership.

The Herero indigenous leadership

These d iffe re n tia t io n s  in the Herero population gave r is e  to two d is ­

t in c t ,  but re la ted  trends in the responses of the wider Herero grouping 

to co lonial rule during the post-1925 period, The f i r s t  of these trends 

coalesced around the indigenous leadership which had been incorporated 

into the co lonial admi s tra t iv e  s tru c tu re s . The response of th is  

grouping involved a degro of co llaboration  with the colonial s ta te  and 

attem pts to wrest concessions from the a u th o ritie s  by working within 

colonial s tru c tu re s . A second category of responses was close ly  tied  to 

the more p ro le ta rian ized  uini "d etrib a lize ti’’ Hereros in  the towns and on 

the farms, and was represented b> the movement known as the Otjiseranda  

(Red Band Organisation) or "Truppenspielers" (p la y -so ld ie rs ) . The so­



c ia l  functions of the Otjlserandu vzre  complex and w ill be examined in 

some d e ta il  below, but e s se n tia lly  the organization  catered  for the 

personal sec u rity , welfare and re cre a tio n al needs of the Hereros outside 

the re serv e s , as well as offering  covert and symbolic re s is tan c e  to both 

the co lonial a u th o ritie s  and the indigenous leadersh ip . Both of these 

strands made use of p re-co lonial symbols to crea te  so cia l in teg ra tio n  

and mobili. 3 support, and during the 1930s and 1940s were involved in  a 

strugg le  with one another fo r control of these symbols.

Although the s tra teg y  of the indigenous leaders involved a degree of 

compromize and co llabora tion , * h fir ro le  was not purely co llabora tive  

and they were able to wrest snme important concessions from the colonial 

a u th o ritie s . The influence of these leaders was also  not re s tr ic te d  to 

the reserves, because they played an important ro le  in the towns where 

they were p a r tic u la r ly  in f lu e n tia l on the location advisory boards which 

had been se t up by the co lonial a u th o ritie s , Men lik e  Aron Mungunda, 

who h.!<i been president of UNIA in Windhoek and had played a prominent 

ro le  in spreading Garveyism in the countryside, and Clemens Kapuuo 

(Senior) another leader of the Garveyist movement in the ea rly  1920s. 

were important and long-standing members of the location  boards and 

maintained close contact with the indiyenous leadership in the reserves 

Mungunda continued to play an accommodative ro le  with the colonial 

au th o ritie s  u n ti l  the 1960's, even a f te r  the emergence of the nationa­

l i s t  p a r tie s .

P etition ing  of the adm inistration  by the Herero indigenous leadership 

had begun in the ea rly  1920s and continued through to the la te  1940s 

when the c re a tio 1 of tr ib a l  councils formalized the process, There was 

a con tinuity  in the demands and grievances expressed by the indigenous



leaders in th e ir  meeting with adm inistrative o f f ic ia l s .  These demands 

re f le c te d  both the broader in te re s ts  and asp ira tio n s  of Hereros within 

and outside the reserves and the more sp ec if ic  and sec tiona l in te re s ts  

of the dominant cattle-owning c la ss  w ithin the reserves. The l a t t e r  is 

most c le a rly  i l lu s t r a te d  by the consis ten t demand tha t grazing fees be 

replaced by a standard poll tax . As grazing fees were based on the 

number of stock owned by an ind iv idual, a p o ll tax would not d if fe re n t­

ia te  between the w ealth ier and poorer stock-owners, and would c le a rly  be 

in the in te re s t  of the large r stock-owners. Other issues which came up 

repeatedly were land claim s, in p a r tic u la r  demands for the re tu rn  of the 

tra d it io n a l  areas of the Hereros, p ro tes t against the pass laws, and the 

demand for higher wages, p a r tic u la r ly  fo r farm labourers.

Besides th e ir  success in acquiring more land than any of the o ther 

ethnic groups in the police zone, the Herero leadership was able to 

ex tra c t a number of o ther concessions from the adm inistration . One area 

in which the Hereros were able to achieve considerable success was that 

of education. In s p ite  of th e ir  in i t i a l  re s is tan c e  to Western educ­

a tio n , from 1932 Herero leaders began pu tting  pressure on the admin­

is tr a t io n  to open government schools in the reserves. Thus in 1932 the 

adm inistrator reported tha t the

Hereros who a l l  along had shown g reat ind ifference in educa­
tional m atters sen t a deputation in the course of the yea*- to 
express th e ir d is sa tis fa c tio n  with the ex is tin g  schools. In 
these schools Herero was taught, They did not want th a t.
They wanted th e ir  ch ildren  to learn English, Afrikaans and 
German. They also  wanted the school to go up to Standard VI.
They did not want them to stop short a t Standard 11,66

Further representa tions were made in 1933, and by 1935 the f i r s t  govern- 

rsn t school for blacks in the te r r i to r y  was opened a t  R ie tquelle  in the 

Aminius reserve, This was followed by the establishm ent of government



68
schools in the Waterberg East Reserve in 1940, and in Epuki.ro in 1944. 

Both these reserves were a lso  predominantly Herero, By 1962 there were

22 government schools for blacks in the te r r i to r v ,  ten in the urban 

areas and twelve in the reserves, Of the twelve schools in the re s e r ­

ves, nine were in predominantly Herero reserves,

Although on the surface the Herero indigenou', leadership appeared to be 

playing a ty p ica lly  co llab o ra tiv e  ro le , th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  with the 

co lonial a u th o ritie s  was fa r more complex and su b tle , and provided a 

s trik in g  co n tra s t with tha t of the Ovambo kings and headmen. While co­

operating with the adm inistration  on some issues, usually  in order to 

gain ce rta in  concessions, the Herero leaders challenged the adm inistra­

tion  on o ther issues. For example, when the South West A frica Commis­

sion v is ite d  the various reserves in 1935, Hosea Kutako, as Herero 

spokesman, offered  the most a r tic u la te  and searing condemnation of South 

African ru le  in Namibia. In response to a question by the Commission's 

chairman whether the s i tu a tio n  in Namibia had not improved following tin 

South African takeover from the Germans, Kutako rep lied :

The Union government ru les and operates in the same way as 
the German government did when i t  took away our freedom (v ir 
ons gevange geneem h e t). The s i tu a tio n  is  such that today we
say that the Union government s t i l l  tre a ts  us badly . . .  I t  is
s t i l l  the same government as 'h a t of the Germans,70

Kutako went on to develop p a ra lle ls  between South African and German 

ru le , arguing that although the black people in Bechuanaland and Basuto­

land had been brought under B ritish  ru le , they had not, like  the black

Namibians, lo s t both th e ir land and th e ir  freedom. Although the people 

had been given reserves, th e ir movement m s  severely r e s tr ic te d  and they 

were trea ted  as "prisoners", Kutako d !d not r e s t r ic t  himself to the



grievances of the Hereros, but re ferred  to the in ju stice s  suffered  by- 

a l l  blacks in the te r r i to r y .  Blacks had been sh o t, hanged and beaten to 

death by whites without the courts taking any ac tion . The whites, he 

said , ca lled  the blacks "k a ffirs"  and beat them "because k a f f i r  means 

beat to death" ("want k affer meen slaan dood"). Kutako completed his 

speech by focusing on sp ec if ic  issues such as the low wages paid by 

farmers, the grazing fees, and the low p rices paid fo r stock,

The response of the Ovambo kings and headmen to tlv lestion of the

Commission provide a viv id  co n tra s t. King Martin ot --idanga declared

that he was " sa tis f ie d "  with South African ru le:

I have been under the Union Government for a long time and I 
am s t i l l  under the Union Government and I am p leased .73

In much the same way the headmen of the Ukuanyama expressed th e ir  s a t i s ­

faction  with South African ru le , maintaining tha t the co lonial system of 

government was "very much b e tte r"  than tha t which had ex isted  during 

pre-co lon ial times. While the Mama. Damara and Tswara leaders in te r ­

viewed by the Commission expressed grievances, these were sp ec if ic  and

in no way matched the a r tic u la te  and po litic a lly -co n scio u s arguments of 
75

the ilerero leader.

The adm instration 's  response to the increasingly e x p lic i t  opposition of 

the Herero leaders was to attempt to  t i e  them more firmly into the 

colonial adm inistrative system and to groom them to take th e ir  place in 

i t s  scheme for a system of t r ib a l  councils. In 19'9 seven of "the most 

in f lu e n tia l  Hereros", including Hosea Kutako, Nikanor Hoveka and Aron 

Mungunda, were sent on a v i s i t  to the Transkoi and C iskei, to  observe 

the working of the Transkei Bunga and to v i s i t  such in s ti tu tio n s  as Fort 

Hare, the Fort Cox and Tsolo ag r ic u ltu ra l schools, and the Lovedale
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m ission, As the adm inistrator points out, the major aims of the v i s i t  

was to show the Hereros

the progress Natives in the Union have made under European 
guidance, and we also  hope tha t the v i s i t  w ill counteract the 
propoganda which has recen tly  been spread in the T errito ry  
with the objec t of a lien a tin g  th e ir  lo y a lty .7?

In his speech to the Bunga. Kutako made the purpose of the v i s i t  even 

c le a re r , when he said  that the delegation had been sen t to  the Transkei 

w jou conduct your debates, to see with our own eyes what the 

done and is  doing for the benefit of the people <ng in th is  

te r r i to r y ,  in order tha t we may, when our Adm inistration .  ,uth West 

Africa in s ti tu te s  a s im ilar system, know to  what end we w ill be 

working",

Shortly  a f te r  the re tu rn  of the Herero delegation to Namibia, the admi­

n is tr a t io n  promulgated the N atives' T rust Fund Proclamation (No. 23 of 

1939) which provided for the establishm ent of t r ib a l  funds and tr ib a l  

councils. In the words of the adm inistrator, the purpose of the tr ib a l  

council would be

to educate the Natives along the lin es  which have proved so 
successful in the Union to p a r tic ip a te  in the government of 
th e ir  own people. I t  is  a lso  f e l t  th a t the Council w ill take 
the place of u n o ffic ia l Councils which have been formed by 
the natives to enable them to express th e ir  fee lings , and 
w ill provide a means whereby those natives who are inclined 
to be a g ita to rs  and hotheads can be influenced by o lder and 
wiser men.79

A tr ib a l  tru s t  fund was estab lished  for the Hereros soon a f te r  the 

promulgation of the proclamation and i t  was planned to  in s ti tu te  sim ilar 

funds for the Namas, Camaras and Coloureds in 1940, but with the ou t­

break of World War II fu rthe r implementation o f the proclamation was 

postponed.



At the end of the war, however, some o ther considerations were to delay 

s t i l l  fu rthe r the implementation of the adm in is tra tio n 's  plans, p a r tic u ­

la r ly  in re la t io n  to the Hereros. Immediately a f te r  the war, the Here- 

ros were to play a cru c ia l ro le  in organising res is tan ce  to South A fri­

c a 's  attempt to incorporate Namibia into the Union, The adm inistra­

tion  therefore turned i t s  a tte n tio n  to the Damaras, some of whom had 

supported incorporation, and who formed a less organized and cohesive

group than the Hereros. The Damara T ribal Council was thus launched

towards the end of 1947, some three years before a s im ilar body was

created  fo r the Hereros A Nama council was launched in 1953.

Negotiations between the adm inistration  and Herero leaders bitween 1947 

and 1950 provide important in sigh ts in to  the d irec tio n s  tha t adm inistra­

tive  p o li tic s  and Herero p o li tic s  were taking, At a meeting in the 

Waterberg reserve in 1947, for example, the ch ie f native commissioner 

c le a rly  expressed the adm in istration ’s anxiety about the increasingly 

n a tio n a lis t ro le  that was being taken by Herero leaders, He s tressed  

tha t the Hereros represented only a tenth of the to ta l black population 

of the te r r i to r y ,  "tnere were other trib es  in the te r r i to ry  much s trong­

e r  and b e tte r  organized and i t  was sheer nonsense for the Hereros to 

make out that they were leaders of a l l  Natives of South West ,; .r ic a " .

Hereros were free to express th e ir  opinions but they must 
speak the tru th , I t  was the job of only the Prime M inister,
His Honour ( ie . the adm inistrator) and the Chief Native 
Commissioner to speak on behalf of a l l  the Natives of South 
West Africa , . ,  They ( i . e .  the Hereros) wete free to speak 
th e ir  minds a t any la e tin g  with o f f ic ia ls  but should speak 
them as Hereros or as rep resen ta tives of p a r tic u la r  Reser-



I t  is  c le a r  from th is  and o ther meetings tha t the adm inistration hoped 

to  n eu tra liz e  n a tio n a lis t  tendencies by fostering  ethnic id e n ti t ie s  by 

means of tr ib a l  councils and e th n ica lly  consolidated reserves, At the 

meeting with Hereros in 1947, the native commissioner had gone on to say 

tha t he would lik e  to see each tr ib e  with i ts  own "headquarters" where 

the adm inistration  could consult leaders who would speak on behalf of 

th e ir  tr ib e .

They must be a nation having a sea t somewhere. He did not
want them sca tte red  over d iffe re n t Reserves so th a t he did
not know where the people re a lly  were . . .  He wanted to create 
national consciousness. Each tr ib e  should have c e rta in  auth­
o rised  areas in a ce rta in  place where they liv e  . . .  P art of
his idea of asking for more land was to bring the Natives
together in large r a re a s .85

The native commissioner also  announced that the wages of headmen would 

be increased to f i t  in with th e ir  d u tie s . He l e f t  l i t t l e  room for doubt 

about what these du ties were. Headmen "were employed by the Administra­

tion  and in fa c t were part o f the Government", .,e said .

I t  is  c le a r from these and o ther comments of adm inistr : 've o f f ic ia ls ,  

tha t the basis for the Odendaal Plan of the mid-1960s was already being 

created  in 1947, The Odendaal plan which provided the b lueprin t for 

self-governing "homelands" in Namibia, merely extended and ra tio n a lized  

an adm inistrative system which was created in the la te  1940s. Although 

the Herero leaders allowed themselves to be incorporated in to  th is  

adm inistrative system, they were not unaware of the d irec tio n  in which 

p o li tic s  were developing in Namibia, At a meeting between the adminis­

tra tio n  and Herero leaders in 1949, for example, the Herero leader 

Joshua Kamberipa asked for the inclusion of rep resen ta tives  of other 

ethnic groups in th e ir  meetings with the adm inistration , He said he had 

been approached by Damaras and Nainas in Windhoek who wanted to know why
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the adm inistration  did not hold meetings with a l l  inhabitan ts of the 

te r r i to r y .  Although he had not been approached by the Ovambos, he also 

favoured including them w ithin the conference, Kamberipa was supported 

by a rep resen ta tive from the Tses who said tha t Namas in the reserves 

had wimed to  know khv they were not included in the meetings. The 

native commissioner, however, diade i t  c le a r tha t he was not w illing  to 

consider including members of o ther ethn ic groups in the meetings.

The Otjiserandu

LH the U ie  ,'iot only were the Hereros displaying increasingly

n a tio n a lis t tendencies, but they were also  more un ified  as a group than 

ever before. The "second strand" o f the itere-o movement which was 

associa ted  wilh the more p ro leU rian ized  members of the population who 

h u 'd  outside the r e s v n e s . had bv th is  time been large ly  incorporated 

w ithin the s t r u c tu r e  t rt'«ued bv the indigenous leaders - and may well 

!t.ivt' contribu ted  to the more m ilita n t and n a tionally -o rien ted  s tra te g ie s  

adopted bv the Herero leadership in the post-World War II period. The 

o rig ins  ,md development of th is  "second strand" of the Herero and re- 

U tH  noM ceiits. however remain to be examined.

following the su p p ress io n  of the Rehoboth rebellion  and the deraize of 

the l \ tA  and the in;, (he only s ig n if ic a n t form of organization by the 

colonized in Namibia were the tr ib a l  a u th o ritie s  sanctioned by the 

c o lo n ia l  s ta te , and .1 varie ty  of loosely structu red  organizations popu­

la rly  known as the  "li'U D pensiiie ler" movement, ri-ise organizations were 

to play a m ajor ro le  in th* re in te g ra tio n  of the indigenous population 

outside thn reserves and in co n tin u in g  the trad itio n s  of re s is tan c e  of 

the ea rly  1920s, Although l i t t l e  is  known about the o rig ins and ea rly  

a c t iv i t ie s  of the movement, a l l  ind ications are that i t  came into being



sh o rtly  a f te r  the Herero re b ellio n  of 1904, and tha t i t s  ea rly  member-
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ship was exclusively  or predominantly Herero, The movement f i r s t  came 

to the notice ot the South African a u th o ritie s  in V n t ,  In tha t year 

reports were received by the m agistrate of Qkahandja " th a t Hereros were 

organising some kind of n u h u r v  movement" Tho a u th o ritie s  had taken 

immediate stops to suppress the onjUTiuation, but by May (017 i t  was

reported to be oper-it hki once more. and. drrording to the Okahandja 

m agistrate , seemed "to  hasp extended v e n  widely". Frequent complaints 

had been re t^ ived  fm a farcer?* that A lnra ii labourers were perforniv.q 

□ il i ta rv  d r i l l  on the faros At uvjht and in <oitbCMuem e had been un fit 

for w rk  the fnl^)wtn<.i dav H um ines b\ the o aq i.v i.ite  m e a lt-d  that 

the o a iu n tv  ot Afn* ans in the noi^M'onrh. od wers- in  touch with the 

movocent

DoeuKPiits seized the auU iuritir-i I’cv f .n e i that the trovccenl had 

organued  i t s e l f  in*,n n i ! it.in  aivl p o i if iv.rfl rdiiks that rorvespond with 

thorve uf the <;<-ra,in - Mlniii.ii ,uith '»nf it's At ihi* head of the covecent 

was K nanl 'taliarent. who had Mkcn »n » tv rank uf Kaiser Other ranks 

iiii. lii’iod His t t r e l  li'itr v. the 'iuvornnr Von HeiDl in q '. ‘S ta te Secre-

t a r v '. 'T re a su re r '. ‘t.ipu tenant -vnlonelV . •lajoi'!.- . •md so forth- The

ranks noi only toincided with those of (he tievman to lom .il au th o ritie s  

and m ilita ry  forces. biM some uf I he leaders av tua ilv  assumed the names 

of German personnel assoi iated  with the vtihinv such as Leutwein, Prancke 

and Von L 'storff. The Qkahandja m ag is tra te 's  a tt i tu d e  to the organi­

za tion  was ambiguous. On the one hand, he maintained that as fa r as lie 

could understand i t .  "the whole thing is a ch ild ish  game of make-believe 

on a big scs le" . On the other hand, he s ta led  th a t "the movement 

ind icates tha t very considerable organization  has been ca rried  out and



th is  might a t  any time have a dangerous tendency". He noted that 

although the movement appeared to be decentra lized  with each local 

organization having a ‘K aiser’ of i t s  own, men were transferred  from one 

'reg im ent' to another, and the organizations sometimes provided finan­

c ia l  assistance  to men from other regiments. The organization  kept 

contro l over i t s  members by issuing m ilita ry  passes and co llec ting  

funds which were used to pay funeral expenses, make financ ial provision 

for the widows of deceased members, and pay the fines of members convic­

ted in the courts;

Any man from another d i s t r i c t  producing a l e t t e r  from the 
commander of th is  d i s t r i c t  or s a tis fy in g  the local comrinder 
of h is needs is  helped from local funds.90

The m agistrate reported that regiments ex isted  in K aribib, Vaterberg,

Omaruru, OUvjo, Swakopmund, Windhoek, Keetmanshoop, Luderitz and

ONhandj’a. Members of thv mvpment u sually  wore uniforms modelled on

those of the German colon ia l forces,

In response to th is  report, the Native A ffairs Department sen t out

in structions  to the d i s t r i c t  m agistrates "to  no tify  a l l  Natives that

th is  d r i l l in g  must forthw ith be discontinued, tha t he existence of

th e ir  m ilita ry  assoc ia tions cannot be countenanced and th a t these should

immediately be disbanded, fa il in g  which s te rn  measures w ill be taken 
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against a l l  those who disobey th is  order, Although there are few

references to the "truppenspieler" movement in the adm in istra tion 's

f i le s  between 191? and 1927, i t  would appear that the a u th o ritie s  did

not succeed in completely erad ica ting  the organizations because repo, s
92

of d r i l l in g  were received from Gobabis in 1919 and Luderitz in 1922. 

There are a lso  ind ications that the "truppenspieler" organizations were 

absorbed in to  the wider re s is tan c e  movement th a t manifested i t s e l f

between 1922 and 1925, For example, Eduard Maharero, who was 'K aiser'



of the organization  in the okahandja d i s t r i c t ,  played an important role

in the re s is tan c e  of the ea rly  1920s and in 1922 was elected  chairman of
93

the local branch of UNIA. Tire re is  evidence also  tha t the movement

was ac tive during the Rehoboth reb e llio n  of 1925, I t  was reported a f te r

the re le l l io n  tha t the Hereros involved in the r is in g  had been members

of a m ilita ry  organization and tha t th e ir  leader, Fe^tus Kandjou, held

the rank o'" lieu tenan t-co lonel. A fter the Hereros were removed from the

Cebiet, Kandjou who eventually  became one of Hosea Kutako’s p rincipal
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acv ise rs , had abandoned what he ca lled  "dangerous c h ild ’s-play".

Although the ava ilab le evidence is  sketchy, i t  would seem that p rio r to 

the establishm ent ot the reserves, there was l i t t l e  d iffe re n tia t io n  

s>? iear- the indigenous Herero leaders and the para-m ilita ry  movement. 

With the creation  of the reserves, the older and more estab lished  Herero 

leaders withdrew from the 'tro o p s ' and were incorporated in to  the in d i­

genous leadership based in the reserves, leaving the troop organization 

in the hands of the younger men in the towns and on the farms. The

Native A ffairs Department in Windhoek reported in 1927 th a t "the Herero

organization, or 't ro o p ',  e x is ts  a l l  over the te r r i to r y  and consists of 

young men of the tr ib e , None of the responsible men or leaders are

im plicated or take any part in i t  and, as fa r as can be gathered, look 

on the troop so c ie tie s  as an attempt on the part of the younger people 

to amuse themselves". There are also  ind ications that the movement 

began to take root more firmly in the police zone in the post-1925 

period. The revival of the "Truppenspieler" movement a t th is  time is

consisten t with the co llapse of the defiance of the ea rly  1920s and the 

withering of m illenarianism  associated with the Garveyist movement. 

While the "truppenspieler" movement did not openly challenge the colo­



n ia l a u th o r i t ie s , i t  provided fo r the expression of re s is tan ce  in a

covert or symbolic manner and offered  an a lte rn a tiv e  s ta tu s  hierarchy

and source of au tho rity  to tha t of the co lonial society . Furthermore,

i t  provided group so lid a r i ty , so cia l secu rity  and entertainm ent for

those, who did not go to the reserves a f te r  1925, Without ac tu ally

risk ing  an armed confrontation with the a u th o ritie s , the movement main-

fa iu jd  t?ip necessary m ilita ry  s tru c tu re s  and d isc ip lin e  to  meet the

contingency 01 .'.'kallion , should opportunity a r is e . In 1927 the

superintendent of the Wav’rbe: Fan  R->tr\^ drew the adm in is tra tion 's

a tte n tio n  to the p o ten tia l th rea t of the troop movement:

In case of necessity  (Rebellion or Defence) the Hereros c- 
be mobilised under th e ir  local o ff ic e rr  fo r the var- 
d i s t r i c t s  in which they res id e . They keep in touch with each 
d i s t r i c t  by post and o ther means.98

The Okahandja ceremony

The rev ival and rapid growth of the movement in the 1920s can also  be 

traced back to the ceremony associa ted  with the b u ria l o f Samuel 

Maharero in Okahandja in August 1923. Maharero had died in e x ile  in 

March 1023, but with the permission of the colonial a u th o ritie s  his 

remains were brought to Namibia and buried with fu ll  indigenous r i te s  

• -ar the graves of h is fa ther and grandfather on 26 August 1923. An 

estim ated 3 000 Hereros p a rtic ip a ted  in the ceremony which included a 

procession of 150 men on horseback and a band, followed by hundreds of 

men on foot, With no inkling of the ro le  th a t the ceremony was to play 

in the h is to ry  of re s is tan c e  in  Namibia, about one hundred whites, 

including top government o f f ic ia ls ,  a t '  nded, and a Union Jack was even 

provided to drape the co ffin  of the Herero leader, The co lonial author­

i t ie s  c le a rly  had u lte r io r  motives in attending the ceremony because the 

Secretary for South West Africa delivered a funeral o ra tion  on behalf of



the adm inistrator in which he s tressed  the need for co-operation between 

whites and blacks with "each rendering his help in the form permitted by 

h is present s ta tus"  - a th in ly  veiled  appeal to the Hereros to accept 

th e ir  assigned ro le  as labourers and subordinates w ithin the colonial 

framework.

This seemingly banal event, was to have far-reaching im plications fo r me 

development of re s is tan c e  in Namibia - the extent of which could not 

even have been foreseen by the Hereros who p ar tic ip a ted . I t  was to 

become to Namibia, what Gandhi's S alt March of 1930 represented to 

India, "a symbol of imperishable power over the imaginations of men". 

Following the 1923 ceremony, {.he 26 August became a national day for the 

Hereros in which thousands annually made pilgrimages to Okahandja to pay 

homage to the Herero leaders and p a r tic ip a te  in the march to  the graves. 

I t  was a t th is  f i r s t  ceremony tha t the indigenous symbols of the Here­

ros -associated  with Kaharero, the red scarves or bands, were revived. 

The red scarves had been worn by the Hereros as a symbol of unity  and 

loyalty , p a r tic u la r ly  in times of war. They date back a t  le a st to the

days of German colonial ru le  before the 1904 re b e llio n , and in a l l
102

probab ility  had th e ir  o rig ins  in pre-co lon ial times. Although Ngavi- 

rue claims that the OtJJserandu (Red Band Organization or 

"Truppenspielers") was "ca lled  into being" in order to organize the 1923 

ceremony, documentation c le a rly  shows tha t the movement was in existence 

some time before 1923 and tha t i t  was renamed Red Band or Otjiserandu in 

tha t year. What cannot be doubted, however, is  that the burial 

ceremony provided considerable impetus to the movemen*. The annual 

parades and r i tu a ls  were p a r tic u la r ly  important because they allowed the 

various 't ro o p s ' to assemble and to d isp lay  pub licly  th e ir  uniforms, 

m ilita ry  re g a lia  and marching s k i l l s .  The Okahandja ceremony also



provided a basis of un ity  for the diverse elements of the Herero popula­

tion , bringing together the reserve-based Hereros and the more p ro le ta - 

rian ized  people from the towns and farms. The cru c ia l symbolic s ig n if i ­

cance of the ceremony was eventually  to lead to a strugg le between the 

Herero indigenous leaders and the Otjiserandu  fo r contro l of these 

powerful symbols.

The Okahandja ceremony, however, held im plications not only for the 

Hereros, but also  for other ethnic groups in the te r r i to r y .  The wearing 

of red bands by the Hereros was to lead to the rev ival or invention of 

indigenous symbols by other groups, such as the white head sca rf of the 

Witbooi Namas and the green enblems worn by the Damaras. The Herero 

ceremony was also  to have an impact on the Ovambos, not only in the

formation o f Ovambo 'tro o p s ' in the police zone, but also  in the

attempts of Ovambos to create a s im ilar -emony around the Ovambo king, 

handume, who died during the b a tt le  against the co lonial forces in

1017. Even more important, 26 August has become a commemorative day

(Namibia Day) for a l l  Namibians id e n tif ie d  with the stuggle against

colonialism . On 2o August 1Q66 - exactly  43 years a f te r  the o rig in a l 

funeral ceremony for Samuel Haharero - the South West Africa People's 

Organization (SWAPO) launched i t s  g u e r r i l la  war against the South 

African forces in Namibia.

The Herero ceremony was, however, already creating  anxiety in colonial 

c irc le s  in the 1920s. The missionary and h is to r ia n , Heinrich Vedder, 

dwelt on th is  th rea t to colonial society  in an ethnographic study of the 

Hereros f i r s t  published in 1928;

On the 26th August of each year a g reat Heathenish anniversa­
ry is  held a t these three graves, ( ie . the graves of Samuel



Maharero, h is fa th e r and grandfather) to which a l l  Herero men 
of the neighbourhood flock, on horseback i f  possib le . On 
th is  occasion a m ilita ry  re ,lew  is  also  held a t which the new 
and old leaders of the people show themselves in a l l  th e ir 
glory. This turn of a f fa irs  is  very re g re tta b le , I f  the 
Hereros would only allow themselves to take the place ass ig ­
ned to them in South West, they could rank as the foremost 
people amongst the native races of the country . . .  As i t  is 
they are a source of anxiety both to the Government and to 
the European s e t t l e r s .109

A number of reports in the la te  1920s linked the Otjiserandu  to overt 

m ilita ry  aims. I t  was reported in 1928, for example, tha t the v i s i t  to 

the te r r i to r y  of Johannes Maharero, one of the sons of Samuel Maharero, 

had resu lted  in increased d r i l l in g  in the Waterberg East reserve . In 

1929 i t  was reported tha t Johannes Maharero had addressed a meeting in 

the Otjiwarongo d i s t r i c t ,  where he had said th a t, in view of the su ffe ­

ring  of the Hereros under South African ru le , i t  would be b e tte r  to d ie.

I must now do my fa th e r 's  work. Like he has died, I too must
d i e . I l l

Johannes Maharero warned the assembled Hereros to be on the a le r t  (wak- 

ker en v e r s ig t ig ) , Another report linking the O tjiserandu with overt 

m ilita ry  aims o rig inated  from the Tses reserve in 1928. According to a 

po lice informer, the p o s s ib il i ty  of war was discussed a t  a meeting of

Hereros in the reserve. The meeting was addressed by the highest ran ­

king o ff ic e r  of the local branch of the O tjiserandu who was alleged  to 

have said tha t as the a u th o ritie s  had been unable to redress the 

people 's grievances, they should prepare themselveii for war, The in fo r­

mer s ta ted  tha t messages had been sent to various p a rts  of the reserve 

to c a ll together people, and that a f te r  the meeting a parade was held a t

which the O tjiserandu lender had in structed  the men in the use of

firearm s,



The ethn ic  composition of the various 'tro o p s ' in the d iffe re n t d is ­

t r i c t s  varied. Although i t  would appear that the m ajority of these 

organizations were e th n ica lly  exclusive, some of the 't ro o p s ',  p a rtic u ­

la r ly  during the 1920s, had mixed memberships. In 1927, for example, 

•the 'tro o p ' in the Outjo black township included both Hereros and Dama­

n s  , In Windhoek on the other hand, the Hereros, Damaras and Ovambos 

had separate 't ro o p s '.  S im ilarly , m  Luderitz there were three organi­

za tions , one for Hereros, one for Ovambos, and a th ird  with Damara and 

Nama members, I t  appears, however, th a t the e th n ica lly  mixed 

'tro o p s ' were exceptions and tha t by the m id -th ir tie s , most, i f  not a l l  

the 't ro o p s ',  were e th n ica lly  exclusive. The as s is ta n t  native commis­

sioner reported in 1935 for example, th a t "every tr ib e ,  with the excep- 
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tion  of the Union Section, has a troop".

The s truggle between the O tjiserandu and indigenous leadership 

From the mid-1930s c o n f lic t began to  develop between the troop orga­

n iza tions on the one hand, and the Windhoek location advisory board and 

reserve-based Herero leaders on the o ther. The co n f lic t appeared to be 

re la ted  to the d iffe re n t re la tio n sh ip s  which the two p artie s  to the 

c o n f lic t had with the colonial a u th o ritie s . While both the location and 

the reserve boards formed part of the co lonial adm inistrative s tuc tu re , 

the troop organization  operated outside these s tru c tu re s , The co n f lic t 

between the troop movement and the Windhoek location advisory board had 

begun as a co n f lic t between the 'tro o p s ' and the Windhoek location 

superintendent, Captain Octavius Bowker, Leaders of the troop movement 

had approached the locations board to ask for th e ir  aid  in securing the 

dism issal of Bowker and his township police, As the boardmen refused to 

lend th e ir support to such a move, the 'tro o p s ' in s ti tu te d  a campaign
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against the s i t t in g  boardmen and attempted to have them voted out of 

o ff ic e . The troop movement had also  made contact with Hosea Kutako in 

the Aminius reserve, asking him to use his influence with the colonial 

a u th o ritie s  to have Bowker and h is men removed from o ff ic e .

Bowker reported tha t there had been "feverish  excitement" during the 

location  board elec tions of January 1935. Herero voters had stormed the

polling  o ff ic e  and assaulted  one of the e le c to ra l o f f ic ia ls .  Bowker

maintained th a t he also  had been assaulted  in the fray , and th a t the 

troop movement had " rganized" the inciden t. The troop movement, he

sa id , was

making a bid for governmental power, and I am supported in 
th is  by a message from Hosea Kutako, headman of the Aminius 
reserve, asking me to take steps to extend the term of o ff ic e  b
of the present board on the grounds tha t the Truppenspielers I
intend making a bid a t the next e lec tio n s  to get th e ir men 
into o ff ic e . There appears to me to be an element of danger 1
in th is  cleavage and i f  we can heal the breach q u ie tly  yet 
firmly I think i t  w ill be as well to do s o .116

;
That Kutako sided with the location board against the troop movement is  ;

hardly surpriz ing , not only because the reserve a u th o ritie s  and the | >i

boardmen were part of the same power s tru c tu re , but a lso  because , ■■ f

Kutako's brother, Aaron Mungunda, was a prominent member of the Windhoek 

board.

At a meeting of the Windhoek location advisory board in 1935, Herero and 

Damara represen ta tives maintained tha t th e ir  au th o rity  was beiny under­

mined by the troop movement. Under Bowker's guidance the board unani­

mously passed a motion ca llin g  on the adm inistration to put a stop- to
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the movement. Soon a f te r  th is , the co lonial a u th o ritie s  embarked on 

a campaign against the Otjiserandu. Enquiries about the leader of the 

organization , Festus Katura, revealed th a t , although he had a reg is te red



contract and had paid his pass fees, his re g is te red  employer had le f t  

Windhoek more than a year before, and tha t since then he had b' .n 

"unemployed". Katura was therefore prosecuted under sec tion  16 of the

Native (Urban Areas) Proclamation, which empowered the adm inistration  to 

remove any black person from an urban area who was "hab itually  unem­

ployed and adjudged to be an id le  or d iso rderly  person". However, the 

m agistrate who trie d  the case found that although Katura was unemployed,

he was not " id le  or d iso rderly" , and therefore declined to issue an
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order for the removal of the Otjiserandu  laader, Subsequently, 

Katura and o ther leaders of the troop movement were warned tha t although 

the adm inistrator had agreed to th e ir  removal from Windhoek, he had 

decided to give them "one more chance". Any fu rthe r in terference in 

"matters which did not concern them" would re su lt in th e ir  immediate 

removal from Windhoek. 'Troop' leaders in the employment of the admi­

n is tra t io n  were a lso  warned tha t " fu rth e r p a r tic ip a tio n  by them in 

ag ita tio n  would re su lt  in th e ir  d ism issal". At the beginning of 1936 

the adm inistration had also  prohib ited  m ilita ry  d r i l l in g  and the wearing 

o f uniforms.

These measures of the adm inistration increased tensions in the Windhoek 

location , and during the course of 1936 Hosea Kutako was asked by the 

adm inistration  to intervene. Kutako was, however, unable to a f fe c t a 

re co n c ilia tio n , and produced le t te r s  to show that the c o n f lic t had 

spread to the r  • The le t t e r s  which emanated from the headquar­

te rs  of the in Windhoek, were addressed to both the indige­

nous leadersh. embers of the OtjJserandu in the Aminius reserve.

Kutako maintained th a t following the a r r iv a l  of the l e t t e r s ,  h is autho­

r i t y  had been re s is te d  by members of the movement, and asked the admi­



n is tr a t io n  to take ac tion  against them. In th e ir  l e t t e r  to Kutako, 

the Otj'iserandu Xn&dsrs said  that they were being oppressed, and asked 

the Herero tr ib a l  leaders to provide them with "a flag (or banner) to 

ca rry " . Kutako in terp re ted  the l e t t e r  as a taunt because i t  implied 

tha t he had been p a rtly  responsible for the adm in is tra tion 's  measures 

against them and asked him what "symbol" he co.nid Provide to replace 

tha t which had been prohibited by the a u th o r it ie s .

Kutako complained to the co lonial a u th o ritie s  again in May 1937. He 

reported that t t r  O tjiserandu  frequently  held meetings in the Aminius 

reserve and tha t he was never informed of these m eetings. The movement 

had also  spread to the schools in the reserve. In 1938 Kutako main­

tained tha t the s itu a tio n  was rap id ly  d e te rio ra tin g , He said  th a t the 

people in Aminius refused to attend  the meetings he ca lled , and tha t a 

s im ilar s itu a tio n  ex isted  in Windhoek. The banning of d r i l l in g  and 

uniforms was not su f f ic ie n t , he sa id . The movement i t s e l f  should be 

banned. Members of the OtJ. * randy would only obey th e ir  own lea d ers .

The, are trying to make a government of th e ir  own, In the 
r e s • they have th e ir  own o ff ic e rs  to whom they lis te n .
Thff .' 1 not l is te n  to me.US

Kutako also  w in ta in ed  tha t the O tjiserandu  had undermined h is au thority  

and influenced other leaders in other re serv e s , With the exception of 

Nikanor Hoveka of ih*» Epukiro reserve, other Herero leaders refused to 

attend the annual meetings ca lled  by Kutako in Windhoek in April every 

year, This s ta te  of a f fa irs  had come about as a re su lt  of the opposi­

tion  of the Otjiserandu.

I know why they do not come, they know I and Nikanor are 
loyal to the government and that we are not in favour of the 
troops. The people have le f t  me. The leaders of the move­
ment in Windhoek which is  the centre of a l l  the trouble, 
should be deported, 126



Kutako went on to  r e f e r  to  th e  annual ceremony in  Oltahandja on 26

August, and maintained tha t he had in i tia te d  th is  ceremony.

I t  is  not our true custom to hold ceremonies a t the graves of 
ch ie fs . I t  was not done in the old days, Samuel Maharero 
asked before he died that he be buried a t  Okahandja. To that 
the Government agreed. Then I went and asked the government
i f  I could have a day every year to go to the grave and have
a meeting. This was granted. We d id n 't  go there in accordan­
ce with Herero custom. We went there every year as an occa­
sion to show our loyalty  to the Government and our thanks for 
the benefits  they had given us . . .  I asked for the day at
Okahandja and now I ask for i t  to  be taken away, and my
people to ld  th a t when they behave themselves again and are 
thankful for what the Governiiient has given them, they can 
have th e ir  Day back.

What was involved here was e s se n tia lly  a struggle between the

Otjiserandu kcA Hosea Kut epresented the more conservative and

co llaborative indigenous leadersu ip , for control over the symbols of the

Herero people. By identify ing  himself with the co lonial a u th o ritie s ,

Kutako was able to manoeuvre them in to  ass is tin g  him in es tab lish in g  his

dominance over these symbols. In 1939 members of the Q tjiserandu  in

Aminius were ordered to leave the reserve. When they refused to comply

with th is  order, thp adm inistration sent a specia l police p a tro l to 
12?

Aminius to enforce the ev ic tions.

The Otjiserand'j tiempted to defend i t s e l f  by appealing to the colonial

a u th o ritie s . <y ra is in g  funds in order to employ lawyers, and by
129

attempting to . i. - the membership of the organization. Another 

stra tegy  was I "'.-I "pray meetings" instead of d r i l l in g  sessions, but 

even th is  arou'-r.-.! tiin suspicions of the co lonial a u th o ritie s . Resis­

tance to the coJorual a u th o ritie s  therefore increased, and as World War

II drew c lo ser , there was a rev ival of millenarianism  in which the troop 

movement played a cen tra l ro le . With the approach of war and the estab-
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attempting to expand the membership of the organization . Another 

s tra te g y  was to hold "pray meetings" instead of d r i l l in g  sessions, but 

even th is  aroused the suspicions of the colonial a u th o ritie s , Resis­

tance to the colonial a u th o ritie s  therefore increased, and as World War

II drew c lo ser , there was a revival of m illenarianism in  which the troop 

movement played a cen tra l ro le , With the approach of war and the estab-



lishmcnt of a ,,ranch of the Nazi Party by German s e t t l e r s  in 

Namibia, the uniforms and m ilita ry  trad itio n s  which the troop move­

ment had borrowed from the Germans assumed new sign ificance for both the 

colonial au th o ritie s  and the 'tro o p s ' themselves, Various reports re a ­

ched the adm inistration to the e f fe c t  th a t "truppenspielers" had been 

seen together with known Nazis, that 'tro o p s ' had displayed the German 

flag , or tha t blacks had been seen giving the Nazi s a lu te . Rumours

were also  c irc u la ted  among the black population tha t the Germans would 

soon re tu rn  to take over the adm inistration  of the country. These 

rumours had much in common with the millenariam expectations of the 

ea rly  1920s, except th a t the "Americans" were now replaced by the 

"Germans". For example, deputations of black mine workers in the 

Omaruru d i s t r i c t  had on a t le a st five occasions in 1937 and 1938 approa­

ched the mine management to enquire when the South African a u th o ritie s

would be leaving the te r r i to ry  as they had heard tha t the Germans were 
134

taking over.

The adm in is tra tion 's  response to these a c t iv i t ie s  was to increase i t s

repression of the movement. In July 1038, for example, the ch ief native

commissioner recommended tha t the movement be banned, He fe lt  tha t the

organization was dangerous because o f the opposition i t  had offered  to

t r ib a l  leaders and local a u th o ritie s , The minds of members of the

movement, he sa id , were

ag ita ted  by such questions as 'Who is Master here, the German 
Consul or the adm in istra to r?‘135

While the recommendation of the native commissioner was not implemented, 

various o ther measures were adopted to r e s t r ic t  the a c t iv i t ie s  of the 

movement. In 1939 and 1940 the wearing of uniforms and marching a t the
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Okahandja cerumony was prohibited and in 1941 th is  ban was extended to 

the wear.ng of red tabs. Attempts were also  made to incorporate the 

leaders of the movement into the ex is tin g  co lonial s tru c tu re s . In 1940 

two leaders of the troop movement were elec ted  to the Windhoek location 

advisory board. By 194b there were four recognized members of the 

movement on the township board. The inclusion of members of the 

O tjisersndu  on the hoard was part o f the stra tegy  pursued by the loca­

tion  superintendent. Captain Bowker:

In order to re-educate members of the Red Band and convert 
them to a policy of co-operation with o ther sec tions of the 
native community, I have co n sis ten tly  endeavoured to bring 
about th e ir  rep resenta tion  on th is  Board . . .  To show that 
th is  experiment has proved very su ccessfu l, I may mention 
tha t on Zi t  August 1946. a t a meeting of the Board, a reso­
lu tio n  was proposed by one of the four Red Band representa­
tives pledging support to the Government's p o lic y .138

Although pockets of re s is tan c e  remained, p a r tic u la r ly  among the younger 

members of the Otjiserandu, the main body of the Herero troop move­

ment was gradually  incorporated in to  the formal co lonial s tru c tu re s , and 

ceased to e x is t as a th rea t to e ith e r  the colonial s ta te  or the tr ib a l  

a u th o ritie s . A fter the war the a c t iv i t ie s  of the O tjiserandu  were 

re s tr ic te d  to the ce leb ra tion  of 2b August and the welfare functions of 

a  mutual aid socie ty . The Indigenous leadership of the Hereros was 

therefore able to regain control over communal symbols and strengthen

i t s  position  w ithin the Namibian social formation. I t  was from tM s 

position  of strength  that the Herero leadership launched i t s  assa u lt on 

South A frica 's  attempt to incorporate Namibia into the Union. The

Hereros were the only communal grouping in Namibia to o ffe r unanimous 

resistance  to the incorporation bid, and, as Ngavirue suggests, i t  was 

more than a coincidence that the f i r s t  Herero p e ti t io n  to the United

Nations was signed a t Okahandja on the eve of 26 August.



Danara and Ovajubo * troops'

While o ther communal groups in the police zone also  had troop organiza­

tions and employed symbols s im ilar to those of the Hereros, th e ir  e f ­

fo r ts  were largely  d eriva tive of those of the Hereros. That other 

groups closely  im itated the symbols and a c t iv i t ie s  of the Herero organi­

za tion  is  a trib u te  to the s trength  and efficacy  of the Otjiserandu. By 

the same token, however, the troop organization of other groupings were 

considerably weaker than th e ir Herero counterparts, and consequentially  

were less successful in re s is t in g  the pressures brought to bear upon 

them by the colonial s ta te .

The deriv a tiv e  nature of o ther troop organizations is  probably also  

connected to the g re a te r self-consciousness these organizations d is ­

played of th e ir  so cia l aims and functions. Although of a l l  the troop 

o rganizations, the Otjiserandu  is the best documented, there Is no 

ind ication  !n the ava ilab le  evidence that a t any time members of the 

organisation were prepared to s ta te  openly that they were involved in 

anything more than recrea tional and welfare a c t iv i t ie s .  The troop 

organizations of the Damaras, on the o ther hand, provide a s trik in g  

c o n tra s t. Troop organizations e x iste d  among the Dtmaras at le a s t  since

1018. In that year the riv a lry  between two Damara factions in the 

Windhoek locations had erupted into violence, and had a ttra c te d  the 

a tten tio n  of the colonial a u th o ritie s , Subsequently investiga tion  

showed that each faction possessed a 1 troop ' organized into m ilita ry  

ranks and subjected to d r i l l in g  and other m ilita ry  d isc ip lin e , When 

tensions arose between the two fac tions , the 1 troops’ had been mobil­

ized, and in the figh ting  that ensued twelve people were in ju red , two of 

them seriously .



However, the "Green Band" organization of the Damaras came into e x is t ­

ence in about 1931. According to the secretary  of the organization, 

Frederik Gaeb, the Damaras of Okambahe had begun "wearing th is  green 

band since, 1931, the day we la id  the tomb stone of our la te  Chief". 

While Gaeb denied that h is organization had any "p o lit ic a l"  aims, he was 

quite  e x p lic i t  about i t s  social functions. He s ta ted  tha t the organiza­

tion had been founded a t  a "meeting of the nation , those who could not 

a ttend , wrote to s ta te  th a t they were in agreement with the formation of 

such an organization ."

I think tha t th is  organization is  makinq the nation more 
independent for in e a r l ie r  years we were ju s t  like  sheep and 
goats, and now we have become people who have been educated 
by the white people, and I want us to s tay  c iv il ise d  as the 
white people taught us. The "Green Band" (s ic ) is  a school to 
keep children together and the "Green Band" is  a symbol to 
keep the nation from dwelling from one another and the Green
Band has opened the eyes of the people so tha t we can now see
that we were in darkness.

. . .  since the Green Band was brought aiaon$ "'s we are a l l
bound up as one nation, not lik e  in e a r l i .  sars when a 
young man had to abandon his mother's home, and is  then
called  upon to s ta r t  another tr ib e  away from his family when 
he took a w ife .144

Troop organization also  ex isted  among the Ovambos in the police zone.

In 1038, for example, the adm inistration discovered tha t Ovambos in

Windhoek were holding annual memorial services on the anniversaries of 
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King Mandume's death. These serv ices took place in the grounds of 

the Handume Campaign Memorial, which, Iro n ica lly , had been erected  by 

the colonial au th o ritie s  to commemorate the white troops who died in the 

b a tt le  against the Ukuanyama. Although the Ovambos involved in the 

ceremonies disclaimed any link with the Herero Otjiserandu, an adminis-



tra t iv e  o f f ic ia l  pointed out tha t " th e ir  im itation  of the l a t t e r 's  

method is  apparent" Further enquiries by the a u th o ritie s  revealed 

tha t s im ilar organizations ex isted  in other p a rts  of the police zone, 

and tha t these had been in ex istence from a t le a s t  1928. When the 

tr ib a l  au th o ritie s  in Ovamboland were consulted, they requested tha t 

Ovambo troop organizations to be brought under t r ib a l  con tro l. I t  is 

cle a r th a t the Ovambo tr ib a l  a u th o ritie s  f e l t  threatened by the e x is t ­

ence of these organizations in the police zone, as they offered  an

a lte rn a tiv e  au tho rity  s tru c tu re  to those of the kings and headmen. For 

example, King Martin of the Ondonga described the organizations as "the 

work of small men. They hold meetings and dress up so as to impress

others and make others believe tha t they are b ig ,"

Following these consultdtioru te t r ib a l  a u th o ritie s , the organi­

zers  of the Ovambo ' troop ' in Windhoek were compelled under Section 1(d) 

o f Proclamation 15 of 1928 to re tu rn  to Ovamboland for a t  le a s t  three

months. In Ovamboland they were placed "d irec tly  under the influence 
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o f the leading Headmen*'. Following the d isc ip lin in g  of the 'tro o p ' 

leaders by the tr ib a l  a u th o ritie s , the acting native commissioner in 

Ovamboland reported that "the stay  here of these two men has been most 

b eneficial to them and they w ill re turn  to Windhoek prepared to work 

under and in co-operation with the Department and w il, give no further 

trouble." Subsequently, an Ovambo organization was in s ti tu te d  in 

Windhoek under the s t r i c t  control of the a s s is ta n t native commissioner 

and superintendent of the Windhoek location.

Attempts were also  made to bring Ovambo organizations in o ther p arts of 

the police zone under co lonial con tro l. According to the a u th o ritie s , a 

number of troop organizations and a "box fund" (benevolent associa tion)



ex isted  in Luderitz. The l a t t e r  organization is  of dome in te re s t be­

cause i t s  Leaders, Thomas Ndili and S ilas Paulus, both had h is to r ie s  of 

defying the adm inistration. Ndili had previously come in to  co n flic t 

with the a u th o ritie s  when he refused to pay the t r ib a l  tru s t  fund tax 

and had a lso  helped to organize a p e titio n  against Proclamation 29 of

1935 which empowered the adm inistration to deport any "northern or

e x t r a - te r r i to r ia l  nail" from the police zone.

Furthermore, he had previously been sentenced for forging passes, break­

ing curfew regulations and fa il in g  to pay the t r ib a l  t ru s t  fund tax. 

S ilas Paulus had been prosecuted for " re s is tin g  or obstructing  the 

p o lice" . In 193? the adm inistration  had been ordered the re p a tria tio n  

of Ndili to Ovamboland a f te r  labe lling  him an "ag ita to r" .

While the organizations and symbols of the Dainaras and Ovambos proved 

less re s i l ie n t  and in flu e n tia l  than those of the Hereros, the former 

were not without consequence for the development of re s is tan ce  in Nami­

b ia. Winter, for example, noted in 1977 that the Ukuanyamas ju s tif ie d
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s tea lin g  from whites by re ferrin g  to th e fts  as "mourning Mandume".

In the 1980's elements of the old ‘ troop1 trad itio n s  s t i l l  survive, not

only in the s t r i c t l y  observed annual tr ib a l  r i tu a l  of the Hereros at

Okahandja, but even in the ranks of the South West Africa People's

Organization. At SWAPO's 1981 ce lebra tion  of Namibian Day in Windhoek,

for example, the old ' troop' trad itio n s  found expression alongside more

Westernized forms of fe s tiv ity  such as drum m ajorettes and a jazz band,

as the following newspap r  commentary witnesses :

Members of the SWA Police task force in camouflage uniforms 
watched from a distance on Saturday as SWAPO's "Namibian 
P o lice" , carrying firearm toys and homemade re p lic as , jived  
in the dust of Katutura township,154



Explaining the 1 troop ' movement

This b rie f  desc rip tion  of the Namibian troop movement ra ise s  a number of 

questions about how th is  phenomenon is to be in terp re ted , and about i t s  

o rig ins  and ultim ate social functions. Ngavirue, for example, regards 

the a c t iv i t ie s  of both t r ib a l  a u th o ritie s  and the 'tro o p ' movement 

between the two world wars in e s se n tia lly  negative terms. He sees the 

period as characterized  by social a c t iv i t ie s  which were not "p a r tic u la r­

ly harmful” to the co lonial a u th o r is e s  and which involved the s u b s t it ­

ution  of more overt ("ex ternalized") p o l i tic a l  a c t iv i t ie s  "for purely 

escap ist and m illenarian modes of adjustment", More sp e c if ic a lly , he 

describes the rev ival of p re-co lonial symbols as a form of "in te rnalized  

co llec tiv e  behaviour" and the m ilita ry  d r i l l in g  of the 'tro o p s ' as an

"energy-absorbing a c tiv ity " . In reaching these e s se n tia lly  negative 

conclusions, Ngavirue has drawn on the work of Harold Lasswell, and in 

p a r tic u la r  on Lassw ell's d is tin c tio n  between " in te rnalized" and "ex te r­

nalized" forms of so cia l behaviour, However, even U < sw ell's  theor­

e t ic a l  framework suggests a more positve p ic tu re  of movements like  the 

Otjiserandu, than Ngavirue is  prepared to concede, While Lasswell 

attaches l i t t l e  p o l i tic a l  importance to " in te rnalized" bwhaviour which 

is depicted largely in terms of psychological adjustment, he does go on 

to suggest that membership of associa tions may encourage overt p o li tic a l  

a c tiv ity , This in i t s e l f  suggests tha t the d is tin c tio n  between

"in te rnalized" and "externalized" behaviour is  an a r t i f i c i a l  one,

A more f r u i t f u l ,  although re la ted  approach is  based upon observed simi- 

l« r i t ie s  in the social behaviour and psychological responses of concen­

tra tio n  camp p ris io n ers  and members of oppressed communities. This 

approach which orig inated  from the work of Bruno Bettelheim on Jewish

pris ioners  in Nazi concentration camps, sees ce rta in  forms of im ita-



liv e , submissive and even ch ild lik e  behaviour as a form of psychological

adjustment to absolute domination. I t  has been applied to modern "mass 
160 161 162 

so c ie ty " , repressive so c ie tie s  in g en era l, slave p la n ta tio n s ,
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and to the dance associa tions or Beni ngoma o i easte rn  A frica. In 

p a r tic u la r , these explanations have focused on the id en tific a tio n  of 

German concentration camp prisoners with the SS, and th e ir  attempts to 

im ita te the uniforms, r i tu a ls  and manner of th e ir oppressors. There are 

some suggestive p a ra lle ls  between such responses and the o rig ins  of the 

"Truppenspieler" movement in Namibia. On the most obvious lev e l, the 

adoption of the names and t i t l e s  of German o f f ic ia ls  and o ff ic e rs , 

German uniforms and d r i l l in g  procedures, m irrors the behaviour of con­

cen tration  camp prisoners, The establishm ent of the f i r s t  "troops" in 

1906, immediately a f te r  the defeat and near exterm ination of the Herero 

people, is also  consisten t with the concentration camp th es is , Although 

information on the ’ troops' during th is  period is scanty, la te r  develop­

ments suggest th a t the Hereros, who suffered more severely than any 

other group during the 1904-07 wars, were the main in s tig a to rs  of the 

troop movement. Moreover, the m ajority of Herero and Namas who survived 

the wars were i n i t i a l l y  interned in concentration camps under conditions 

which were no less severe than those of the Nazi camps, while the 

form of colonial society  tha t came into being a f te r  1907 in many re s ­

pects reproduced the conditions of a concentration camp. As in the 

Nazi concentration camps, the co lonial a u th o ritie s  d elib e ra te ly  broke up 

the social organization of conquered groups, reducing them to "an a to ­

mized, homogenous, and help lessly  degraded mass", In much the same 

way Namibian society  between 1907 and 1915 finds i ts  p a ra lle ls  with the 

concentration camps in the dispossession, b ru ta liza tio n  and forced 

dependence of the colonized on th e ir  co lonial masters.



While the o rig ins  of the troop movement appear to be consisten t with the 

concentration camp th esis , the la te r  development of the movement f i t s

less  well, Although the troop organizations appear to have been most

ac tiv e  during the period of South African ru le , for the most part they 

re ta ined  th e ir  German c h a ra c te r is t ic s , and as such existed  as a th rea t 

ra th e r  than an accommodation to colonial ru le , In sp ite  of the d isap­

proval and proh ib ition  of the South African a u th o ritie s , the 'tro o p s ' 

pers is ted  in th e ir a c t iv i t ie s ,  In general, members of the troop move­

ment adopted a d e fia n t, ra th e r than a conforming or reconcilia to ry  

a tt i tu d e  to co lonial au tho rity . Furthermore, while ce rta in  features of 

the troop movement were c le a rly  im ita tive, the movement also  drew on 

pre-color a l vmbols and values as well as introducing innovative prac­

tic e s  such as the ceremony a t  Okahandja. This does not mean, however, 

that the concentration camp thesis  has no explanatory value fo r the 

'tro o p s ' phenomenon. Although the formation of the troop organization 

might o rig in a lly  have en ta iled  im itation  and accommodation, there is  no 

reason why these organizations should not have adopted new or additional 

aims and functions as they were subjected to new conditions, o r reco­

vered from Die traumas of the 1904-07 wars.

Analysis of the a c t iv i t ie s  of the various Namibian 'tro o p s ' shows that

th e ir  social functions were complex and may have varied not only over

time, but also  between the d iffe ren t organizations, On one lev e l, the

'tro o p s ’ were a source of entertainm ent, of escape from the oppression

of colonial ex istence, and a means of re leasing  energy in play, That

there was an element of 'p la y ' or entertainm ent in the troop movement

does not d e trac t from i ts  s ign ificance. As Ranger notes, i t  is  necessa-
167

ry to d is tin g u ish  between "the ludic and the ludicrous", as playing



■> v also  . t s  serious aspects. Besides providing en tertainm ent, the 

' troups' served v i ta l  welfare functions, providing esse n tia l social 

services For the emerging p ro le t r ia t  sca tte red  over the farms and towns 

of the police zone.

Beyond th is  "p ra c tic a l"  provision of entertainm ent and so cia l serv ices, 

the troops also  offered a degree of social secu rity  and comradeship in 

the profoundly repressive and a lien a tin g  environment,

On another lev e l, the 'tro o p s ' became the source for an a lte rn a tiv e  

s ta tu s  and au tho rity  s tru c tu re  to th a t provided by the co lonial author­

i t ie s  and p a r tia lly  co llaborative t r ib a l  leaders. That the h ierarch ies 

constructed by the 'tro o p s ' corresponded to the ranks of the colonial 

society  is  not as important as th e ir  existence ou tside  the or .ginal 

colonial s ta tu s  order, Moreover, the 'tro o p s ' allowed some s a tis fa c tio n  

of the needs for s ta tu s  and recognition of personal worth within a 

degrading ra c ia l order in which blacks were allowed no o ther s ta tu s  than 

tha t of servants and in fe rio rs  of the white population.

On yet another leve l, the troop movement served important p o li tic a l  

functions. In a s itu a tio n  in which the options of overt re s is tan ce  to 

the co lonial au th o ritie s  were closed, organizations like the O tjisetandu  

provided a challenge to co lonial supremacy, which by the very nature of 

i t s  covert and symbolic forms was more d if f ic u lt  to erad ica te  than more 

d ire c t forms of re s is tan c e . The potency of m ilita ry  power l ie s  not only 

in i t s  d ire c t  app lica tion , but also  in i t s  existence as a th rea t, While 

the d ire c t use of m ilita ry  force always e n ta ils  costs and r is k s , the 

demonstration or th rea t of the use of m ilita ry  power reduces the risks



and costs of w arfare, but may be ju s t as e f fe c tiv e . This had been 

c le a rly  demonstrated by the co lonial a u th o ritie s  in the 1922 to 1925 

period, not only in the m ilita ry  ac tion  taken against rebel groups, but 

a lso  in the bombing demonstrations. The objection may be ra ised  that 

while the co lo n ize rs1 demonstrations of m ilita ry  power could be backed 

up with real m ilita ry  force, th is  was not the case with the 

"Truppenspieler" movement. However, while the indigenous people did not 

posses the m ilita ry  hardware, they had a c le a r advantage in numbers. 

Furthermore, the re a l power of the troop movement lay not so much in i t s  

actual or p o ten tia l m ilita ry  c a p a b il i tie s , but in i t s  a b i l i ty  to gene­

ra te  potent symbols and myths, Georges Sorel pointed to the immense 

power of myths which allowed the formulation of a l t e r n a t iw  futures and 

which "enclose with them, a l l  the s trongest in c lin a tio n s  of a people, of 

a party  or of a c la ss " .

Benito Mussolini who drew heavily on the work of Sorel was able to 

demonstrate the v a lid ity  of the l a t t e r 's  ideas when in 1922 he seized 

power by creating the myth of a revolutionary movement. As Peter Cal­

vert observes, a u s s o iin i 's  'March on Rome'

was a v e rita b le  masterpiece of il lu s io n . For one th in g , no 
one marched, and the leader himself arrived  comfortably by 
tra in  in a sleeping ca r. Out the illu s io n  was none the less 
e ffec tiv e  for having been ca refu lly  worked o u t ,170

The use of symbols and myths to challenge and undermine co’ n ia l autho­

r i t y  helps to illum inate yet another facet of the "truppenspielers" 

p o l i tic a l  ro le  - the forging of symbols and myths which provided the 

basis for Herero unity  and p o l i tic a l  m obilization, I t  is perhaps In the 

crea tion  of a common ethnic or national id en tity  tha t a clue may be 

found to the popularity  of para-m ilita ry  forms of organization in colo­

nized s o c ie tie s . in a recent study of e th n ic ity , Anthony Smith has



argued that warfare and m ilita ry  organization are decisive facto rs in

the c. ion of ethnic id e n tif ic a tio n  and unity:

Inde.i.'i. of a l l  the factors th a t have gone into creating  and 
sustain ing  ethnic id e n ti t ie s , war has been the most potent 
and ,'erhaps the most neglected.1?1

The hypothesized re la tio n sh ip  between warfare and group unity makes the 

use of p re-co lonial and colonial m ilita ry  symbols and prac tices more 

comprehensible, These symbols and prac tices provided not only for group 

d isc ip lin e , social h iera rch ies and chains of command, but mythologized 

e a r l ie r  wars against colonial a u th o ritie s  and o ther enemies, In th is  

way the requirements of unity  created  by rea l wars could be reproduced 

by means of myths or symbolic ac ts without incurring the costs of ac tual

I t  must be borne in mind, however, that the symbols employed by the 

troop movement and the Herero tr ib a l  leadership were not exclusively 

m ilita ry , but encompassed crucial references to the p re-co lonial past, 

For the Hereros, the ceremony associa ted  with the bu rial o f Samuel 

Maharero involved not only the opportunity for m ilitary  displays or even 

the reminder of past struggles against colonialism , but symbolized the 

con tinuity  of Herero id en tity  in previous ages. Samuel Maharero was 

buried alongside the graves of his fa the r and grandfather, and the 

annual ce leb ra tion  in Okahandja were therefore held not in honour of a 

sing le leader, but ra th e r of a 'dynasty ' tha t extended into the d is ta n t 

p a s t , Moreover, the b u ria l of Maharero a t  Okahandja, his former cap i­

ta l ,  served as a reminder of the former te r r i to ry  of the Hereros and 

reinforced th e ir  demands for the re tu rn  of th e ir tra d itio n a l areas, The 

combination of these various elements - both m ilita ry  and p o litic o -



h is to r ic a l  - may be seen as representing the "myths of group o rig ins and

group lib f-a tio n "  of the Herero people. Smith accords a ce n tra l place

to such myths for the surv ival of ethn ic  groups.

The more s trik in g  and well-known these myths of group forma­
tion and group deliverance, the g reater the chances for the 
ethnic group to survive and endure; and, conversely, the less 
vivid i t s  sense of uniqueness and the g rea ter the likelihood 
of d is so lu tio n ,172

The 'tro o p ' movement of Namibia was by no means an iso la ted  phenomenon 

in the Third World. I t  shared s ig n if ic a n t s im ila r i tie s  with other 

a sso c ia tio n s , cu lts  and movements in Africa and elsewhere. There are 

important p a ra lle ls  between the " truppenspielers” and movements like  the 

Beni ngoma of east and cen tral Africa, the Ninevites of the 

Transvaal, and the Melanesian cargo c u l t s , In s p ite  of the d iver­

s i ty  of forms, these movements were e s se n tia lly  products of colonial 

incursions and the tra n s itio n  from p re-co lonial and p re -c a p ita lis t  form­

a tions to in d u str ia lized  and c a p i ta l is t  formations. All these movements 

a lso  made use of and manipulated symbols to achieve a v arie ty  of ends. 

Charles van Onselen has traced some suggestive p a ra lle ls  between the 

n inevites and the "social bandits" described by Eric Hobsbawm. In 

h is concluding remarks, however, Van Onselen re je c ts  the p a ra lle l 

because of the fundamentally d iffe re n t aims of the Ninevites and 

Hobsbawm's "social bandits", While a comparative study of these d i f f e r ­

ent movements has yet to be done, i t  might ten ta tiv e ly  be suggested tha t 

the s im ila r i tie s  between the various organizations and cu lts  should be 

sought in th e ir manipulation of symbols and th e ir  appeals to  popular 

trad itio n s  of re s is tan ce  to and defiance of co lonial au th o rity , ra th e r 

than in the sp ec if ic  ends to which these means were put. To focus on

the aims ra th e r than the underlying causes of such movements may be
177

sim ilar to neglecting etio logy  for symtomatology.



The process of consolidation and re v ita liz a tio n  tha t had taken place 

under the tu telage of the tr ib a l  leaders and in the ranks of the O tjise -  

randu, and f in a lly  the u n ifica tio n  of these two strands of Herero n atio ­

nalism, had by 1946 transformed the Hereros from a fragmented and de­

feated people into a major p o l i tic a l  force in Namibia. This is  c le a rly  

i l lu s t ra te d  by the ro le  of the Hereros in leading opposition to South 

A frica 's  attem pts to incorporate Namibia in to  the Union a t  the end of 

World War I I .  Besides th e ir strong position  in the reserves and in 

Namibia in general, the Hereros also  had the advantage of well e s ta b l is ­

hed links with neighbouring Bechuanaland ( la te r  Botswana). Following

the defeat of the Hereros in the 1904 war, a large body of Hereros under

the leadership of Samuel Maharero, and la te r  his son, F rederick, had 

fled  to Bechuanaland and estab lished  themselves there . The Bechuana­

land Hereros were to play a ce n tra l ro le  in forging links between 

Namibians and sympathetic p o li tic a l  organizations in South A frica, and 

in preparing the groundwork for Herero and other p e titio n s  to the United 

Nations.

The incorporation issue

South A frica had ambitions of incorporating Namibia as part of i t s  own

te r r i to ry  even before the granting of the mandate by the League of

Nations. However, opposition to annexation led by America's President

Woodrow Wilson had resu lted  in a compromize which provided for a

C-Mandate in terms of which South Africa would administer Namibia as an

in teg ra l part of i t s  own te r r i to ry . South Africa had based i ts  claims

fo r incorporation of Nwiibia on i t s  close p o li tic a l  and economic tie s

with Namibia and i ts  adm inistration of the te rr i to ry  during World War I.

I t  was a claim which was regarded with sympathy in many
quarters; Lloyd George supported and even expected eventual
incorporation, and even Wilson did not re je c t i t  out of hand,



but said  i t  must wait "u n til the day when the true wishes of 
the inhabitan ts could be ascerta ined . I t  was up to the Union 
o f South Africa to make i t  so a t tra c tiv e  that South West 
A frica would come to the Union of i t s  own free w i l l .179

Elements of the s e t t l e r  population in Namibia had favoured incorporation 

in to  the Union as early  as the 1930s. In p a r tic u la r  the South African 

component of the white population was spurred on to  demand incorporation 

by the r is e  of Nazism in Germany and the increasing a g ita tio n  of both 

European and Namibia-based Germans for the re tu rn  of the te r r i to ry  to 

the former colonial power. Germany continued to press i t s  claims 

for incorporation u n ti l  the outbreak of World War II in 1939. The 

eventual defeat of Germany and the d isso lu tion  of the League of Nations, 

and therefore the mandate system, a f te r  the war, opened the way for 

South Africa to press once more for the incorporation of Namibia. 

Instead of placing Namibia under the tru steesh ip  system that had been 

created by the United Nations to replace- the Permanent Mandates Council, 

South Africa announced th a t i t  would consult the inhabitan ts of Namibia 

about the future of the te r r i to ry , These "consultations" took place 

between December 1945 and April 1Q46, and were to mark the beginning 

o f a new phase of re s is tan c e  by Namibians to South African ru le .

in May 1946 the South West African L egislative Assembly unanimously

adopted a reso lu tion  in favour of incorporation. "Consultations" of

the black populations proceeded along o ther lin es , E ssen tia lly , only

the " tr ib a l  au th o ritie s"  were consulted, and, as Goldblatt points out

" th e ir  views were a ttr ib u te d  to a l l  members of the trib es  including new- 
184

born babes", Although Smuts attempted to ju s ti f y  th is  to the United 

Nations by claiming tha t for the indigenous peopie "the trib e  is  the 

recognised p o li tic a l  un it" and that any other form of consultation  would

1
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"not have resu lted  in a va lid  or free expression of th e ir w ishes", in 

terms of the Native Administration Proclamation of 1928 the " tr ib a l  

au th o r itie s"  were l i t t l e  more than funt ionaries of the admini itra tio n  

and could be appointed or dismissed by the co lonial a u th o r itie s  a t  w ill. 

Only Africans in the reseves were "consulted", while the m ajority  of 

police 201 ii? 'slacks who were in the urban areas and on farms, were simply 

disregarded. The consultations were conducted by government o f f i ­

c ia ls  and, ac-.urdino to Michael Scott, no attempt was made to explain 

what the United Nations or the tru steesh ip  system were, o r what incorpo­

ra tio n  would e n ta il .  In terms of the evidence assembled by Scott, 

the "consultations" were heav ily biased in favour o f South A frica, and 

included the following statement:

They w ill perhaps like  to know now whether you yourselves the 
inhabitan ts of the Mandated T e rrito ry  would like  to be under 
the Union and r e ts jn  your rJghts, and whether you would lik e  
to be governed by another nation whose names I have named, 
which want now to co n s titu te  the United N ations.189

Further doubt was cast on the v a lid ity  of the "consultations" by the

South African government's re fusal to allow observers from e i th e r  the

B r itish  or the South African In s ti tu te s  of Race Relations to v i s i t  the
190

te r r i to ry  during or immediately a f te r  the "consultations". Under 

these circumstances, i t  was hardly surpr iz ing  tJwt the a u th o r itie s  were 

able to come up with a massive vote "in  favour" of incorporation. (See 

Table 10.5).

In sp ite  of the dubious nature of the "consu lta tions" , Table 10,5 re ­

veals some in te re s tin g  tren d s. For example, the vast m ajority of those 

"in  favour of incorporation" lived in or were assoc ia ted with the nor­

thern areas, where the " tr ib a l  au th o r itie s"  had been most successfully  

incorporated into the adm inistrative s tru c tu re . According to O liv ier,



the Ovambos and "Okavango" in the police zone ( ie . mainly migrant wor­

kers) had not been "spec ia lly  consulted" and were therefore f imply 

assumed to be in agreement w ith the " tr ib a l  a u th o r itie s"  in Ovambo-

land. The m ajority  of the Nainas and Daraaras had not been consulted, 

presumably because most of them w en labourers in the towns and on

farms. Most important, however, was the so lid  fron t presented by the 

Hereros in 'h e i r  opposition to incorporation. In s p ite  of the small 

p roportion of Mamas and Damaras "consulted", nearly h a lf had "voted" in 

favour of incorporation. The figures show that not only had this Herero 

indigenous leaders presented a united fron t in the face of government

pressures, bvt had a lso  succeeded in persuading the co lonial au tho rites

tha t they represented a l l  Hereros, both inside and outside the reserves. 

Whatever s ta tu s  is accorded to the "consultations", tha t the Hereros 

were able to re g is te r  such a massive "vote" (82 per cent of the to ta l 

aga inst incorporation) against South African ru le , is  a s ig n if ican t 

achievement.

TABLE 10.5: RESULTS OF "CONSULTATIONS" WITH INDIGENOUS
PEOPLE, 1945/46191

IN FAVOUR OF INCORPORATION
Ovamboland 128 ?60
Okavango & Western Caprivi 25 000
Ovambos & "Okavangos" in Police Zone* 21 750
Kaokoveld (excluding Hereros) 5 990
Basters and Coloureds (including Rehoboth) 19 450
Nainas: Bondels, Franzfontein, Hoachanas,
K rantzplatz and o ther reserves 1 320
Damaras: Okambahe, Oljimbingue and other reserves 3 090
Others 1 950



S t .

AGAINST INCORPORATION

Namas: Berseba, Soromas and o ther reserves 
Damaras1 Aukeigas and o ther reserves 
Hereros (a ll  areas?
Others

27 350 
1 670

NOT CONSULTED

Namas
Damaras

When approached by government o f f ic ia ls  in connection with the incorpo­

ra tio n  issue in 19-16 the Herero leaders had asked that representa tives 

of the "five  g reat powers" (America, B r ita in , Russia, China and France) 

should be present when they gave th e ir  answer. When th is  was re jec ted , 

Hosea Kutako had asked for four represen ta tives of the Hereros to be 

allowed to go to the United Nations. This too was refused, and the 

Herero leaders decided to send a cable to the United Nations in which 

they declared the opposition of "the whole Herero nation" to incorpora­

tion . When thev were la te r  rebuked by the Secretary for South West 

Africa for going "behind the back of the Government", Festus Kandjou, 

who signed the telegramme to the UN replied  :

We did not go behi.id the Government's back, but asked permis­
sion from the Government. We were denied that perm ission,193

By th is  time opposition to South A fr ica 's  incorporation bid was gathe­

ring in other cen tres. In January 1946, Dr A.B, Xuma, president-general 

o f the African National Congress in South Africa had sent a cable to the 

UN p ro testing  against the proposed incorporation and in the l a t t e r  ha lf 

of that year, a f te r  es tab lish in g  contact with Herero leaders in Namibia,



had gone to New York to' lobby UN d eleg ates . In April 1946 six  Tswana 

ch iefs in Bechuanaland had sent a memorandum to the B r itish  government 

expressing th e ir opposition to incoporation and asking the B r itish  to 

make representa tions to the UN for them. The Tswana ch iefs feared that 

they would be completely enc ircled  by South A frica and cu t o ff from 

access to the A tlan tic , As Xuma pointed out on behalf o f the Tswana 

ch ie fs , they f e l t  tha t the annexation of Namibia would be "the th in  end 

of the wedge for th e ir  subsequent incorporation through physical 

encirclement leading to economic strangu la tion  and ru in". I t  was

through the '•s.wana ch iefs th a t Frederick Maharero f i r s t  estab lished  

contact with the missionary Michael Scott and asked him to go to 

Namibia, where in 194? Scott helped the Herero leaders draw up a 

p e titio n  for the United Nations. Although Scott also  took statements 

from other groups in the police zone, i t  was e s se n tia lly  as a represent­

a tiv e  of the Hereros tha t he began lobbying delegates of the United 

Nations in New York towards the end of 1947. While the p e titio n  and i ts  

accompanying documents referred  to the problems and grievances of other 

communities, for the most p a rt they d ea lt with sp e c if ic a lly  Herero 

grievances, and in p a r tic u la r  w ith demands for the re turn  of areas 

formerly occupied by the Hereros. The p e titio n  also demanded that 

Frederick Maharero and other Hereros liv ing  in ex ile  in Bechuanaland 

should be allowed to re turn  to Namibia, tha t the Herero people should be 

reun ited in one area, and tha t Namibia should be placed under the 

tru steesh ip  system, The Hereros were adamant that South A frica should 

not be allowed to continue ruling Namibia, and suggested th a t i f  i t  was 

not possible to place the country under the tru steesh ip  system, i t  

should be made a p ro tec to ra te  of e ith e r  B r ita in  or the United S ta tes. 

Scott was f in a lly  granted an o f f ic ia l  hearing by the United Nations in



November 1949 and continued petitio n in g  the world body throughout the 
197

Although the thwarting of South A frica’s incorporation bid played a

major ro le  in the rev ival of re s is tan c e  to co lonial ru le  in Namibia, the

impact of the p e titio n s  of the Hereros and other p a r tie s  on the United

Nations should not be over-estim ated. The UN General Assembly re jec ted

South A fr ica 's  proposal for incorporation as ea rly  as December 1946,

nearly a year before Scott began lobbying the world body. Cockram

maintains that the United Nations re je c ted  the South African proposal

large ly  because of opposition to colonialism  within the organ ization

i t s e l f  and because of ce rta in  ta c tic a l  erro rs of Smuts who presented

South A fr ica 's  case to the UN. However, Smuts ta c tic a l  e rro rs  would

have been of l i t t l e  consequence without the i n i t i a l  opposition of UN

members, including the United S ta tes , to the attempt to annex Namibie.

Smuts’ was aware of th is  opposition even before he presented h is case to

the world body, In September 1946, for example, he sent a conf identia l

telegramme to h is  deputy, J.H. Kofmeyr, s ta tin g  th a t a

d ire c t  claim for incorporation or annexation runs grave risk  
of defeat and should be avoided, i f  possib le , Incorporation 
is  not re a lly  necessary, as our r ig h ts  of adm inistration and 
le g is la tio n  of the te r r i to ry  as an in teg ra l part of the Union 
cover a l l  p ra c tic a l purposes and our main ob jec t is  to avoid 
coming under a tru steesh ip  agreement We should therefore 
avoid the r isk  of applying for incorporation on U.N.O.'s 
approval of South West A fr ica 's  request, as that may not be 
granted, and should re ly  on our ex isting  r ig h ts  under the 
Mandate and govern South West A frica as a part of the 
Union.199

On the day of the General Assembly's vote on the incorporation issue,

Smuts reported to Hofmeyv that

(O u r going here is  very hard and feeling against South 
African policy on both the Indian and South West African 
question is  wide and strong. But colour p o lic ie s  are  most 
unpopular in the United S ta tes of America and in a world



assembly like U.N.O., and the atmosphere is c h illy  a l l  round.
The only b righ t spot is  the d isc re e t support tha t the United 
Kingdom is giving us, especia lly  on South West A fr ica .200

Although the Herero's stand aga inst incorporation may have had no 

s ig n if ican t influence on the decision o f the United Nations, i t  was 

decisive for the development of res is tance  in Namibia a f te r  1946. Not 

only did the f ru s tra tio n  of South A frica’s bid fo r annexation represent 

the f i r s t  su b stan tia l symbolic v icto ry  for an ti-c o lo n ia l forces in the 

te r r i to ry , but i t  opened the way for fu rth e r p e titio n in g  of the world 

body and suggested new p o s s ib il i t ie s  of re s is tan c e . Furthermore, i t  

created  new t ie s  and contacts with an ti-c o lo n ia l forces in South A frica, 

Bechuanaland and the United S ta te s . In general, the outcome of the 

incorporation issue represented a sh i f t  in the balance of resources 

between colon ial and an ti-c o lo n ia l fo rces . While the power o f the 

colon ial s ta te  remained in ta c t, i t  had revealed tha t is  was not to ta l ly  

invulnerable. Moreover, the s truggle over the incorporation issue had 

disclosed the existence of a l l i e s  outside Namibia, who might help to tip  

the scales fu rthe r in favou. of a n ti-c o lo n ia l forces in the te r r i to ry . 

While defiance of South A frica 's  au tho rity  had not been to ta l ly  absent 

between 1925 and 1946, forms of p o l i tic a l  a c tiv ity  among the colonized 

during th is period c le a rly  demonstrate the acceptance of the f u t i l i t y  of 

overt res istance to the colonial s ta te .  With the entrance of the United 

Nations into the Namibian s itu a tio n ,  i t  was almost as i f  the m illenarian 

dreams of the ea rly  1920? were being fu lf i l le d ,  In time, however, 

petitio n in g  of the world body would be shown to provide no re a l so lu tion  

to the Namibian problem, N evertheless, th is  form of p ro tes t would help 

to prepare the ground for the emergence of new types of re s is tance .
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THE SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS OF CONTRACT LABOURERS AND THE FORMATION OF THE 

OVAMBOLAND PEOPLE’S ORGANIZATION

While groupings like  the Otjjserandu md. the Kerero indigenous leader­

sh ip played a s ig n if ican t ro le  in keeping res istance  a liv e  between 1925 

and 1958, and in preparing the ground for a mass n a t io n a lis t movement in 

Namibia, they did not take the in i t i a t iv e  in launching the n a tio n a lis t 

o rgan izations. Their basis o f m obilization was too narrow to allow for 

anything more than an aggregation of d is tin c t  ethnic in te re s ts . The 

formation of the n a tio n a lis t organ izations was to depend instead on two 

groupings which had a c lea re r cla ss basis and were more d ire c tly  re la ted  

to the developing c a p i ta l is t  economy in Namibia. Both of these grou­

pings adopted p o li tic a l  goals and s tra te g ie s  which were broader and more 

m ilitan t than those of the indigenous Herero leaders and s im ilar e th n i­

cally-based communities.

They also  affected a more d e f in ite  break with pre-co lon ial and symbolic 

forms of organ ization and m obilization, modelling themselves more close­

ly on p o l i tic a l  organ izations in South Africa.- As these two groupings 

began to take the i n i t i a tb  in challenging the co lonial s ta te , the 

focus of res istance sh ifted  away ftuRi the reserves to the urban and 

in d u s tr ia l areas. This was to  transform the nature of p o l i tic s  in 

Namibia, breaking i t  free from the dominant indigenous leadersh ip  and 

p re c ip ita tin g  a new form of confrontation with the co lonial s ta te . The 

p o li tic a lly  weaker of '.he two was constitu ted  by p o litic iz e d  elements of 

a marginal and largely urban-based petty  bourgeo isie which entered into



an uneasy and sh o rt-liv ed  a llian c e  with the Hereto indigenous leadersh ip 

to make up one of the two d is tin c tiv e  components of the n a tio n a lis t 

movement. The emergence anl ro le  of th is  grouping in the n a tio n a lis t 

movement w ill be examined in the next chapter,

The social position  of contract workers

The basis of the second component was constitu ted  la rge ly  by migrant or 

contract workers from beyond the police zone. !In sec tion  three of th is  

d isse r ta tio n , the o rig ins and growth of th t .',onir,ract labour system were 

examined in some d e ta il ,  and w ill provide a basis, for the ensuing analy­

s is  of the social consciousness and p o l i tic a l  responses of Namibian 

contract workers. I t  was argued, for example, tha t as a re su lt o f the 

developing c r is i s  in Gvam1 iland caused by the undermining and d isin teg - 

r-Hion of p re-co lon ia l p o l i tic a l  and economic s tru c tu re s , migrant 

labour became a necessity  for increasingly large r numbers of Ovambos. 

However, the c r is is  in Ovamboland coincided with cru c ia l channes in the 

colonial economy which saw the decline of mining and a corresponding 

growth of s e t t l e r  a g r ic u ltu re . These changes not only meant that 

increasingly larger numbers of northern migrants were channelled into 

ag r ic u ltu re , but also  tha t s e t t l e r  farmers played a cen tra l ro le  in the 

shaping of the contract labour system that developed in the 1930s and

The combination of changes in the colonial economy and sending areas had 

profound im plications fo r the migrant labour force aM the development 

o f ei t s  social consciousness. The pressures caused by food shortages in 

the sending areas were re inforced by increasingly repress ive leg is la tio n  

and the ra tio n a liz a tio n  of the contract labour system which destroyed 

the la s t  vestiges of autonomy and choice open to contract labourers,



The wages of migrant labourers dropped a tso lu te ly  during th is  period, 

fu r th e r increasing  the need for ex ternal income in the d is in teg ra ting  

p re-co lon ia l economies of Ovamboland and o ther sending areas , The drop 

in the p rice  of contract labour was accompanied by a corresponding drop 

in s ta tu s  of contract labourers in the eyes of both the s e t t l e r  and the 

indigenous populations of the police zone. Vinna Ndadi's account of his 

experiences as a contract labourer v iv id ly  i l lu s t r a te s  th is  point: "As

in M ariental, I had no g i r l  fr iends. Ovambo g i r ls  in Windhoek, even 

p ro s t i tu te s , looked down on contract workers",

Pendleton found a s im ilar s itu a tio n  during h is research in Windhoek in

the la te  1960s and ea rly  1970s. He estab lished , for example, that

contract labourers received the lowest wages of a l l  black workers in 

Windhoek, He also found that in the ra tin g  (by township res iden ts) of 

45 "occupations" according to p res tige , "Ovambo contract workers" were 

ra ted  second lowest, only above newspaper vending, a form of work nor­

mally reserved for schoolboys. Although Namibian nationalism  had by 

th is  time advanced considerably, contract workers were "not considered 

by others nor by themselves to be townsmen". Because they were migrant 

workers who lived in a compound physically  separated from the more 

permanent township res id en ts, they did not take part in K atutura 's 

soc ia l l i f e .  "Most Katuiura Africans tr ie d  to avoid coming into contact 

with them, Apart from the shops, prim arily the only place in Katutura 

where they go is  the municipal beer h a ll. A few Damara women go to the

beer h a ll and in exchange fo r beer teach contract Ovambos how to dance;

some of these women are also p ro s titu te s . Rela-'onshir ,.ich develop 

between contract-Ovambos and Katutura women are usually  not permanent. 

I f  a contract-Ovambo marries a local African woirnn, he must take her to

" j f i t  t v .  it ‘ft



Ovamboland when he re tu rn s , Ovambos are unw illing to do th is  since many 

already have wives in Ovamboland, and few townswomen would be prepared 

to go to  Ovamboland", A c le a r d is tin c tio n  was drawn between "contract- 

Ovambos” and "town-Ovambos". While "town-Ovambos" were generally  well 

thought of by the Africans of o ther ethn ic  groups, "contract-Ovambos" 

were considered "trouble-makers". Contract labourers also  found them­

selves increasingly subjected to physical violence on the iso la- •('

Recent analyses of contract labour in Namibia have, e i th e r  d ire c tly  or

by im plication, linked the contract labour system to the indusf i&l

secto r and the involvement of foreign c a p ita l in th is  s ec 'o r, Richan*

Moorsom, for example, characterized the Namibian economy as "a c la ss ic

example of 'resource im perialism "'.

Investment in production has come overwhelmingly from foreign 
sources, and has remained under foreign con tro l. I t  has also 
been dominated by e ith e r  transnational corporations or c a p i t ­
a l i s t s  from the colon ial economy.8

E ssen tially  Moorson a ttr ib u te s  the system of labour repression ’n Nami­

bia to South A frica’s attempts to a t t r a c t  foreign investors by creating  

conditions in the te r r i to ry  for the maximization of p ro f its .

At best, such attempts to a t tr ib u te  the extreme repressiveness of con­

tra c t labour in mibia to the requirements of foreign in d u str ia l cap i­

ta l represent a s im plification  of a fa r more complex s itu a tio i:. In

pa r tic u la r, they 'gnore or underestimate the cen tra l ro le  of ;-.ettler 

ag r icu ltu re  in the creation of the contract labour system, This mis­

placed emphasis is  largely a product of the pattern  of research on

migrant labour in Namibia Studies of labour migrancy and the contract

system in Namibia have for the most part concentrated attenU vn on



contemporary developments, in p a r tic u la r th-se immediately preceding and 

following the 297J/72 contract workers' s tr ik e , and, to a le sse r  ex ten t, 

on the o rig ins of labour m igration in the nineteenth and ea rly  twentieth 

century, During both of these periods mining held a dominant position 

within the colonial economy, and e ith e r  monopolized or took the major 

share of migrant labour. The patte rn  of research has thus tended to 

obscure the cru c ia l period in the 1930's and i940 's when migrant labour 

from the north was transformed from a response to temporary ecological 

c r is e s , to a permanent economic necessity  for increasingly larger num­

bers of northern Namibians. I t  a lso  obscures the key ro le  played by 

ag r icu ltu re  not only ir. shaping the contract labour system, but in the 

complex of events which led to the p o li tic iz a tio n  and rad ic a liza tio n  of 

the contract labour force, While the importance of industry p a r tic u la r­

ly in shaping the p o li tic a l  responses of migrant labourers, should not 

be underrated, an understanding of the esse n tia lly  coercive nature of

the contract labour system is  not possible without an apprec ia tion of

the economic m arg inality of s e t t l e r  ag r icu ltu re  and i t s  heavy reliance

on the s ta te .

Contract labour and res istance

Collective p ro tes t and res is tance  of Namibian migrants labourers has a 

long h isto ry , Robert Gordon, for example, has documented a s tr ik e , 

involving Ovambo labourers among o th e rs , which occurred in 1893. In 

the chaotic conditions tha t followed South A fr ica 's  occupation of the

former German colony, Ovambo m igrant workers forced into the colonial 

economy by a severe drought appear to have resorted  to s tr ik e s , stop­

pages and desertions with marked frequency in 1915 and 1916. While 

s tr ik e r and other incidents of labour p ro test did occur between 1916 and



the beginning of World War I I , they appear to have been re la tiv e ly  

sporadic and resolved w ith re la t iv e  ease by employers and a u th o r i t ie s .

From about 1939, however, the frequency of s tr ik e s  and other labour 

disturbances appears to have increased s ig n if ic a n tly . Gottschalk, for 

example, reports two s tr ik e s  on Namibian mines in 1939. During 194!,

when there was a severe drought in the northern areas and the supply of 

contract labour exceeded the demand, there was a se r ie s  of s tr ik e s  by 

Ovambo mine and railway workers in various p arts  of the te r r i to ry . The 

la rg e st of these occurred a t the CDM mine a t Oranjemund where more than 

30U contract labourers went on s tik e  and a police detachment had to be 

sent from Alexander Bay before the a u th o r itie s  could gain control over 

the s itu a tio n . All those who p a r tic ip a ted  in the s tr ik e  were fined or 

imprisoned. Further s tr ik e s  occurred on the diamond mines in 1946. 

At the Bogenfels mining area near LUderitz discontents over ra tions led 

to two s tr ik es  w ithin a few days of one another, Police reinforcements 

were despatched fr:m LUderitz to the mining area during the second 

s tr ik e , but when they attempted to a r re s t  the leaders of the s tr ik e  they 

were surrounded by the other s tr ik e rs  who demanded the re lease of those 

a rres ted . Although the police managed eventually to 'je t the arres/.ed 

mer into the local lock-up, the o thers remained outside a l l  night, At 

f i r s t  a l l  the s tr ik e rs  refused to re tu rn  to work, but a f te r  pressure was

applied, a l l  but 47 resumed work. These 4? were immediately arrested ,

but continued to r e s is t  the police by declining food and refusing to be 

searched or to en ter the c e lls . A few months la te r  a further s tr ik e  

involving 850 contract workers broke out a t Oranjemund.

S tr ikes occurred almost annually during the interven ing 13 before

the formation of the n a tio n a lis t o rgan izations. The Tsumeb copper mine 

which nad closed down during the war, resumed production in January W47



and faced i t s  f i r s t  s tr ik e  five months la te r .  Another s tr ik e  invo l­

ving 2 000 workers occurred a t Tsumeb the following year a f te r  the fa ta l 

shooting of a contract labourer. In 1949, follow ing reports of unrest 

among contract workers, the native commissioner for Ovamboland was sent 

on a tour of Luderltz, Walvis Bay and Swakopraund in order to resolve 

d ifferences between con trac t workers and th e ir  employees. Although he 

recommended the re p a tr ia tio n  o r tran sfer of a number of "ag ita to rs"  and 

"communists" from both LUderitz and Walvis Bay, discontents continued to 

fe s te r  among the contract workers, and in May 1950 erupted in to  a s tr ik e  

in which a policeman was stabbed while try ing to a r re s t  a s t r ik e r .

S tr ikes occurred in the 1950s in Luderitz, Walvis Bay, Tsumeb and at
20

various mines in o ther p arts of the te r r i to r y .  Desertions also  in ­

creased during the mid-l940s. In 1947 the deputy commissioner of 

police f in a lly  reached the conclusion tha t "the Ovambos" were "becoming 

d is sa tis f ie d " . In response to  subsequent enqu iries, by the Secretary 

for South Wes', A frica, the native commissioner in Ovamboland noted that:

Natives from Ovamboland have always caused trouble in the 
Police Zone during the past years. They do not cause iny 
trouble or d istrubances in th e ir  tr ib a l  areas, and i t  seems 
to me that, they are being influenced to cause unrest on a 
large sca le in the Police Zone now, by some person, or per­
sons, who may be known to the P o lic e .23

Although the availab le documentation of labour actions in Namibia is by 

no means complete, the broad patterns outlined above are ind icative of 

fundamental changes in the responses of contract labourers to the con­

tra c t  labour system. This ra ises  questions about both the nature and 

causes of such changes, Moorsom has conceived of these changes as a 

development in the c la ss  consciousness of migrant labourers. The con­

sciousness of migrant labourers, he argues, is  derived from th e ir invol­

vement in two "modes of production", but as th e ir dependence for income



sh if ts  from ag r ic u ltu ra l production to wage labour, so th e ir  objective 

c la ss  in te re s t is transformed from a predominantly peasant to a predomi­

nantly p ro le ta rian  s ta tu s , Although Moorsom sees th is  " c r i t ic a l  tu r­

ning point" as coming for roost contract workers in the 1950s and 1960s, 

la th e r  than the 1930s and 1940s, h is explanation is  suggestive,

Economic growth and labour p ra c tice  a f te r  World War II 

There are a number of both general and sp ec if ic  reasons why changes in 

the social consciousness of Namibian contrac tourers should be asso­

c ia ted  with the Second World War and the period tha t immediately fo l ­

lowed i t .  The d is in te g ra tio n  of so c io -p o litica l and economic structu res 

in Ovamboland in the period Immediately preceding the war and the conse­

quent increase in the supply of migrant labour have already been ex­

plored in some d e ta i l . These changes in turn  need to be seen aga inst 

the background of the growth of the colon ial economy and the steady 

erosion of South A frica’s legal claims to Namibia. O liv ier has des­

cribed the growth of the Namibian economy -after World War II as 

"phenomenal" i fenomfnaaft , and th is  is  confirmed by the general trends 

of the gross domestic product between 1925 and 1956. In the eighteen 

years between 1925 and 1942 there was hardly any sign of growth in the 

GDP, and the combined e ffec ts  of the depression and the war (p a rtic u la r­

ly on mining) helped to produce a GDP in 1942 (£6,1 m illion) tha t was 

s l ig h tly  sm aller than those of 1926 (£6,2 m illion) and 1927 (£6,3 

m illion ), From 1943, however, the GDP grew stead ily  reaching £10,9 

m illion  in 1946, £19,4 m illion in 1948, £43,3 m illion in 1952, £52

m illion in 1954, and £72,3 m illion  in 1956, Economic growth was accom­

panied by a corresponding increase in the s e t t l e r  population and in the 

amount of land occupied by white farm ers. As Table 11.1 shows, the



t e r r i to r y  experienced i t s  g rea tes t in flux  of white s e t t le r s  in the 

period between 1946 and 1951.

TABLE 11.1 i GROWTH OF SETTLER POPULATION, 1913-1938

Year S ize of Average growth ra te
s e t t l e r  per year
population

1913 14 830
1921 19 432
192. 24 115
1936 30 941
1946 37 858
1953 49 930
1958 66 000

3,9 (1913-21)
4.8 (1921-26)
2.8 (1926-1936) 
2,2 (1936-1946) 
6,-2 (1946-1951) 
4,6 (1951-1958)

The alloca tion  of farms to white s e t t le r s  followed a s im ila r pattern . 

Following the war, large numbers of new farms were alloca ted . On ac­

count of heavy settlem ent during the two World Wars, l i t t l e  land was 

availab le in the cen tra l plateau region and s e t t le r s  were increasingly 

pushed in to  the marginal areas of the Kalahari sandveld and periphery of 

the Naeib. The a r id ity  of these areas demanded large farms, and between 

1945 and 195Q, 11,1 m illion  hectares of land wete allocated . Many of

the new s e t t le r s  entered the te r r i to ry  in the period immediately follow­

ing the war. Bstween the end of the war and 1V48 for example, 345 

demobilized so ld ie rs and 184 other s e t t le r s  we"e allocated  338 farms 

under the R ehab ilita tion  and Land Settlement Schemes.
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TABLE H.X l ALLOCATION OF SETTLER FARMS, 1904-1970

1904 1913 1938 i960 1970/71

Number of farm un its  458 m i  3305 5216 4842

Area (m illion hectares) 4,8 13,4 25,6 39,0 36,0



The end of the war not only saw the recovery of ex isting  mines a f te r  the

severe decline p rec ip ita ted  by the depression and the war i t s e l f ,  but

also the establishm ent of new mines and other in d u str ie s . Between 1946

and 2956 m ining's contribu tion  to the GDP increased from £1,7 m illion to

£31,3 m illion , P rio r to tne war the only secondary industr ies which

employed substan tia l numbers of labourers were the fish ing  and canning

fa cto ries  on the coast and the creameries in the cen tra l and northern

p arts of the te r r i to ry . With the increase in  South African and other

investment, several new industr ies were estab lished , and the fishing and

canning industry , in p a r tic u la r , expanded enormously and became a major

centre for labour unrest and organ ization. I t  was in the fishing and

canning fa c to ries  of Luderitz in the ea rly  1950s tha t the Food and

Canning Workers’ Union of South A frica estab lished  the f i r s t  trade union

in Namibia a f te r  the demize of the ICU in the 1920s. The FCWU branch

estab lished  by Ray Alexander from the Union's head o ff ic e  in Cape Town,

did not la s t  long under the pressures brought to bear on i t  by the

s ta te . However, large s tr ik e s  were mounted by contract labourers in

2952 and 2953. These were ru th less ly  crushed by the a u th o r itie s , and in

1053 several workers were shot dead, The canning fac to r ie s  of Vialvis

Bay also  became a major centre of in d u s tr ia l s t r i f e ,  and i t  was here

that one of the strongest branches of the Ovamboland People's Organiza-
35

tion (OPQ) was estab lished  in the la te  1950s.

In very general terms therefore the overall growth of the Namibian

colonial economy a f te r  World War II re su lted  in increases In both the

demand for labour -nd the actual labour force and was close ly  assoc ia ted 

with the growth of co llec tiv e  res is tance  and labour organ ization during 

the la te  1940s and 2950s, According to O liv ier, the increasing demand



for labour resu lted  in " a ll  kinds of competition and m alpractices"

Cs l le r J e i  mededinging en vanpraktyke) among employers to secure la-
36

hour. However, the growth of labour consciousness and p o li tic a l  

organ ization among contract workers can only be adequately understood i f  

the d iffe ren t sectors of the colon ial economy and th e ir sp ec if ic  labour 

requirements are d if fe re n tia te d . The labour shortage during the 1950s 

provides a vivid i l lu s t r a t io n  of th is . SWANIA waiting l i s t s  fo r con­

tra c t labourers give some indication  of the re la tiv e  labour sh o rt- jes in 

the d iffe ren t sec tors of the economy. In 1954, for example, the mines 

had placed orders for an add itional 400 labourers, industry and the 

urban areas 500 labourers, and farmers 15 000 labourers. While the 

figu re for farm labourers was probably grossly in fla ted  - O liv ie r e s t i ­

mated that the rea l farm labour shortage was in the region of 10 000 - 

these figures nevertheless demonstrated the major d iffe rences in the 

labour requirements of the various sec to rs.

However, the fu ll im plications of th is  labour shortage and i t s  impact on

the consciousnes' of contract labour can only b understood aga inst the

background o f the development of the colon ial economy between the Great

Depression of the ea rly  1930's and the Second World War, I t  was during

th is  period that s e t t l e r  ag r ic u ltu re  experienced i t s  g re a tes t growth and
38

"rose from surv ival to moderate affluence". The growth of commercial 

ag r icu ltu re  coincided with both the co llapse of mining (which had pre­

viously absorbed the major p art of the contract labour force) and with 

the s ig n if ican t increase in  the supply of migrant labour from Ovamboland 

and other northern areas. Until the end of World War II when the raining 

industry f in a lly  recovered from the impact of depression and war, s e t t ­

le r  ag r icu ltu re  was free to absorb the majority of migrant labourers, 

indeed, contract lab c tr played a major ro le in the "take-off" of s e t t l e r



ag r icu ltu re  by su b stan tia lly  reducing i t s  labour co sts . The contribu­

tion of labourers to the growth of ag r icu ltu re  is  acknowledged in seve­

ra l  o f f ic ia l  rep o rts . In 1948, fo r example, the Native Labour Commis­

sion a ttr ib u te d  the "popularity" of contract workers among farmers to 

"the fact tha t such labourers can be procured a t wages much below those 

demanded by local natives, and the additional fact that the Extra­

te r r i to r ia l  and Northern labourers were recru ited  for a minimum period 

of 13 months and, i f  they were w illing , for a period not exceeding 25 

months":

Any interference with the flow of these b x tr a - te r r i to r ia l  and 
Northern Labourers to the farming industry must have serious 
ef fe c t on the national economy, which is  as dependent on the 
p rosperity  of the farming commun.'.ty as the economy of the 
Union is  dependent on the p rosperity  of i t s  Gold Mining 
Industry and perhaps even more so .40

In sp ite  of the su b stan tia l improvement in the financial position  of 

s e t t l e r  farmers a f te r  1935, they continued to be vulnerable, p a r tic u la r­

ly with the fluctuating  clim atic  conditions of Namibia. Their surv ival 

continued to depend on s ta te  support, and a t  times of drought, depressed 

prices for a g r ic u ltu ra l produce and epidemic stock d iseases, s ta te  

financ ial support was esse n tia l to keep farmers frum bankruptcy.

However, even more than financial aid , fam ing was dependent on

the s ta te  for the supply and control of i t s  labour force.

The most cruc ia l aspect of s ta te  support was the provision of 
farm labour The v ia b il i ty  of s e t t l e r  ag r icu ltu re  was from 
the s t a r t  b u i l t  upon the exp lo ita tion  of the labour of black 
Namibians, This exp lo ita tion  has p a r tly  taken an Ind irect 
form through ag r icu ltu re  subsidies funded through tax on 
p ro fits  generated by black workers in  jfcher sec to rs of the 
economy, and through the hidden subsidies of peasant men and 
women forced to serv ice the migrant labour system. More 
d ire c tly  i t  has bound large numbers of black workers to  the 
most poorly paid and repressive conditions of wage-labour of 
any sec to r of the commercial economy.42

^  1 AdP-". . a — — iAit-2.ii



The continuing t-. 'g in a lity  of s e t t l e r  ag r icu ltu re  and i t s  heavy depende­

nce on se rv ile  labour, is  fu rthe r i l lu s t ra te d  by the v ir tu a l  collapse of 

commercial ag r icu ltu re  in Namibia in the la te  1970s and e t \ ly  1980s, 

The combined e ffec ts  of a severe drought, declines in the demand and 

p rices of a g r ic u ltu ra l products, and the easing of re s tr ic t io n s  on 

labourers from beyond the police zone had p re c ip ita ted  a severe c r is i s  

fo r s e t t l e r  farmers in the te r r i to r y .  Moorsom maintains that i t  is  

doubtful whether, even under more favourable cond itions, s e t t l e r  farming 

is  economically viable:

Indeed, i f  the rancher 's  personal income is deducted from the 
net p ro f it  a t the p reva iling ra te  for middle managers or 
c iv i l  servants, the average re turn  on ranch c a p ita l becomes 
n il  o r even negative in most yea rs .44

Although the p ro f ita b il i ty  of commercial ag r icu ltu re  is  in general low, 

there are major d ifferences between farm ers. In 1978, for example, the 

estimated re turn  on c a p ita l invested in ag r icu ltu re  varied between 8,1 

per cent for those in the top 20 per cent income bracket to 2,2 per cent 

for those in the 50-60 p e rcen tile .

The Long-Term Agriculture Commission reported in 1948 that there was 

l i t t l e  likelihood of commercial farming reducing i t s  labour needs by 

mechanization, and the large-sca le introduction of fencing and camps 

in order to reduce labour requirements was only accomplished during the 

course of the 1960s. Farmers were therefore heavily dependent on the 

es se n tia lly  coercive nature of the contract system. Coercion was not 

only evident in the comprehensive batte ry  of laws and regulations gover­

ning contract labour, but also  such "informal" devices as the manipula­

tion  of the "medical" c la ss if ic a tio n  system, and the in s ti tu t io n a l iz a ­

tion of violence in the re la tio n sh ip  between farmers and labourers.



Ndadi's account of his experiences a farm labourer, for example, 

shows that beatings - sometimes with the ac tiv e  co llabo ration  of the 

police - were an in teg ra l part of the system of control over farm labou­

re rs . As contract labourers were given no choice of employers and 

were tied  to th e ir  jobs by th e ir con trac ts, the system i t s e l f  encouraged 

the use of v iolence, p a r tic u la rly  on t » iso la ted  farms. Although 

violence was also  present in the re la tionsh ips between labourers and 

overseers in the urban and in d u s tr ia l se ttin g s , i t  appeared to be far 

less prevalent, and labourers were in a fa r stronger position  to  p ro tec t 

themselves.

A lternative employment oppo rtun ities and labour m obility 

The economic growth th a t characterized the post-World War II period held 

a number of important im plications for ag r ic u ltu re . Not only did the 

influx of new s e t t le r s  increa^e the competition for labour w ithin the 

farming sec to r, but the recovery of mining and the establishm ent o f new 

industr ies created avenues of employment which had not b^en availab le to 

contract workers before the war. It has already been shown that from 

a t  lea st the beginning of South African rule migrants had strongly 

re s is ted  farm labour and had shown a d is tin c t  preference for working on 

the mines - in  s p ite  of the unhealthy conditions and heavy death ra tes 

on both the diamond fie ld s  and copper mines a t that time, According to 

the report of the Native Labour Commission, contract and other labourers 

interviewed had consis ten tly  rated mine labour above any other form of 

labour. W itnesses had expressed " fa ir ly  general sa tis fac tio n "  about 

employment in the towns, but some had complained that the wages were far 

too low. Farm labour, on the other hand, had e l l i c i t e d  "a chorus of 

complaints about wages, housing and food".

I t  would not be overstating the case to say that the natives



of South West Africa are unanimous in th e ir  c r itic ism  of the 
low wages paid to farm labourers and that there is a strong 
body of c r itic ism  of the bad housing conditions and u n sa tis ­
factory feeding on many farms.53

An even g rea ter th rea t was posed by the emergence of the South African 

mines as an a lte rn a tiv e  source of employment fc.- northern Namibian 

labou rers. As the mines had enjoyed a v ir tu a l  monopoly over contract 

labour before the depression, the decline of mining during the ea rly  

1930s had resu lted  in an over-supply of p o ten tia l re c ru i ts , in order to 

maintain the flow of labour, the adm inistration had therefore approached 

the Rand mines through the Department of Bantu Adm inistration in 1934, 

and arranged for the South African mines to take on 1 000 labourers per 

year as an "experiment". By 1935, the p a r tia l  recovery of the Namibian 

nines and the increasing in te re s t of farmers in migrant labour resu lted  

in the term ination of th is  arrangement w ith the South African Chamber of 

Mines. However, the in te re s t of the South African mines in th is  poten­

t i a l  source of labour had been aroused, and in 1939 the Witwatersrand 

Native Labour Association (WENELA) opened a re cru itin g  s ta tio n  a t  Mohem- 

bo (Shakawe) in Bechuanaland near the Okavango border. In 1940 the 

copper mines a t Tsumeb had ceased production on account of the war, and 

although negotiations were begun with WENELA to find employment fo r the 

1 800 retrenched labourers, the m ajority of these labourers were r e ­

cru ited  into the Native M ilitary  Corps (NMC),

Following the dem obilization of NMC re c ru its  in 1943, the adm inistration 

once again entered into negotiations with WENELA, By th is  time, 

however, the higher wages offered by th<3 South African mines had already 

created a strong flow of labour to the WENELA rocru iting  s ta tio n  in 

Bechuanaland. In an attempt to regain control over th is  flow of labour.



SWANLA concluded an agreement with WENELA in terms of which i t  would 

re c ru i t  a fixed number o f labourers for the South African re cru itin g  

organizat.'-m. The agreement only came into operation in 1947, and in 

1949 i t  was rev ised so that only Angolans would be recru ited  for the 

South African mines. These attempts to gain control over the flow of 

labour to South Africa largely fa ile d , however, because Namibian 

labourers continued to find th e ir  way to the WENELA re cru itin g  s ta tio n  

in Bechuana'and and a f te r  1949, to pass themselves o ff as Angolans a t 

the SWANLA recru iting  s ta tio n  " t  Runtu in lv» ukavango area.

These developments had profound implication for both the contract labour 

system and conciousness of migrant labourers. For s e t t l e r  agricu"; 

in p a r tic u la r , the South African mines represented yet another th rea t to 

th e ir already diminishing labour supply. The South African mines paid 

higher wages than those in Namibia, although th is  was well balanced by 

the various r isk s , hardships and financ ial costs associated with the 

journey from Ovamboland to the re cru itin g  s ta tio n s  in Bechuanaland and 

the Okavango region. Furthermore, as farm work was the le a st d e s ir­

able form of labour, any loss of labour to the te r r i to ry  as a whole 

would eventually f i l t e r  down to the farms. Because the farmers had 

bv ■re dependent of cheap contract labour and were unable or unw illing 

tv . aise  wages, the only resource open to them was to c a ll for g rea ter 

coercion and control over the contract labour system. From 1945, for 

example, machinery was created to trace and a r re s t dese rters  in Ovambo­

land and g rea ter use was made of the headmen to maintain control over 

return ing contract labourers,

For the contract workers themselves the im plications were even more far- 

reaching. Not only did recruitm ent by the South African mines o ffe r an



escape from (and therefore defiance of) the a rb itra ry  system of job 

allocation  managed by SMNL4, but i t  a jso  served as a means of p o l i tic a l  

education for those labourers who were able to go to South Africa. 

P a rticu la r ly  for the Ovambos and other northernerns who were iso la ted  

from even the police zone by the "red line" which had been in existence 

since the German co lon ia l period, the access afforded to South Afr*-— 

was a major breakthrough. As Solomon Mifima, one of the founders of the 

Ovamboland People's Organization who was recru ited  by WENELA in 1952, 

put i t ,  before the second World War "there was a sealed door to the 

outside world". Mifima maintains that seeking employment in South 

Africa was a form of revo lt aga inst the Namibian contract system and the 

monopoly held by SWANLA, but, even more important, access to South

A frica served to "open the eyes" of those able to escape the iso la tio n

and re s tr ic t io n s  imposed on a l l  Ovambos and o ther northerners, The new 

oppo rtun ities afforded by th is  means of escape was to lead d ire c tly  to 

the formation of the Ovamboland People's O rganization (OPO) which in 

turn was to provide the basis of Namibia's most important n a tio n a lis t 

o rgan ization, the South West Africa People’s O rganization, SWAPO.

The impact of the contacts with South Africa and o ther p arts of the 

world afforded by both recruitm ents in to  the Native M ilitary  Corps and 

contracts with WENELA was evident to the colonial au th o r itie s  soon a f te r  

the war. In 1945, for example, the native commissioner a t Runtu expres­

sed the opinion that the "granting of permission to Ovambos to e n l is t  in 

the Native M ilitary  Corps was . . a m istake";

The e f fo r ts  o f ce rta in  Native so ld ie rs , some of whc.i have
been to the Union, to cause trouble, and upset the tr ib a l
system of government in the Northern Native T e r r ito r ie s  were 
immediately fru s tra ted , and i t  was fortunate tha t the Admin­
is tr a t io n  asked fo r, and obtained, the discharge of SWA 
Native d e ta ils  who caused the trouble, before these men could



become a menace to SWA.

In 194? i t  was reported that of the 7 471 labour re c ru its  which had

passed through Runtu in that year, 5 054 had gone to the Reef and only

1 51? had taken contracts w ithin Namibia.

Most of these re c ru its  re turn  in due course and introduce a 
ce rta in  amount of propoganda to these tr ib es , but as the 
Chiefs are conservative, ev il doctrines are quickly and firm­
ly repressed. About s ix  cases came to my a tten tio n  in which 
re p a tr ia te s  showed disprespect to the Chiefs, to th is  Office, 
or to my Native A ssistan ts. One said that there were 
thousands of Natives in the T errito ry  and th a t one lonely 
Native Commissioner could be defied with inpunity.61

For those labourers who were not able to go to South A frica, a var ie ty  

o f other s ta teg ie s  were ava ilab le. In s p ite  of the a rb itra ry  and coer­

cive nature of job allo ca tio n , various s tra te g ie s  were devized for 

avoiding ce rta in  categories of labour and even sp ec if ic  employees. The 

deputy commissioner of police in the te r r i to ry  reported in 1948, for 

example, that there had been numerous in s t :es of labourers refusing to 

go to ce rta in  employers, even when they had no previous experience with 

them. In those cases where labourers had been compelled to accept such 

employment, the re su lt  was ''invariab ly  dese rtion".

I t  would appear that the natives keep one another informed of 
the cond itions wider which they work a t the various 
employers. A large number of employers in South West Africa 
must be known to the Natives in th e ir te r r i to r ie s .  I t  is 
obvious that once an employer has a bad name amongst the 
Natives, employees dese rt from him without fu rthe r reason.63

Contract labourers used s im ilar techniques to avoid farm labour in 

general. The Native Labour Commission witnessed a vivid example of th is 

at a "recru iting  parade" in Ondongua. The Commission reported tha t 

there were 500 labourers waiting for contracts a t Ondongua, of which 

only about 100 were able to find employment on the mines. When the 

remaining labourers were offered jobs on farms, "about a dozen youths



aged 14 and 15 years" were prepared to accept con tracts.

An adult boy (s ic ) who was about to come forward was laughed 
a t by h is  companions to such an extent that he shame-facedly 
re tire d  in to  the ranks.64

65
Desertion also became an increasingly common slratogy  in the 1940s. 

For those labourers who found themselves iso la ted  on the farms or in

domestic employment, dese rtion  was often  the only recourse ava ilab le.

Here too there is  evidence th a t contract labourers often  acted as a 

group ra the r than as d isc re te  individuals. For example, the deputy 

commissioner of police reported in 1948 that where an individual labou­

re r had a grievance and decided to d ese rt, i t  often happened th a t "the 

o ther natives without any reason whatever accompany him". Deserters 

were also  dependent on informal networks of contacts in the towns who 

would provide them with accommodation and other ass istance  while they 

looked for jobs. Before the establishm ent of formal organ izations in 

the la te  1950s. contract labourers had developed a high degree of s o l i ­

d a r ity  and group consciousness. A vivid i l lu s t r a t io n  of th is was pro­

vided by an o f f ic ia l  report on contract labourers in Walvis Bay in 1950:

The Ovambos tend to band themselves together as one man under 
one or two spokesmen to face c r itic ism  or make dec isions and
i t  appeared to me that no individual opinions were allowed,
th is  a ttitu d e  sometimes reached rid icu lous proportions as, 
fo r instance, when some labourers were required for overtime 
work they refused to do i t  unless a l l  the Ovambos a t  the work 
concerned were given the same amount of overtime work, This 
banding together under one or two spokesmen seem to me to be 
very dangerous as i t  may put the whole labour force in the 
hands of one or two ag ita to rs  who could cause a g reat deal of 
trob le ...6 8

The social consciousness of contract labourers

This sense of unity and so lid a r ity  had been described in some d e ta il by 

Robert Gordon, who has termed i t  "brotherhood", E ssen tia lly , "bro­

therhood" consisted of a comprehensive system of mutual support both in



and outside the work s itu a tio n , as well as a system of obligations and 

controls aimed a t securing uniform co llec tiv e  responses to pressures 

from employers and a u th o r itie s . The informal struc tu res  of 

"brotherhood" provided an e sse n tia l basis fo r the launching of the 0P0 

in Namibia. Ndadi's account of the formation of ihe OPO branch in 

Walvi.s Bay in the la te  1950s, for example, c le a rly  shows how informal 

struc tu res  th a t had been estab lished  prev iously, provided an e sse n tia l 

basis for the establishm ent of the branch. Indeed i t  could be argued 

that the OPO merely formalized and coordinated informal s truc tu res  which 

were already in existence. In much the same way, Sam Nujoma's o rgan i­

zation of Ovambos in the Windhoek contract labourers’ compound before 

the a r r iv a l  o f the OPO from Cape Town, was in a l l  likelihood based on 

the bonds of "brotherhood".

An adequate understanding of the social consciousness of contract wor­

kers in Namibia must take into account not only th e ir  dual involvement 

in the subsistence and wage economies, but also  th e ir  employment in both 

in d u str ia l and a g r ic u ltu ra l sec to rs. F luctuations in the d iffe ren t

sectors of the economy and the system of labour a llo ca tio n  meant that 

the majority of migrant labourers would have some experience of farm 

labour, or a t the very le a st would face the th rea t of being allocated a 

job in ag r ic u ltu re . From 1948 SWANLA adopted a ruling' tha t a l l  new 

migrants would have to spend a t lea st one term as farm labourers.

Thus besides helping to shape the contract labour system, s e t t l e r  a g r i­

cu ltu re  had an even more d ire c t impact on the m ajority of contract 

workers. This in turn meant that even when a m ajority of contract

labourers were involved in other sectors of the economy, the dismal

wages, appalling conditions and underlying violence of farm labour would 

be an in teg ra l part of th e ir experience, and thus have a uniformly



rad ica liz in g  e f fe c t on a l l  contract workers. Moreover, the attempts of 

the colon ial s ta te  to reserve part of the colon ial labour force for 

ag r ic u ltu re , brought contract labourers into d ire c t co n flic t with the 

s ta te . Ndadi points out that "breaking contract" or desertion was 

esse n tia l for the su ;- iv a l of contract workers in Namibia, and as i t  was 

the function of the s ta te  to enforce con trac ts, c o n f lic t became in e v it­

able, and helped to expose the esse n tia lly  p o li tic a l  nature of the 

l  --tract labour system.

While the degree of co i .f lic t between contract labourers and in d u str ia l 

employers was less in te rra  and the la t t e r ,  p a r tic u la r ly  the larger 

mines, were in a position  to  make concessions to prevent co n flic t from 

d isrupting  production, the in d u str ia l se ttin g  provided fa r g reater 

opportun ities for co llec tiv e  res istance and organ ization. The farm 

labour force was sca ttered  in small groups throughout the te rr i to ry  and 

was thus extremely vulnerable to the b la tan t coercion of the commercial 

ag r ic u ltu ra l sec to r where beatings were meted out by employers and 

d i s t r i c t  police a t the f i r s t  signs of "insolence". Although there is  

evidence that farm labourers acted in unison, th e ir most ef fec tiv e , and 

in some cases only, recourse was desertion . Industry, on the Ovher 

hand, concentrated labourers not in large work groups, but also  in 

v ast, often overcrowded compounds -.inch allowed l i t t l e ,  i f  any privacy 

and made the workers' surv ival and personal security  dependent on one 

another. This concentration afforded opportun ities for co llec tiv e  r e ­

s is tance  and organ ization which were not ava ilab le to farm labourers.

Although s tr ik e s  and o ther forms of re s istance  o ften  met with severe 
74

repression, contract workers were a t  times successful in wresting 

concessions from employers by means of co llec tiv e  ac tion . The a b i l i ­



ty , and therefore g rea ter w illingness, of large in d u s tr ia l concerns to 

compromise or grant concessions to th e ir  labourers in order to prevent 

d isruptions of production or avert revolutionary challenges, however, 

served a t le a s t  p a i t ia l ly  to neu tra lize  the challenge of the in d u str ia l 

labour force.

Although Marx co rrec tly  an tic ipa ted  the e ffec ts  of homo­
geneous, concentrated mass labour on class conscious­
ness, he underestimated the p o l i tic a l  acumen and economic 
power of the upper c la ss , Rather than wait for the inexor­
able workings of the d ia le c tic  to produce th e ir  own grave­
d iggers, the in d u s tr ia l upper cla ss have been w illing  to 
deploy th e ir  considerable economic power to subvert rad ical 
leadersh ip  and to d iv e rt revolutionary movements into 
reform ist channels 76

The o ther v i ta l  aspect of Namibian contract labourers' complex soc ia l 

id en tity , th e ir involvement in both a wage-labour sec to r and in a 

res idual subsistence economy, also held important implication for the 

development of th e ir soc ia l consciousness and p o li tic a l  responses, By 

positing a " c r i t ic a l  point" a t which the contract worker's "balance of 

objective c la ss  in te re s t transfers from peasant to p ro le ta rian  status" , 

Moorsom avoids ra the r than confronts the ambiquities inherent in the 

s ta tu s  of Namibian migrant workers. While i t  i s  c le a r that the depend­

ence of increasingly larger numbers of Ovambos on wage-labour that 

followed th r progressive d is in te g ra tio n  of the pre-co lon ial economy, had 

a s ig n if ican t impact on the social consciousness of contract labourers, 

the fact remains that no matter how great th is  dependence, they were 

forced to return to th e ir sending areas a t the end of th e ir  contracts, 

The rigorous syster -i laws and extensive policing ensured that the

ex istence of , the towns would be extremely tenuous and in
78

a l l  p robab ility  ed.



The necessity  of return ing to th e ir  "home areas" imposed a number of 

constra in ts on contract labourers, No matter how small th e ir  involve­

ment in a g r ic u ltu ra l production in these areas, contract labourers who 

returned to the reserves were subject to the ideological and p o li tic a l  

constra in ts of land-based subsistence e.onomies. Although controversy 

s t i l l  surrounds the issue, the low level of p o li tic a l  consciousness and 

inherent conservativism of the peasantry and other subordinate lana- 

based classes under the m ajority of circumstances, has been commented 

upon by many w r ite rs . The constra ining influence of ideology and 

p o li tic a l  au th o r itie s  in Ovamboland is  consisten tly  borne out by Ndadi's 

account of his experience as a contract labourer and SWAPO m ilitan t. 

For example, a f te r  being arres ted  for breaking h is con tract, Ndadi 

escaped from the police largely because of h is fear o f the tr ib a l  autho­

r i t i e s  in Ovamboland:

For breaking my contract I 'd  surely have been charged 
again a t  Ondangua, under another s e t of laws, then taken to 
our headman a t  Ouhongo. He would then have had to punish me. 
and i t  was th is  I feared m ost.80

The a tt i tu d  of Ndfcdi's fa the r to h is a c t iv i t ie s  as an 0P0 organ izer is 

also  reveal '• •

My fa ther was angry; he did not want me involved in p o li tic s , 
"Nothing good w ill come of i t !  When I learned you were in 
p rison, I " is  sick. We've a l l  been very unhappy," . . .  My 
father asked i f  I was going to continue my p o li tic a l  ac tiv - 
ite s  in Ovah'boland. "Yes", I said , "Well, y o u 'l l  find i t ’s 
d iffe ren t here than in Walvis Bay. We know of only two 0P0 
people, an old man named Kahumba and Hermann Ja Toivo. 
Hermann i s n 't  allowed to speak a t public meetings, so there 
is re a lly  ju s t th is  one old man. No, Vinnia, there is  not 
much you can do h e re" ,81

Other constra in ts sp ec if ic  to migrant labour undermined the p o li tic a l  

power of Namibian contract labourers. The very nature of the contract 

labour system ensured that there was a constant turnover of labour so 

tha t work groups were constantly  changing, with new migrants arriv ing



and other leav ing. Furthermore, the s truc tu re  of the contract labour 

system in Namibia meant th a t labourers were constan tly  changing th e ir 

jobs. While the so lid a r ity  of "brotherhood" may have p a r tia lly  compens­

ated, the constant turnover undermined any attempt a t  long-term formal 

organ ization. Moreover, while contract labourers were concentrated in 

large groups in the police zone, a f te r  the term ination of th e ir 

contracts they would be d ispersed over large areas in th e ir reserves. 

Jeffery  Paige had argued tha t the v u ln era b ility  of and s tru c tu ra l 

constra in ts on migrant workers make i t  more lik e ly  that they w ill adopt 

a revolutionary  nationalism  tha.) organize on & purely class basis. 

Because of the p o l i tic a l  v u ln e ra b ility  imposed by s tru c tu ra l constra in ts 

such as those described abov labourers w ill attempt to a llig n

themselves with other class®.1? ana p o l i tic a l  groupings in order to es tab ­

l ish  a more stab le and ser.ure p o l i tic a l  bs®=. Both the need for 

p o l i tic a l  support from other sources and the e sse n tia lly  n a tio n a lis t 

o rien ta tion  of Namibian contract labourers are i l lu s tra te d  in the forma­

tion of the Ovamboland People's Organization (0P0) and i t s  transforma­

tion  into the South We.H Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO).

Iron ica lly , the vn.v rigours of the contract system and the r ig id  con­

tro l  exercized ove: th’Z lives of contract workers helped to create the

conditions for ths ' i idling of a p o li tic a l  movement which was to cha l­

lenge not only th • - act system, but the s ta te  i t s e l f .  As Anthony 

Giddens has argued power re la tio n s  are rec ip rocal, no matter how

asymmetrical the >, ti "bution of power is ,

Power re la tio n s  -ire always two-way; that is  to say, however 
subordinate an ac to r may be in a social re la tionsh ip , the
very fac t of involvement in that re la tionsh ip  gives him or
her a ce rta in  amount of power over the o ther, Those in.
subordinate positions in social systems are frequently  adept
a t converting whatever resources they possess in to  some



degree of control over the conditions of reproduction of 
those social systems,83

As the foregoing analysis of contract labour in Namibia has shown, the 

harshness and r ig id ity  of the contract labour system contributed to the 

elaboration of a number of s tra te g ie s  upon which the surv ival of the 

individual migrant labourer often  depended, Through an informal but 

e f f ic ie n t  communication network, contract labourers kept one another 

informed on cond itions in various p arts  of the country. As a group, 

migrant labourers also  became adept a t desertion  and evasion of the 

police. Furthermore, the r ig id  d is tin c tio n s  between d iffe re n t ethn ic 

groups and the ethn ic segmentation of labour, encouraged the assumption 

of a lte rn a tiv e  ethnic id e n titie s  - a s trategy  which wreaked havoc with 

the a u th o r i t ie s ' u n re a lis tic  conceptions about the supposedly obvious 

diffe rences between various ethnic groups.

The formation of the Ovamboland People's Organize ion 

I t  was esse n tia lly  because of the in s ti tu tio n a liz e  ion of such ta c tic s  

that a re la tiv e ly  large group of Ovambo contract labourers came to 

s e t t l e  in Cape Town in the 1950's, The mere presence of these labourers 

in Cape Town was remarkable, With the exception of a small minority of 

Ovambos and o ther northerners who had managed to obtain r ig h ts  of r e s i ­

dence in the urban areas, northern Namibians were not even allowed into 

the police zone without con tracts. Shortly a f te r  World War II a lim ited 

number of Namibians had been recru ited  for mine labour in South A frica, 

but th is  arrangement had been term inated in 1949. A fter th is  WENELA was 

only allowed to re c ru it  Angolans for labour on the South African mines. 

In o rder to gain access to South A frica, Ovambos had to make th e ir  way 

(usually  by foot) to the WENELA rec ru itin g  s ta tio n  a t Runtu in the 

Okavango region, There they would pass themselves o ff as Angolans in



order to qualify  for labour contracts on the South African mines. In

Jrder to reach Cape Town, they would have to dese rt from the mines

before th e ir contracts had been completed. Once they had reached Cape

Town, they would once again have to assume fa lse  ethn ic  id e n ti t ie s ,

Many of those who se tt le d  in Cape Town passed themselves o ff as

coloureds, and some even managed to have themselves reg iste red  as

The existence of "brotherhood", the informal network of communication 

and so lid a r ity  between Namibian contract labourers, may also  be seen as 

a product of th e ir disadvantaged position , of th e ir in fe r io r  s ta tu s , 

th e ir iso la tio n  in compounds and the s t r i c t  regulations governing th e ir 

liv es . Yet, th is sense of so lid a r ity  and comradeship helped to lay the

basis for m obilization of the 0P0, f i r s t  in Cape Town and la te r  in

Namibia. Resource m ob ilization theories have stressed  the importance of 

pre-ex isting  s o lid a r i t ie s  and symbols in the m obilization of social 

movements:

The m obilization p o ten tia l of a group is largely determined 
bv the degree of o re -ex is ting  group organ ization, Groups 
sharing strong d is tin c tiv e  id e n titie s  and dense interpersonal 
networks exclusive to group members are highly organized and 
hence read ily  mobilized . . .  By providing p r io r so l id a r i t ie s  
and moral commitments, these id e n ti t ie s  and networks provide 
a basis for the operation of co llec tiv e  incen tives.85

By the mid-JO30s about 200 Ovambo labourers had gathered in Cape Town, 

under the leadersh ip of Hermann Ja Toivo, an Ovambo ex-serviceman who

had moved to Cape Town in the ea rly  1950s. The vast m ajority of these 

Ovambos had, like Toivo, been recru ited  for the South African mines and 

deserted before completing th e ir con tracts. They were a ttra c ted  to Cape 

Town because of i t s  distance from the Transvaal mines and I ts  reputation



as one of the "more lib e ra l c i t ie s  in South A frica" . Once a community 

of Ovambos had begun forming in Cape Town, i t s  existence also served to 

a t t r a c t  other contract labourers to Cape Town.

Emil AppoJus, a young asp iran t jo u rn a lis t from sourthern Namibia who 

became the f i r s t  non-Ovambo to jo in  the group, reports tha t they formed 

a "closely kn it community", which catered for the soc ia l secu rity  and 

recrea tional needs of i t s  members. Although conditions in Cape Town 

represented a considerable improvement on those in Namibia, the Cape 

Town group nevertheless led a precarious existence. Their presence in 

South Africa was i l le g a l  and they daily  faced the prospect of a r re s t  and 

deportation to Namibia. A small fund to which a l l  members o f the group 

contributed, was therefore estab lished  to provide for the welfare and 

secu rity  of the group of former contract labourers. When one of th e ir 

number was arres ted  under the pass or other laws, the fund was used to 

secure h is re lease .

Every Sunday members of the group would meet a t a barbershop in Somerset 

Road. From there they would go to the Grand Parade to l is te n  to the 

p o li tic a l  speeches which were informally delivered there on Sundays. 

This, according to Appolus, was where they received th e ir p o l i tic a l  

education. i t  was probably also  where Toivo f i r s t  established contact 

with leaders of the Congress of Democrats and the L iberal P a ity . When 

Appolus arrived in 1956, Toivo was already well known to prominent Cape 

Town so c ia lis ts  like Brian Quitting, Sam Kahn, Fred Carneson, Solly Sachs 

and Jack Simons, and lib e ra ls  like  Patrick Duncan and Randolph Vigne.

In p a r tic u la r , members of the Congress of Democrats appear to have been 

in flu e n tia l in p o litic iz in g  Toivo's group and advising them on forming a



p o li tic a l  organ ization, Thei- advice was not, however, immediately 

acted upon. Although members of Toivo's group realized  the need for a 

popular p o l i tic a l  organ ization in Namibia, they f e l t  constra ined by 

th e ir  weak financial position and the vu ln e rab ility  of th e ir il le g a l  

s ta tu s  in South A frica. They therefore delayed launching a formal 

organ ization, and i t  was only a f te r  a tape recorded p e titio n  to the 

United Nations brought Toivo to the a tten tio n  of the South African 

police, that the step of forming a p o l i tic a l  organ ization was taken.

There is  therefore a modicum of tru th  in the accusation of the former 

South African prime m inister, John V orster, that SWAPO "was born in Cape 

Town, as the ch ild  o f four communists, v iz , Jack Simons, Ben Turok, H. 

Sacks (s ic ) and Fred Carneson." However, while the ro le of the Con­

gress of Democrats should be acknowledged, a number of other influences 

were also  involved in the decision to launch the 0P0. Solomon Mifima 

who f i r s t  arrived in Cape Town in 1953 and who stayed with Toivo in 

Langa, maintains that contact had been estab lished  with the whole con­

gress movement, and that., in p a r tic u la r, the example of the African 

National Congress (A.VC) was a powerful influence in the Cape Town group. 

The Toivo group had also  had contact with members of the L iberal Party, 

and SWANU o ff ic ia ls  la te r  alleged that the. South African Liberal Party 

had s ig n if ican t influence on SWAPO because of "the e f fec tiv e  g rip  i t  

< the Liberal Party) had on the Cape Town SWAPO branch".

In add itions to these South African p o li tic a l  groupings, the Toivo group 

estab lished  links with a number of other p o litic iz e d  Namibians, like 

Mburumba Kerina, a Namibian student who in 1956 joined Michael Scott as 

a p e titio n e r a t the United Nations, I t  was probably a t  K erina's in s ti-



gallon that Toivo decided to send a p e titio n  to the United Nations in 
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1958. The Cape Town group had also  had contact with a number of

Namibian students who were studying in South A frica. Perhaps the most

important of these was Jarietendu Kozonguizi, president of the South

West Africa Student Body and a member of the ANC who was la te r  to become

the f i r s t  president of the South West Africa National Union (SWANU).

While studying a t the University of Cape Town in 1957, Kozonguizi stayed

with Toivo and Mifima in Langa and had frequent discussions will) the

Toivo group, a t which the p o ss ib ility  of launching a Namibian p o li tic a l  
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movement was a frequent top ic. When Toivo was deported from South 

Africa a t the end of 1958, he and Kozonguizi trav e lle d  together to 

Namibia and met with p o li tic a l  leaders in Windhoek and Keetmanshoop to 

discuss the establishment of a p o li tic a l  movement for Namibia. Their 

d iscussions were a major step in the process tha t led to the launching 

o f the n a tio n a lis t movement in 1959. The Cape Town group also  had 

contact with the Namibian student O t t i l ie  Schimming and her husband 

Kenneth Abrahams (a member of the Unity Movement), who attended th e ir 

house meetings and addressed them on su'- "ssues as the mandate.

Besides the va r ie ty  of influences that played a ro le  in shaping the OPO 

and la te r  SWAPO. there is also evidence that the influence of white 

so c ia lis ts  on the OPO was limited by th e ir su p erf ic ia l in te re s t in 

Namibia. Emil Appolus, for example, maintains tha t while members of the 

Congress of Democrats did attempt to p o li tic iz e  the Namibians with whom 

they came into contact, in general th e ir  involvement in South African 

p o litic s  ensured that th e ir in te re s t in Namibia was "very periphe ra l".

The actual launching of the Ovamboland People's Organization and the 

ro les of d iffe re n t leaders in i t s  formation is  subject to both confusion



and controversy. Some accounts re fe r  to the ex istence of both an Ovam- 

boland People's Congress (OPC) and an Ovamboland People’s Organization 

(OPO). Accounts also d iffe r  as to whether Toivo was present when the 

organ ization was launched, and considerable controversy surrounds the 

ro le  of Sam Nujoma in helping to bring the OPO into being. At le a st a

part of the confusion surrounding these issues appears to hinge on the

existence of both formal and informal organ izations in Cape Town and 

Windhoek. I t  has already been shown how the Cape Town group had deve­

loped into a closely k n it social u n it which had formed a fund to ca ter 

for the welfare of i t s  members. Although th is  grouping wished to form a 

p o l i tic a l  organ ization, i t  held back because of the precarious legal 

s itu a tio n  o f  i t s  memh This did not, however, prevent members of the 

group from uiscu formation of a p o li tic a l  movement which

in i t i a l ly  they plann-. ,iame the Ovamboland People's Congress because 

of th e ir assoc ia tion with the Congress Movement in Cape Town. In formal 

terms, however, the OPC never came into existence. When the Cape Town 

group eventually decided to launch a p o li tic a l  organ ization, they opted 

instead to c a ll  i t  the Ovamboland People’s Organization, because a t  tha t 

time the South African congresses were coming under increasing attack

from the au th o r ities  and the Namibians f e l t  tha t to use the word

"Congress" in the name of th e ir  organ ization would a t t ra c t  unnecessary 

a tten tio n  from the police: " I t  was in 1956/39 that the OPO was formed.

The OPC was ju s t  a suggestion. I t  was never ac tually  formed."

The event tha t p rec ip ita ted  th e ir dec ision to form a p o l i tic a l  organ iza­

tion was Toivo's deportation from Cape Town, a f te r  the Ovambo leader had 

sent a tape recorded p e titio n  to the United Nations. Immediately a f te r  

the presentation of the p e titio n  to the UN, Toivo was in terrogated  by



the police and given 72 hours to leave Cape Town. I t  is  like ly  th a t, as 

Appolus m aintains, the OPO was formally launched only a f te r  Toivo's 

departure from Cape Town, but th a t, as Appolus himself acknowledges,

p rio r to th is  an organ ization had "already ex isted  in a l l  but name," 

Toivo was made president of the organ ization, with Jacob Kuhangua as 

secretary-general and Andreas Shipanga, Emil Appolus and Solomon Mifima 

on the executive. The con stitu tio n  of the OPO was modelled on tha t of 

Kwame Nkrumahs Convention People's Party, which Appolus had copied from 

a book in a Cape Town lib ra ry , Nkrumah's n a tio n a lis t aims of "freedom 

and independence" were made the aims of the OPO, and even the motto of 

the CPP was adopted by the Namibian organ ization.

Given these n a tio n a lis t aims, the choice of the name, Ovamboland

People's O rganization, appears anomalous. Appolus maintains tha t the 

founders of the OPO soon realized  they "had made a mistake, tha t the 

name OPO was wrong. Even when we were talk ing about the name, many 

people in our group objected to i t " .  However, i t  was f in a lly  decided

to include a reference to Ovamboland in the name because the members of

the organ ization intended to return to Ovamboland to organize there. 

That the OPO subscribed to n a tio n a lis t aims for I ts  inception, is  con­

firmed by o ther leaders assoc ia ted with i t s  formation. Kozonguizi, for 

example, who was in Cape Town a t the end of 1958 and par tic ip a ted  in 

"lengthy discussions" with the Toivo group, maintains th a t there was 

agreement that the ultim ate aim of the group was to es tab lish  a "natio ­

nal movement". The strategy , however, was to begin with reg ional orga-
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n izations which would fin a lly  be fused into a national body.

E ssen tially , they envisaged the establishment of a South West 
African National Congress w ith regional Congresses fo r Nama- 
land (South), Damaraland (C entral), and Ovamboland (North), 
on the same pattern  as the African National Congress in South 
Africa with i t s  prov incial Congresses.103



Kozonguizi s tresses  tha t the idea of reg ional congresses contained 

within a national "South West Africa People's Congress" was not intended 

to accommodate tr ib a l or ethn ic sentiment, but purely for adm inistrative 

purposes, given the vastness of the country and the d i f f ic u lt ie s  of 

communication and organ ization on a national basis.

These claims are borne out by the actions of Toivo and Kozonguizi when

they le f t  Cape Town together in December 1958. The plans to launch a 

national p o li tic a l  organ ization which Toivo, Kozongiuzi and other mem­

bers of the Toivo group had formulated in Cape Town were presented to 

Namibian leaders in Keetmanshoop and Windhoek. At th e ir f i r s t  stopover, 

in Keetmanshoop. Toivo and Kozonguizi entered into discussions with a 

newly formed organ ization ca lled  the Society for the Advancement of the 

African People in South West Africa (SAAPSWA). Their aim was to per­

suade leaders of the Society to launch a "Nama^and People's Congress". 

Although the SAAPSWA leader, P h ilip  Musirika, agieed to th is  suggestion, 

apparently nothing came o f i t .

Toivo and Kozonguizi then proceeded to Windhoek sepa rate ly , because they 

feared that i f  they trave lled  together they might be intercepted by the 

police. While in Windhoek, Toivo stayed with Clement Kapuuo, a Herero 

school teacher and member of the C h iefs' Council who was la te r  to suc­

ceed Hosea Kutako as leader of the Herero people. During the d iscus­

sions in Windhoek, plans for a national p o li tic a l  organ ization were 

formulated. Among those who attended these talks were Toivo, Kozongui­

z i , Kapuuo (who chaired the meetings), Levy Nganjone and Frans

Akuenye. In conjunction with the C hief's Council, i t  was agreed in



p rinc ip le  to launch a national p o li tic a l  organ ization. Kozonguizi was 

to be employed as a fu ll-tim e organizer under the guise of being sec re­

tary  to Chief Kutako. Toivo, on the other hand, was to proceed to 

Ovamboland to organize there.

The Native A ffairs Department was, however, strongly opposed to Toivo 

return ing to Ovamboland, as they fe l t  that he would be "more dangerous" 

in Ovamboland which was the te r r i to r y 's  major labour reserve. They 

therefore attempted to persuade him to remain in Windhoek. This a t t i ­

tude of thd colonial a u th o r itie s  f in a lly  convinced the n a tio n a lis ts  that 

Toivo should go to Ovamboland. When Toivo defied th e ir  orders and 

proceeded north, he was arres ted  in Tsumeb and a f te r  being detained 

there was escorted to Ovamboland where he was placed under house a r re s t 

under the supervision of Chief Johannes Kambonde of the Ondonga. 

According to Veil, the "a rres t of Toivo and other developments tempo­

ra r i ly  checked the progress towards the launching of the National Move­

ment", Until his second a r re s t in 1966 and subsequent imprisonment, 

Toivo remained under house a rres t and police su rve illance, and was never 

given a tree hand to organize in Ovamboland,

Sam Nujoma and developments in Namibia

Thus fa r th is  account of the formation of the OPO has d ea lt exclusively 

with the ro le  of the group based in Cape Town. Although th is  group was 

u ltim ately responsible for the formal launching of the OPO and for 

linking the organ ization into the broader n a tio n a lis t movement, develop­

ments in Namibia p r io r to 1959 were of v i ta l  importance, p a r tic u la r ly  in 

helping to create an effec tiv e  p o li tic a l  base for the OPO in Namibia, 

By the time the Cape Town group took steps to e s tab lish  the movement 

within the te r r i to ry , a basis had already been created for launching a



p o l i t i c a l  movement among c o n tra c t la b o u re rs  in  Namibia.

I t  has already been shown how the long h isto ry  of re s istance  among 

contract labourers and the phenomenon of "brotherhood" were important in 

laying the foundations of p o li tic a l  consciousness and action among these 

workers. However, a number of sp ec if ic  developments and interventions 

helped to c ry s ta liz e  the more general sense of s o l id a r i ty  and p o li tic a l  

awareness tha t had developed in the compounds. In 1954, for example, 

the grievances of contract workers were focused on a sp ec if ic  issue by 

the intervention of two Ovambos, E liaser Tuhadeleni, an ea rly  spokesman 

for contract labourers and la te r  a SWAPO leader, and Theophilus 

Hamuntubangela, an Anglican p r ie s t . The issue revolved around the 

police road blocks set up a t  Namutoni, where a l l  return ing contract 

labourers were searched and goods confiscated without compensation. In 

p a r tic u la r resentment was aroused by the a rb itra ry  nature of the 

confiscations, which appeared to be based on the colon ial a u th o r itie s '
no

assessments ?f what was re a lly  "needed" in Ovamboland.

In January 1954 Tuhadeleni made w r itten  p ro tests to the police about 

these confiscations. When th is  fa iled  to produce re su lts , Hamuntubange­

la co llected  evidence of the confiscations from workers and sent a 

l e t t e r  of p ro test to the UN in April 1954. Hamuntubangela also  asked 

the UN to place Namibia under the tru steesh ip  of Canada. The following 

year Hamuntubangela was brought to t r i a l  in Ovamboland, but received 

such en th u sias tic  support from people attend ing the t r i a l  that the 

a u th o r itie s  backed down and instead arranged for the p r ie s t to be re ca l­

led to Windhoek by his church, In Windhoek Hamuntubangela continued to 

play an ac tive p o li tic a l  ro le , holding meetings with p o li tic a l  leaders



like  Sam Nujoma, u n til he was deported back to Ovamboland by the autho­

r i t i e s  in 1958,

Very l i t t l e  has been w r itten  about the p o li tic a l  ro le of Sam Nujoma in 

the pre-CPO period, and, strangely, even SWAPO publications on the 

n a tio n a lis t movement have been s i le n t  on th is  important phase of 

Namibian p o li tic a l  h is to ry . While some members of the Cape Town group 

(lik e  Solomon Mifima and Andreas Shipanga) dispute tha t Nujoma played 

any s ig n if ican t role before 1959, a number of the other n a tio n a lis t 

loaders (such as Kozonguizi, Ngavirue and Appolus) have a tte s ted  to  the 

s ig n if ican t ro le  played by Nujoma. The la t te r  accounts appear more 

re lia b le , however, not only because they corroborate one another, but 

also because Kozonguizi and Ngavirue were more favourably placed to 

monitor developments in Windhoek than e ith e r  Mifima o r Shipanga who were 

based in Cape Town.

According to Kozonguizi, Nujoma had been p o li tic a lly  ac tive from 

about 1054 when he approached the C h iefs' Council through Clement Ka- 

puuo, a t that time a teacher a t the St Barnabus School where Nujoma was 

attending night school. Kozonguizi maintains that Nujoma fe lt  g u ilty  

about the co llab o ra tio n is t ro le  of the Ovambo ch iefs and headmen, and 

that he looked to the Herero leadership for guidance in his p o li tic a l  

a c t iv i t ie s .  When the Chiefs’ Council decided to make i t s  influence fe l t  

in the e lections of members of the advisory board, Nujoma was called 

upon to organize the votes of the Ovambo contract labourers in Wind­

hoek, I t  was largely through Nujoma's e f fo r ts , Kozonguizi maintains, 

that the contract labourers of the Windhoek compound became p o li tic a lly  

conscious.



Appolus' account closely corroborates that o f Kozongufzi, When Appolus 

a n iv e d  in Namibia in 1959, Nujoma had, without the benefit of a firmal 

organ ization, already organized the Windhoek-based contract workers into 

a  s ig n if ican t p o li tic a l  force. The Ovambo leader was working closely 

with the Chiefs' Council and enjoyed a close re la tio n sh ip  with Chief 

Kutako. Nujoma's a c t iv i t ie s  included holding regular meetings in the 

Windhoek compound (where grievances against the contract system were 

expressed and the contract workers p o litic iz e d ) , co llec ting  money for a 

fund to a s s i s t  contract workers, and encouraging labourers to attend 

n ight school. These a c t iv i t ie s  had a ttra c ted  the a tten tio n  of the 

au th o r itie s , and as a re su lt Nujoma was dismissed from a number of jobs 

he held, Appolus claims tha t when he arrived in Windhoek in 1959. no 

white businessman was prepared to  employ Nujoma because of h is p o li tic a l  

a c t iv i t ie s  and that he therefore worked for a black businessman who 

owned a shop in the Windhoek location. Various attempts had also  been 

made to remove Nujoma from Windhoek, but as he had been born in an urban 

area in the police zone, the a u th o r itie s  were not sure where to send

I t  would therefore appear that when the 0P0 was moved from Cape Town to

Namibia, a p o li tic a l  base had already been estab lished  among migrant

workers in Windhoek, Leaders of the Cape Town group had become awaru of

th e ir iso la tio n  soon a f te r  Toivo's departure fr ,,i Cape Town. Early in

1959, for example, they wrote to the South West Africa Progressive 
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Association in order to consolidate th e ir links with the te r r i to ry , 

in Apr ’ 1959 Jacob Kuhangua, Solomon Mifima and Emil Appolus moved to 

Windhoek and opened discussions with Sam Nujoma, the c h ie fs ' Council and 

the P rogressive Association. Again a l l  these groupings were in agree-



merit about th e  need fo r  a n a t i o n a l i s t  movement in  Namibia. In  th e  same

month Sam Nujoma and Jacob Kuhangua o f f ic ia l ly  launched the 0P0 in 

Namibia. Membership cards which had been printed in Cape Town were 

d is tr ib u te d  and attempts made to extend the a c t iv i t ie s  of the new orga­

n iza tion  beyond Windhoek. Nujoma played an important ro le  in e s ta b l i ­

shing support for the 0P0 in other urban centres like  Walvis Bay and 

Ot j  iwarongo.

However, before examining the development of the 0P0 and i t s  eventual 

transformation in to  SWAPO, i t  is  necessary to turn to the events which 

led up to the launching of the South West Africa National Union (SWANU), 

and in p a r tic u la r to examine the o rig ins and ro le  played by the th ird  

major grouping involved in the launching of Namibian nationalism , the 

in te llig e n ts ia .
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Chapter twelve

THE ROLE OF THE INTELLIGENTSIA AND THE LAUNCHING OF SWANU

Urbanization in the post-World War II period

Economic growth a f te r  the war not only increased the demand for contract

labour, but also created the conditions for increasing urban ization of

the black population of the police zone. Between the two world wars 

rigorous pass laws had t ig h tly  constra ined the growth of a permanent 

urban labour force, so that between 1930 and 1936 the number of blacks 

lega lly  in the towns ac tually  decreased from 26 500 to 18 500. Although 

tig h t control continued to be exercized over the influx of blacks into 

the towns, the post-World War II period saw s ig n if ican t increases in the

urban black population which rose from 30 000 in 1946 to 49 000 in

1955. Whereas in 1936 only 14,1 per cent of the black population of

the police zone lived in the towns, th is  percentage reached 25,1 in 1951 

and 33,6 in I960. The channelling of contract labour to the farms 

following the Great Depression also  played a ro le  in th is  process of

urban ization. P rior to the 1930s, farmers had re lie d  almost exclusively 

on police zone labour, but with the introduction of contract labour to 

the farms, the s e t t le r s  had rap idly replaced th e ir ex isting  labourers 

with cheaper contract labourers from the northern parts of the t e r r i to ­

ry . Because the majority of reserves were already overcrowded, many of 

these displaced labourers were accommodated in the towns, In conjunc­

tion with the Ubour needs of the rap idly expanding white urban popula­

tion , black urban ization was a product of impoverishment and pressure on 

the land in the reserves, higher wages and a g reater var ie ty  of jobs in 

the towns, and the existence of b e tte r  education f a c i l i t i e s  in the
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The ne* urban environment was to play a major ro le  in the transformation 

of p o li tic a l  responses to colonialism  and in shaping the organizations 

that emerged a f te r  World War I I .  f t  i l lu s tra te d  in the previous chap­

te r , the OPO was a t f i r s t  e sse n tia lly  an urban organization, having i ts  

o rig ins in a foreign c ity  and then spreading to Windhoek and other urban 

areas in Namibia, before estab lish ing  a s ig n if ican t base in Ovamboland. 

All the major p o li tic a l  and q u as i-p o litica l organizations that came into 

being a f te r  World War II had roots in the urban areas. In p a r tic u la r 

Windhoek which, according to Pendleton had always dominated the urban 

areas and accounted for an average of 32 per cent of Namibia's urban 

population, was to become the centre of the n a tio n a lis t movement that 

emerged towards the end of the 1950s.

Besides the organizational advantages of a more concentrated labour 

force and increased opportunities for p o li tic a l  contacts and the exchan­

ge of ideas (as discussed in the previous ch a p te r), urbanization held a 

number of other important im plications for p o li tic a l  m obilization and 

confrontations with the colonial s ta te . Perhaps the most s ig n if ican t of 

these was the opportunity to transcend narrow ethnic id e n titie s  and 

parochial leadership. P rior to 1959 major manifestations of resistance 

in the urban areas had been re s tr ic te d  to spec ific  in d u str ial s e tt in g s , 

and because of the ethnic d ivisions of the labour force had been largely 

re s tr ic te d  to sp ec if ic  ethnic groupings. Sim ilarly , in the predominant­

ly ethnica lly-exclusive reserves, opposition manifested i t s e l f  along 

ethnic lin es . As demonstrated in the f i r s t  section of th is  d is s e r ta ­

tion , a major aim of the colonial a u th o ritie s  in establish ing  new re se r­

ves in the police zone was to counteract the increasing unity of an ti-



colonial p ro tes t during the ea rly  1920s. In th is  respect the reserves ' 

policy proved remarkably e ffec tiv e  not only in d ispersing the black 

population in remote areas of the police zone, but also in maintaining 

(or more accu rately , renewing) ethnic id e n titie s  and strengthened the 

influence of indigenous leaders. Furthermore, because of the con­

centration  of ethnic groupings in sp ec if ic  areas and the adm inistra­

t io n 's  insistence on dealing only with "ethnic" leaders, p ro tes t tended 

to coalesce around parochial issues. While ethnic and indigenous 

leaders like  those of the Dereros continued to challenge the adm inistra­

tion , they had a vested in te re s t in maintaining the ethnic basis of 

p o li tic a l  organization.

Enforcing ethnic segregation in the towns was fa r more d i f f ic u lt ,  a l ­

though not completely beyond the capacities of the colonial au th o ritie s . 

The adm inistration had, for example, been re la tiv e ly  successful in 

iso la tin g  northern contract workers from the more permanent black r e s i ­

dents of the towns. Although attempts were also made to segregate other 

ethnic groups, the mere concentration of people in urban se ttin g s  r e ­

duced the effec tiveness of such measures. Furthermore, black townships 

were subjected to the most appalling neglect with l i t t l e  or no planning 

and provision of serv ices. The resu lting  physical disorganization not 

only made i t  d if f ic u lt  to impose ethnic zoning on townships, bu. also 

hampered the adm inistration 's  attempts to exercize control over these 

settlem ents,

Not only did urbanization provide new opportunities for p o li tic a l  mobi­

liz a tio n , i t  a lso  helped to in tensify  the contradictions in colonial 

policy and escala te  co n f lic t, As Paul Maylam pointed out in re la tio n



to south A frica, some of the most fundamental contradictions of ap a rt­

heid are to be found in the c ity . A major contradiction in both South 

A fn a and Namibia was the attempt to keep urban areas as a domain of 

whites without endangering the flow of labour to these areas. This 

contradiction  was a t lea st p a r tly  responsible for the neglect of black

townships and the preference for migrant labour, but i t  also played an

important ro le  in the creation of a s t r i c t  regime of regulations gover­

ning movements between towns and o ther areas. With the expanding labour 

needs of the towns, such regulations became a major source of co n flic t 

between a u th o ritie s  and colonized. An impression of the prominence given 

to control o /er movement may be obtained from the tab le of the most 

common criminal prosecutions of Africans in the urban areas of Windhoek 

in 1969. This c lea rly  demonstrates tha t even in the la te  1960s the most 

common source of prosecution of urban blacks in Namibia (as in South

Africa) re la ted  to the control over movement :

TABLE 12.1 : CRIMINAL OFFENCES OF AFRICANS IN URBAN AREAS IN 1969

Offence Number of Fines Days in
offenses ($) j a i l

In location without permission 2 155
Longer than 72 hours in urban

area without pass 797
Rent due 443 4 852
Transgression of re g is tra tio n

1 607
Providing ille g a l accommodation 1 5o0
Failure to produce service contract 199 1 130
E x tra - te r r itc r ia l  and northern
African i l le g a lly  in urban areas 4 570

Following the rapid growth of the urban population in Windhoek and other 

towns during and immediately a f te r  World War I I , g reater emphasis was 

placed on urban planning, on securing land for the expanding white 

population, and achieving g reater control over the black work force and



i t s  urban settlem ents. Previously control had been maintained by keep­

ing the urban black population to an absolute minimum, but as the econo­

my expanded and the labour needs '.if the towns grew, colonial po licies 

had to be adapted. As happened in South African towns, urban local

au th o ritie s  became increasingly concerned about health  conditions in the
10

squalid and neglected black urban settlem ents. Maynard Swanson appro­

p ria te ly  named such responses the "san itation  syndrome, a widespread 

phenomena in the colonial world of the la te  nineteenth, and early  twen­

tie th  centuries in which the metaphor o f d isease and infec tion  became an 

almost universal currency for the conception and discussion of race 

questions and social policy". Fears of contamination reached a high 

point in Windhoek in the 1950s when urban expansion brought white and 

black housing into close proximity of one another. The a u th o ritie s ' 

attempts to move residents of the old location to a new township and the 

resistance they met represent a sig n if ican t point in the p o li tic a l  

h isto ry  o f Namibia. Not only did resistance to the removal provide the 

f i r s t  major issue taken up by the newly formed n a tio n a lis t organizations 

sho rtly  a f te r  th e ir launching in 1959, but i t  also represented a t ra n s i­

tion in the sty le  of p o li tic a l  mobilization in that i t  transcended 

parochial i s s i ' t  and united a broad cross-sec tion  of groups and classes 

in a confrontation with the colonial s ta te .

Education and the development of an in te llig e n ts ia

Urbanization was s ig n if ican t in yet another respect. I t  provided a 

se tting  in which a stratum of in te lle c tu a ls , a lienated  from indigenous 

p ractices and impatient with the p o li tic a l  s ty le  of indigeirous leaders, 

could es tab lish  themselves and gain a following. P h ilip  Foster has 

argued th at in the African context access to education may have a g re a t­

e r  influence on social d iffe re n tia tio n  and inequality  than ownership of



th e  means o f p roduc tion :

In considering m atters of inequality  and social d if fe re n tia ­
tion in sub-Saharan Africa we might find i t  more useful to 
study who controls the means of access to schooling, and i ts  
concomitant rewards,than to look fo r those who own the means 
of production.

While Foster may overstate the case, the impact of Western education as 

a means of d iffe re n tia tio n  has often  been underestimated, p a r tic u la rly  

in those se ttin g s  where m aterial production and exchange have heen 

monopolized by colonial or foreign in te re s ts , Even within the context 

of colonial Africa, Namibia represented an extreme example of white 

monopoly over commerce and production.

While a small group of black traders ex isted  in the te rr i to ry  in the 

mid-1940s, th e ir position  in the urban areas was extremely tenuous and 

the majority therefore operated in the reserves, The a u th o ritie s  who 

considered a l l  blacks as "temporary" residents in the urban areas, 

devised various methods to discourage black traders in general, and in 

the urban areas ‘.n p a r tic u la r. In terms of Proclamation No. 18 of 1927, 

for example, the granting of c red it to blacks was p rohib ited , and black 

traders were only exempted from the provisions of the proclamation in 

1949. Even a f te r  1949, however, the grant.'.ng of tiade licences re ­

mained dependent on the d isc re tio n  of the colonial au tho rites . With the 

blocking nf commerce as a means of social d iffe re n tia tio n  ana mobility 

d if fe re n tia ls  in education assumed g reater importance.

Although the a u th o ritie s  also adopted a discouraging a ttitu d e  to black 
H

education, pressures from the Permanent Mandates Council and from some 

black communities, p a r tic u la rly  the Heveros a f te r  1930, re su lted  in some 

small concessions in th is area, The most important of these were the



establishment of government schools mainly in the Herero reserves and 

provisions for trainee teachers to attend secondary schools in the Union 

in the 1930s and 1940s. I t  was e s se n tia lly  the products of these 

schools who during the 1940s and 1950s came to f i l l  the ranks of the 

p o litic a lly -a c tiv e  section of the petty  bourgeoisie. This grouping 

might perhaps best be described as an in te l l ig e n ts ia , because th e ir 

higher level of education was both th e ir most d is tin c tiv e  c h a rac te ris tic  

and the basis of th e ir  claims to p o li tic a l  leadership.

Access to education was also  very unevenly d istribuu-d  between the 

southern and northern sectors of the colony, in 1958, for example, the 

Commission of Enquiry into Non-European Education noted that "in  ce rtain  

respects South West Africa ac tually  has two systems of Native education: 

(i)  the system within the Police Zone, and ( i i )  the system in the 

Northern Native T errito ries  (beyond the Police Zone)". Although both 

areas were under the control of a sing le government department, there

substan tial differences between them with regard to loual 
control, courses of in struction , inspection, subsidies, the 
training of teachers and th e ir  conditions of serv ice, exami­
nations and promotions and even with regard to the applica­
tion of cerLain educational p rin c ip les .!?

The discrepancy was p a r tic u la rly  apparent in the case of subsidies. In 

terms of figures provided by the Commission, in 1958, 9 969 African 

children attended schools in the police zone, of which 1 268 were in 

government schools and 8 701 in sta te-a ided  mission schools, Subsidies 

provided for police zone school children amounted to £12? 823, During 

the same year, 18 350 children were enrolled in schools in the northern 

areas, but only £36 117 was provided for th e ir education. This meant 

in effec t that while an average annual subsidy of about £12-16-5 was



paid out for each police zone pupil, approximately £1-19-4 per pupil was 

provided for the northern areas. Other d isp a r i t ie s  between the two 

regions were noted by the Commission. For example, teachers in the

northern areas received approximately half the remuneration of th e ir 

colleagues in the police zone,

evidence of educational d iffe re n tia tio n  within the police zone is  less 

c le a r, and th is  issue was not raised  by the 1958 education commission. 

In terms of crude numbers, the three major groupings of the police zone, 

the Damaras, Namas and Hereros, appeared to have ^qual access to educa­

tion . In re la tio n  ‘ the quality  of education, however, sig n if ican t 

differences existed --een the Hereros and o ther groupings in the

police zone. The most important of these differences re la ted  to the

establishment of government schools in the Kerero reserves,

The in fe r io r quality  of education provided i t  mission schools has been 

widely commented upon. For the m issionaries, and in p a r tic u la r those 

belonging to the Rhenish mission which was dominant in the police zone, 

the primary aim of mission schools was not so much education p er se  as 

C h ristian ization , Together with limited funds and teaching personnel, 

the esse n tia lly  re lig ious alms of mission education ensured that acade­

mic standards remained low and bore l i t t l e  relevance to the economic 

needs of the black population. Under the German colonial regime educa­

tion of the black population was en tire ly  in the hands of the missiona­

r ie s ,  and although the South African a u th o ritie s  introduced a measure of 

s ta te  control in the 1920s, the management of black education was le f t  

in the hands of the m issionaries. Two of the major complaints against 

the mission schools was th a t they only offered classes u n ti l  standard



two and tha t they used Uie venacular as medium of in struction .

With the exception of government schools for coloureds, no provision was 

made for the establishment of s ta te  schools for blacks u n til the 1930s 

when pressure from the Permanent Mandates Commission and from Herero 

leaders prompted the adm inistration to es tab lish  schools in the re se r­

ves . P rior to th is , however, Herero leaders had in 1932 been able to 

secure the establishment of an Herero school in Windhoek with classes up 

to standard six - a considerable improvement on the normal mission 

schools which only offered four years of education. Although th is 

school was also  managed by the Rhenish Mission Society, i t  was e s ta b lis ­

hed in response to a request from the colonial a u th o r i t ie s .

The establishment of government schools in the Herero reserves from 1935 

may also be a ttrib u ted  to the competence of the Herero indigenous le a ­

dership. Further representations regarding the inadequacy of mission 

schools were made by Herero leaders in 1933 and 1935, and as a re su lt 

the f i r s t  government school for Africans was estab lished  at R ietquelle 

in the Aminius reserve in 1935. The syllabus used was based on tha t of 

black schools in the Cape. The school was provided with a hostel, 

offered classes to  standard s ix , and in i t i a l ly  lessons were taught in 

English. Because pupils were experiencing d iff ic u lty  with English, 

the medium was la te r  changed to Afrikaans, although English continued to 

be taught as a subject in the higher c la sse s . Further government 

schools were established  in the predominantly Herero reserves of 

Waterberg East and Epukiro in 1940 and 1944 respectively . By 1962 there 

were 12 government schools in the reserves and nine of these were in 

predominantly Herero reserves. The impact of these schools on the 

educational level of Herero school children may be gauged from the tab le



TABLE 12 .2 : DISTRIBUTION OF HERERO, NAMA AND DAMARA SCHOOL CHILDREN

AMONG MISSION. STATE AND TEACHER TRAINING SCHOOLS, 1958

Mission Government Teacher Total
schools schools train ing

schools

Hereros 1087 (b0%> 6-ll (35%) 79 (4%) 1807

Namas 2446 (97%) 6 (0,2%) 57 (2%) 2446

Damaras 3126 (91%) 189 16%) 104 (3%) 3419

The tab le i l lu s t ra te s  not only tha t a s ig n if ican tly  la rg e r proportion of 

Herero school children were in government schools, but also in absolute 

numbers Herero children made up nearly 77 per cent of a l l  children in 

government, schools, in sp ite  of being the smallest of the three ethnic 

groups. The above data also indicates tha t the Hereros had the r e la t iv ­

e ly  largest proportion of students in train ing  colleges. Figures are 

unfortunately not availab le on the number of black students who attended 

schools in South A frica, but i t  is  reasonable to assume that because of 

the higher standard of education in government schools, pupils from 

these schools were in a be tte r position  to obtain access to South 

African schools. This appears to be confirmed by the prominent p o l i t i ­

cal ro le  played by Herero students who attended schools and colleges in 

South Africa.

The nature of the educational system in Namibia was to have a formative 

impact on the s tru ctu re  and p o li tic a l  responses of the in te l l ig e n ts ia  

that emerged in the 1940s and 1950s. Discrepancies between the educa-



tional systems applied in the northern and southern sectors of the

te r r i to ry  and the re la tiv e  advantages enjoyed by the Hereros were to

ensure that the emergent in te l l ig e n ts ia  would be predominantly from the 

south, and p a r tic u la rly  powerful among the Hereros, This in turn was to 

lead to a power struggle between the in te l l ig e n ts ia  and the Herero

indigenous leadership. While the indigenous leaders had established

th e ir  power-base predominantly in the reserves, the in te l l ig e n ts ia  con­

centrated th e ir e f fo rts  on the tuwns, and were p a r tic u la rly  strong in 

Windhoek, the major urban se ttin g  in the te rr i to ry .

Of a l l  the groups that helped to forge Namibian nationalism , the in te l ­

lig en ts ia  were the most vociferous n a tio n a lis ts . Their existence as a 

p o li tic a l  grouping and the brand of th e ir n a tio n a lis t ideology need to 

be seen against the background of the educational system which produced 

them and the co n flic t generated with the indigenous leadership. As a 

product of the missions and the colonial s ta te , the education system was 

re la tiv e ly  independent of indigenous in s titu tio n s  of so cia liza tio n  ves­

ted in the family and indigenous re lig ious p ractice. Thus, besides 

providing a new basis for so cializa tio n , the educational system p a r tia l­

ly insulated those involved In i t  from control by the dominant indige­

nous leadership, With the extension of the educational system new jobs 

were c r ' ted for the emergent in te l l ig e n ts ia  who had access to p i t if u lly  

few other opportunities in the ra c ia lly  s t ra t i f ie d  economy. Besides 

th e ir gains in p restige , teachers were able to escape the control exer­

cized by the indigenous leadership over ag r ic u ltu ra l a c tiv it ie s  in the 

reserves. Furthermore, th e ir s k i lls  were not only prized by the general 

populace, but were also useful to the indigenous leadership,



Members of the Herero in te l l ig e n ts ia  were therefore i n i t ia l ly  co-opted 

into the in s titu tio n s  of the indigenous leadership where they a ssis ted  

with the d rafting  of p e titio n s , the reading and tran sla tin g  of newspa­

pers, and even the d rafting  of co n stitu tio n s , In sp ite  of lacking 

asc rip tiv e  c r i t e r ia  of leadership such as age and b ir th  in the dominant 

clans, members of the in te l l ig e n ts ia  were able to gain access to the 

organizational s tru c tu re s , and therefore sources of power, of the in d i­

genous leadership. As Gouldner points out, the Western school system 

not only contributes to the distancing of students from " lo c a lis t ic  

in te re s ts  and values", but introduces them to a c r i t i c a l  "culture of 

discourse in which claims and asse rtions may not be ju s ti f ie d  by 

reference to the speaker's  social s ta tu s" , and th is has the effec t of 

undermining ex isting  au tho rity , Even in situ a tio n s  where colonial au t­

h o ritie s  attempt to mould the educational system to su it th e ir  needs, i t  

is  unlikely that they could completely suppress the featu res of c r i t i ­

cal discourse inherent in the western schooling system.

The very lim itations of the Namibian educational system in some respects 

actually  favoured the p o litic iz a tio n  of the emerging in te l l ig e n ts ia  who 

had to be sent to schools in South Africa because they could not obtain 

an adequate education in Namibia. Schooling in South Africa held a 

number of im plications, including the g reater distance put between 

students and socializing  and con tro lling  agents in Namibia, the in­

creased s ta tu s , expectations and asp irations of those students p r iv i­

leged to be schooled outside the te rr i to ry , and, most important, contact 

with p o litic a l organizations ami ideologies in South A frica. Changes 

introduced by the gradual extension of Western education in Namibia were 

of course reinforced by the associated processes of urbanization, 

in d u str ia liza tio n  and secu la rization . In p a r tic u la r, the growth of the



urban areas in the post-World War II period provided a se ttin g  in which 

the in te l l ig e n ts ia  could consolidate i t s  support. Not only were the 

larger urban settlem ents removed from the indigenous leadership with 

th e ir power base in the reserves, but they provided new job opportuni­

tie s  (both in and outside education), and brought together d iffe ren t 

ethnic groups, cross-cu tting , and therefore weakening, indigenous and 

ethnically-based forms of authority .

The linkage between the Namibian in te l l ig e n ts ia  and ideologies of na tio ­

nalism can be traced on a number of d iffe re n t leve ls . In common with 

the group of migrant workers in Cape Town, the in te l l ig e n ts ia  was ex­

posed to a varie ty  of external p o li tic a l  influences and ideologies, the 

most important of which were n a tio n a lis t in o rien ta tion . South African 

p o li tic a l  organizations, and in p a r tic u la r the African National Congress 

which provided a model for Namibian nationalism , were in flu en tia l in 

shaping Namibian nationalism in the 1950s. Also important were nationa­

l i s t  movements in other p arts  of the te r r i to ry , and especially  the 

Ghanaian nationalism of Kwame Nkrumah.

Besides the contacts afforded by schooling in South Africa, the i n t e l l i ­

gentsia in general experienced greater exposure to external p o li tic a l  

influences through th e ir lite rac y  and new modes of discourse, Gouldner, 

for example, has argued that the "new cultu re of discourse" associated 

with western education and reinforced by the "communication revolution" 

and advances in p rin ting  technology, has meant that “defin itions  of 

social re a lity  availab le to in te lle c tu a ls  may derive increasingly from 

e/Jstw t persons, from groups geographically, cu ltu ra lly , and h is to r ic a l­

ly d is ta n t . , ,  and may therefore diverge g reatly  from any local environ-



<

merit in which they are received ." The a v a ila b ility  of such a lte rn a- 1 •

tive  defin itions  may in turn lead to unfavourable contrasts with, and 

ultim ate re jec tion  o f, defin itions  promoted by dominant local groups,

For example, the Namibian in te l l ig e n ts ia  was especially  c r i t i c a l  of the ^

p o li tic a l  caution of the indigenous leadership and the tru s t  the la t te r

put in the United Nations. i

Such tensions were in ten s ified  by the sp ec if ic  contradictions of the ; « .

in te l l ig e n ts ia  in re la tio n  to both the colonial s ta te  and the indigenous !

leadership. Most accounts of African and other Third World in te l l ig e n t­

sias  s tress  the p o litic iz in g  effec t of the co n flic t between the train ing  i

and expectations of Third World in te lle c tu a ls  on the one hand and demand i
28 ; 

for th e ir s k i lls  (the a v a ila b ili ty  of jobs) on the o ther. I t  is

like ly  that in a rig id ly  s t ra t i f ie d  s e t t l e r  colony like  Namibia <;uch

tensions would be most intense. The position of the in te llig e n ts ia

contrasted sharply with that of the indigenous leadership who in sp ite  ■

of th e ir opposition to the colonial s ta te , were integrated into the

colonial adm inistrative s tru ctu re  and received some recognition from the j

colonial au th o ritie s . Furthermore, the indigenous leadership, and in ■"

p a r tic u la r the Herero C hief's Council, enjoyed considerable p restige and |

p o li tic a l  support among blacks who were opposed to colonialism . As a | ^

newly-formed stratum and small m inority, the in te l l ig e n ts ia  had only

marginal support, a fact which was often to ta l ly  out of keeping with

th e ir  p o li tic a l  ambitions and expectations.

The in te llig e n ts ia  therefore saw i ts  p o li tic a l  role as not only challen­

ging the colonial s ta te , but a?so undermining the indigenous leadership.

In order to achieve the l a t t e r  goal, i t  made Use of two d is tin c t, but 

re la ted  s tra te g ie s , F irs tly , u t i liz in g  a modernization ideology, i t

4
4



argued that the indigenous leadership was "backward" and tha t "modern" 

organizations required educated leadership. The ideology of moderniz­

ation (with i t s  r ig id  dichotomy between a positive "modernity" and a 

negative or "backward" traditionalism ) comes out c le a rly  in Zedekia 

Ngavirue's account of the co n flic t surrounding the formation of SWANU,

The aim of the ch ie fs ' council was to have an organisation 
which they could guide. In other words, th e ir  in ten tion  was 
to g ra ft the modern machinery of a mass organisation upon the 
tra d itio n a l system of au tho rity , The S.W.A.P.A. people aimed 
a t creating a new movement with new symbols, transcending 
tra d itio n a l lo y a lt ie s .30

Ngavirue goes on to argue that the majority of indigenous leaders "had

no formal education, and there was a be lie f that a modurn organization-

required educated personnel". The ideology of modernization therefore 

provided an ideal ra tio n a liz a tio n  for the in te l l ig e n ts ia 's  claims to the 

leadership of the national movement.

The second prong of the in te l l ig e n ts ia ’s assau lt on the p o li tic a l  power 

of the indigenous leadership was to challenge the l a t t e r 's  basis of 

p o i i i c a i  m obilization by accusing i t  o f " tribalism ". In place of 

th is  "tribalism ", the in te llig e n ts ia  posited an esse n tia lly  state-based 

nationalism . In th is  way the in te l l ig e n ts ia  sought not only to d isc re ­

d it  the indigenous leadership as " t r ib a i is t"  and "backward", but. in 

keeping with i t s  ideology of modernization, to p roject themselves as the 

real leaders of a "modern" non-tribal rationalism . The dominance of 

evolutionary conceptions of social change has often led to such claims 

being accepted a t face value, Pendleton, for example, argued that the 

fa ilu re  of the Namibian n atio n a lis t movement to achieve unity was due to 

co n flic ts  "along ethnic lines" ,

The most frequent reason for co n flic t has been over leadership,
often centering around the refusal of Hereros to accept the leader-



jh ip  of people of other ethnic groups.

At. b e s t , such asse rtations  are s im plifications of the complex patterns 

of inputs that made up the n a tio n a lis t movement, While i t  was true that 

Herero leadership mobilized on an ethnic b asis , that i t  was often preoc­

cupied with parochial issues, and tha t i t  re lie d  heavily on ethn ica lly - 

exclusive symbols, the accusation of ethnic chauvinism (" tribalism ") is 

contradicted by i ts  willingness to work together with other ethnic and 

p o li tic a l  groupings (including the 0P0 and SWAPO) i t s  keen in te re s t in 

the p o li tic a l  a c tiv it ie s  of the ANC in South A frica, and the active ro le 

i t  took in launching SWANU, As argued in  the introduction to th is 

d isse rta tio n , ethnic id e n tifica tio n s  do not n ecessarily  exclude broader 

national (or class) id en tifica tio n s . Thus while the power of the Herero 

Chiefs' Council was mainly derived from an "ethnic" p o li tic a l  base, i t  

was also  ac tive ly  involved in launching the national movement. In 

e f fe c t what the in te llig e n ts ia  was demanding was a complete and abrupt 

break with past forms of p o li tic a l  m obilization which would not only 

destroy the p o litic a l base of the indigenous leadership, but would make 

the in te llig e n ts ia  (with i ts  superior education) the sole candidates for 

leadership of the national movement, This was c lea rly  unacceptable to 

the indigenous leadership and also to the OPO/SWAPO which would i n i t i a l ­

ly a llig n  i t s e l f  with the C hief's Council against the in te llig e n ts ia .

The African Improvement Society

At f i r s t  the in te l l ig e n ts ia  was closely associated with the Herero 

indigenous leadership, The African Improvement Society (AIS) which was 

launched by the f i r s t  generation of Herero in te l le c tu a ls , for example, 

acted as a kind of "sec re ta r ia te"  to the Herero Chief’s Council, helping



the indigenous leadership to  d ra ft p e titio n s, acting as in te rp re te rs  and 

tran s la to rs , reading newspapers for i l l i t e r a t e s ,  and helping to p o l i t i ­

cize the population, The AIS was launched in Windhoek in November 

1946, under the wary eye of the adm inistration which feared that the new 

organization might follow in the footsteps of the Universal Negro Impro­

vement Society of the ea rly  1920s. I t  was conceived of by i ts  foun­

ders aa essen tia lly  a “cu ltu ra l"  body and, according to i t s  co n stitu ­

tion , aimed "to  improve the Africans in a l l  lines of progress (especia l­

ly In the lines of Education and C ulture)". "What is meant by 'to  

improve the A frican s ', Heaven only knows", the manager of the Windhoek 

locations, wrote to the Chief Native Commissioner:

I t  is conceived that the committee may in te rp re t improvement 
as meaning scrapping a l l  Governmental control and the in tro ­
duction of laws ‘‘-amed by the Africans themselves; in the 
present un settle  mental condition of our natives i t  is 
d i f f ic u lt  to determine what they want,36

The fearii of the adm inistration appeared to be unwarranted, however, as 

besides acting as au x ilia rie s  for the Herero C hief's Council of Hosea 

Kutako and the broader Chiefs' Council (which incorporated the council 

o f the Nama leader, David WitbocO , the AIS fa iled  to play an overt 

p o li tic a l  ro le . For the most p a r t, the society re s tr ic te d  i t s e l f  to 

fund-raising, running a night-school and a not altogethe r successful 

business venture. The la s t  perhaps betrays the class basis of tha AJS. 

To some ex ten t, the a c t iv i t ie s  of the AIS coincided with those of the 

Bantu Welfare Club (BWCi which was estab lished  in 1934 by the wife of 

the Windhoek location superintendent, Captain O cta 'ius Bowker. The 

two organizations d iffe red  su b stan tia lly , however, in re la tio n  to th e ir 

o; igins and go als , While the BWC was a creation of the colonial autho­

r i t i e s  and was founded with the object of "the guiding of native thought 

into healthy channels", the AJS was s e l f - in i t ia te d  and has been seen



as a product of cu ltu ra l nationalism.

The m ajority of the so cie ty 's  members were school teachers, businessmen 

and o ff ic ia ls  of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church. Many of 

them had attended schools and train ing  colleges in South Africa and 

therefore enjoyed a higher standard of education than the majority of 

black Namibians. All the members of the f i r s t  executive of the orga­

n iza tion  were Hereros, and, according to Kozonguizi, so were "almost 

a l l  i t s  members" during the period of i t s  existence. Although the AIS 

delib erate ly  avoided open involvement in p o li tic s , i t s  members were to 

become involved in the p o li tic a l  a c t iv i t ie s  of the Herero c h ie f 's  Coun­

c i l ,  and a number were la te r  to assume prominent positions in the p o li­

t ic a l  organizations established a f te r  1959, Clemons Kapuuo (v ice -p res i­

dent of the AIS), for example, was to succeed Hosea Kutako as leader of 

the Hereros and president of the National Unity Democratic Organisation 

(NUDO). David Merero ( treasu rer) was to  become an executive member of 

SWAPO, while Bartholomeus Karuaera (president) and B erthold. Himvmuine 

(secretary) both played prominent roles in Herero p o li tic s . According 

to Kozonguizi, the leading AIS members had by the f i f t i e s  become "the 

backroom 'boys’ of the Chiefs", As many of the AIS members were tea­

chers and consequently could not openly p a r tic ip a te  in p o li tic s , they 

confined themselves to transla tions and the d rafting  of pe titio n s  for 

the c h ie fs .

This group were to play an important role in bridging the gap 
between the younger people and the elders and i t  was th is 
development which by 1959 culminated in attempts to form a 
National P o li t ic a l  o rgan isa tion .47

Until i t s  d isso lu tion  with the move to Katutura i r  19o0, the AIS 

remained a se lec t clique, with i t s  membership never exceeding twenty. 

According to i t s  founding vice-chairman, Desidarius i'ukuri, the general



aim of the associa tion  was to  help Africans adapt to change, to a t ta in  a 

higher standard of " c iv iliz a tio n ". Although the e x p lic it aims of the 

association were educational and cu ltu ra l, a number of i t s  members 

regarded the AIS as a means of generating ca p ita l to e s tab lish  themsel­

ves as businessmen.

Towards th is  end, the AIS bought an old house in the Windhoek location 

re b u ilt i t ,  and estab lished  a small cafe which was run f i r s t  by Anani1 .. 

Munoko and la te r  by David Merero. In 1950 the associa tion  applied for 

permission to publish a newspaper to  be called Ondjerera (L igh t). The 

newspaper was to be published in Mama, Herero and English. I t  is  not 

known, however, whether permission was granted, or the newspaper pub lis­

hed. In sp ite  of i t s  low-keyed ro le  and i ts  dominance by Hereros, the 

AIS was not without sign ificance. Although i t  did not d ire c tly  challer/' 

ge the Herero C hief's Council, i t  helped to define a ro le  for the 

in te l l ig e n ts ia  d is tin c t  from that of the indigenous leadership.

\ j  The South West African Student Body

j The role of challenging the power of the indigenous leadership was to be

l e f t ,  however, to a younger generation of the in te l l ig e n ts ia . By the

\ ea rly  1950s the number of Namibian students a t schools and colleges in

,  i  South Africa had i reased s ig n if ican tly , Inspired by the upsurge cf

i black p ro test whic>- culminated in the Defiance Campaign, these students

organized themselves into the South West Africa Student Body (SWA5B* in 
' , 51 52

I 1952. Hamutenya and Geingob, dismiss both the SWASB and i ts  succes-

sor organization, the South West African Progressive Association

i (SWAPA), as e l i t i s t  associations of "q u as i-in te llec tu a ls" . The mesiber-

i ship of the SWASB was minimal, they argue, and because i t  did l i t t V  to



extend i ts  influence to African schools, i t s  support remained marginal. 

Although there is some tru th  in th is  charge (Kozonguizi who was p re s i­

dent of the SWASB, confirmed that the organization enjoyed lim ited sup­

po rt, and that both the student organization and SWAPA were more like 

social clubs than p o li tic a l  organizations), the SWASB cannot be dismis­

sed so e a sily , in sp ite  of the exclusiveness of i t s  membership, the 

student organization played a key ro le  in propogating the idea of a mass 

n atio n a lis t organization for Namibia, The African National Congress 

provided the model fo r such an organization, and, as Kozonguizi s ta tes , 

the founders of the SWASB were aware that the effectiveness of the ANC 

was a t lea st in part a product of i t  being organized on a national basis 

and tha t support was mobilized on a grassroots level. Furthermore, i t  

is  highly unlikely that the SWASB would have been able to achieve much 

had i t  opted to mobilize school children throughout Namibia. In addi­

tion to the d i f f ic u lt ie s  created by having i t s  most important leaders in 

South Africa for the larger p a r t of the year, the SWASB would have faced 

severe repression from the s ta te  had i t  attempted an overt p o litic a l 

ro le . In sp ite  of i t s  low-keyed ro le, the colonial a u th o ritie s  refused 

to re g is te r the Student Body as a recognized organization, and some of 

the leaders of organization were victim ized. For example, Zedekia 

Ngavirue, secretary  of the SlvASB, w-S expelled from the Okahandja T ra i­

ning School, and Kozonguizi lo s t his government loan and bursary a f te r  

he had sent a le t t e r  on behalf of the SWASB to the United Nations, To 

involve themselves in d irec t p o li tic a l  ac tions, would also have brought 

the SWASB into co n flic t with the C hief's Council.

Like the AIS the s ta ted  aim of the SWASB was "to promote the educational 

and cu ltu ra l advancement of African people in S.W.A." The student



organization, however, d iffered  in one substan tia l respect from the AIS,

in that i t  re jected  the p o li tic a l  s ty le  and leadership of the C hief's

Council. According to Kozonguizi, the decision to form the SWASB was a

d irec t re su lt of the disillusionm ent oV Namibian students with "the

pious reso lu tions of the United Nations" on the Namibian issue. "The

students f e l t  that not much assistance would be coming from abroad

without organization a t home",

The Student body grew out of the impatience of the 
younger generation with the "talk ing  shop" nature of the 
United Nations a c t iv i t ie s ,  and a re jection  of the tr ib a l  
basis in the p o litic s  of the country. Apart from the 
s tress  on educational m atters, the. body was to provida a 
platform through which ways and means could be revised to 
promote national unity and ac tive p o li tic a l  organisation a t 
home. The tr ib a l  ba rriers had to be broken down and national 
consciousness infused in the people on a much broader basis 
than tha t of the C h ieftainsh ip ,57

As seen by Kozonguizi therefore, the ro le  of the SWASB * s not so much 

to make d irec t p o li tic a l  gains, but to prepare the ground for a nationa­

l i s t  movement. The real sign ificance of the SWASB was as a forerunner 

of other organizatirr.s, o f f i r s t  SWAPA and then the South West Africa 

National Union (SWANU), I t  allowed members of the embryonic i n t e l l i ­

gentsia to acquire p o li tic a l  s k i l l s ,  devize new stra te g ie s  and perhaps 

most important to es tab lish  a p o li tic a l  iden tity  separate from the 

indigenous leadership. In terms of leadership and ideology, the SWASB 

was not a d is tin c t  organize tion, but ra the r the f i r s t  phase in the 

p o litic a l evolution of the Namibian in te l l ig e n ts ia ,  After only three 

years in ex istence, the SWASB broadened i ts  base to become SHAPA. Four 

years la te r , i t  was esse n tia lly  the SWAPA leadership which launched 

SWANU,

Individual members of the SWASB also  played a key role as c a ta iy su  ind 

go-betweens for the d iffe ren t elements that were f in a lly  to make up the



Namibian n a tio n a lis t movement, In p a r tic u la r Kozonguizi was to emerge 

as a cen tral figure who besides being president of the Student Body, was 

a member of the C hief's Council, retained close contact with the Toivo 

group in Cape Town, and even held a minor position  in the ANC while he 

was a student a t Fort Hare. Another executive member of the SWASB who 

was to play an important, but co n tro v ers ial, ro le  was E ric Getzen, or 

Mburumba Kerina as he la te r  became known. Kerina who in i t i a l ly  served 

as sec re ta ry g en e ral of the SWASB and petitioned  the UN on behalf o f the 

student organization, is credited with being a co-founder of SWAPO and 

with bringing the name "Namibia" into currency. In sp ite  of his

rampant ambition and the suspicion he aroused in order to obtain a

passport to study in the United S ta te s , Kerina played an in flu en tia l, 

i f  sho rt-lived , ro le  in the n atio n a lis t movement, From the United 

S ta tes Kerina kept up an extensive correspondence with n a tio n a lis t 

leaders, and i t  was on the basis of th is  correspondence that the autho­

r i t i e s  were la te r  ^o claim that Kerina had almost single-handedly engi­

neered the resistance to the removal to Katutura, For a short period

Kerina served as national chairman of SWAPO and i t  is  alleged tha t i t

was on his suggestion that Sara Nujome transformed the 0P0 into SWAPO.

The South West Africa P rogressive Association

By 1955 members of the SWASB fe lt  th e ir organization should not be 

re s tr ic te d  to s tudents, and they therefore launched the South West 

Africa Progressive Association (SWAPA), an organization with somewhat 

wider membership and aims than the student organization, Continuity 

between the SWASB and SWAPA is ,  for example, i l lu s tra te d  by the l e t t e r 's  

aim to campaign for b e tte r  education for blacks and to advise black 

students on how to secure admission to schools and colleges in South



Africa. Although SWAPA s t i l l  represented a small and exclusive member­

ship, i t  allowed for a wider d efin itio n  of the in te l l ig e n ts ia  by inc lu ­

ding a l l  those with some claim or asp ira tion  to a higher education and 

not merely students. Moreover, besides the aims of educational and 

cu ltu ra l advancement embraced by the SV/ASB, SWAPA's aims encompassed 

both p o li tic a l  and economic advancement. The formation of SWAPA may 

therefore be seen to represent a movement away from cu ltu ra l nationalism 

to a more e x p lic itly  p o li tic a l  nationalism , and the creation of a p o li­

t ic a l  base for the Namibian in te llig e n ts ia ,

According to Kozonguizi, the leadership of the SWASB realized  tha t to 

be effec tiv e  i t  was necessarv to spread th e ir a c t iv i t ie s  to the people 

and to  accommodate members who were not students. The decision to 

extend the a c tiv it ie s  o f SWAPA beyond the specia lized  focus of a student 

o rganization increased the tensions between i t  and the C hief's Council. 

The more e x p lic itly  p o li tic a l  aims of SWAPA carved to widen the gap 

between the in te l l ig e n ts ia  which "stressed  the need for p o litic a l orga- 

nizaton a t home and ca lled  for a national organization to spearhead the 

movement for lib era tio n " , and the council of Chiefs which now included 

representatives cf other tribes and "demanded United Nations' in terven­

tion as the f i r s t  step towards self-government fo r South West A frica."

Most of i t s  (SWAPA's) members were young people whose attempt 
a t National organisation was looked upon with some suspicion 
by the older generation around the C hiefs.64

Among th e ir aims were "the promotion of c u ltu ra l, p o li tic a l  and economic 

advancement of the people of SWA" and "the destruction  of tribalism ". 

The younger people who had been imbued with a strong sense of nationa­

lism, " fe lt  that the primary p o litic a l task in SWA should be the promo­

tion of national unity":



The abhorrence of tribalism  on the part of the younger 
generation was re flec ted  in the foundation of the SWA 
Progressive Association which amongst other things aimed a t 
the destruction of tribalism  and the promotion of cu ltu ra l, 
p o li tic a l  and economic advancement of the people of SWA.66

The association was headed by Uatja Kaukuetu (who was la te r  to become 

vice-president of SWANU) and Tunguru Huaraka (secre ta ry-general). Ac­

cording to Kozonguizi, i t  was during the many group discussions of SWAPA 

that the idea of es tab lish ing  a purely p o li tic a l  organization to spear­

head the libe ra tion  of Namibia took root in Namibia. Kozonguizi con- 

>d the idea of es tab lish ing  a national p o li tic a l  organisation to the 

i e f 's  Council which responded favourably to ’ .-* suggestion. 

Kozonguizi had joined the C hief's Council a t the invl of Kutako in

1954: "I f e lt  that accepting th is (in v ita tio n ) would bridge the gap

between the older people who believed mainly in p e titio n s , deputations 

and conferences with a u th o ritie s  of the Native A ffairs Department, and 

the younger generation which was growing impatient of the 'ta lk in g  shop' 

nature of the United N atiors a c t iv i t ie s ."  Kozonguizi saw i t  as h is task 

to "preach the gospel of nationalism to the C hief's Council, whilst 

ass is tin g  the Council with the d rafting  of pe titio n s  and statements to 

the UN or to the press."

Between 1955 and 1958 "extensive consultations" took place amongst the

various Namibian p o li tic a l  groupings with a view to launching in Namibia

a counterpart to the African National Congress of South Africa:

From wie beginning there was ta c it  and la te r  open recognition 
of the close link between the libera tion  struggle in SWA and 
that in South Africa i t s e l f  , . ,  (C onsu lta tions were ca rried  
on amongst the following groups: Advisors of Chief Hosea
Kutako of the Hereros, representatives of Chief Witbooi of 
the Namas, leaders of the Ovamboland People's Congress in 
Cape Town, the African Improvement Society, SWAPA, and the 
Society for the Advancement of African Peoples in SWA, The 
SWA African Teachers Association and the SWA Coloured



Teachers Association were approached but declined to take 
part in what they termed 'p o l i t i c s ' on the grounds th at they 
were 'c iv i l  s e rv a n ts ',69

Kozonguizi also maintains that the ANC served as a general model for the 

major p o li tic a l  leaders in Namibia in the la te  1950's, In te rest in the 

ANC was not lim ited to the in te l l ig e n ts ia ,  but extended also to the 

Herero indigenous leadership. In 1957 Kozonguizi, with the financial 

aid of supporters of the C hief's Council reg is te red  for a law degree at 

the University of Cape Tonn. One of the purposes behind th is  was that 

Kozonguizi (who was a t  th is  time a member of the c h ie f 's  Council) should 

find out a l l  he could about the ANC. While a student at the university  

of cape Town and la te r  a t Fort Hare, Kozonguizi ac tive ly  p artic ipated  in 

the " fie ld  a c tiv it ie s "  of the ANC in order "to acquire experience of 

p o li tic a l  organization". In Cape Town Kozonguizi boarded with Herman 

Toivo and Solomon Mifima in Langa, thus estab lish ing  close tie s  with the 

group of Namibian migrants who were to launch the OPO. His contact with 

P rof. Jack Simons at the University oC Cape Town also allowed him access 

to the Congress of Democrats and a varie ty  of other p o li tic a l  organiza­

tions, Besides thu ir in te re s t in the ANC, Herero leaders were also 

aware of the in te re st of rad ical in ternational organizations in Namibia. 

In 1957, for example, Kozonguizi together with Rev. Bartholomeus 

karuaera and Levy Nganjone were delegated by Chief Nosea Kutako to 

represent Namibia at the f i r s t  A ll-African People’s Conference in Accra,

but were unable to attend because they were refused passports by the 
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South African au th o rities ,

The expulsion of Toivo from Cape Town a t the end of 1958, accelerated 

the development of the n a tio n a lis t movement. Immediately a f te r  Toivo's 

deportation, those who had been le f t  behind in Cape Town decided to



launch the OPO. At the same time Toivo and Kozonguizi entered into 

negotiations with p o li tic a l  groupings in Keetmanshoop and Windhoek. 

Plans to launch a national movement were presented to the C hief's Coun­

c i l  by Toivo and Kozonguizi in November 1958, and the agreement of the 

Council secured on the understanding that the chiefs would be the pat­

rons of the new national front, Toivo was to proceed to Ovamboland to 

organize there , while Kozonguizi was to help organize the movement in 

Windhoek. However, Toivo was arrested  on h is way to Ovamboland, ap-: a t 

the beginning of 1959 the C hief's Council decided to send Kozonguizi to 

New York to p e titio n  the United Nations alongside Michael Scott. 

Toivo’s a r re s t and Kozonguizi's departure for New York delayed the 

launching of SWANU. I t  is  lik e ly  that the absence of these two major 

figures (both of whom were fam iliar with South African forms of p o l i t i ­

cal organization and who had been instrumental in introducing the idea 

of a unified lib e ra tio n  movement to p o li tic a l  groupings in Namibia) 

added to the confusion and riv alry  that was to cha racterize the laun­

ching of the n a tio n a lis t movement.

The South West Africa National Union (SWANU)

With the departure of Toivo and Kozonguizi, members of the c h ie f’s 

Council and the Ozohoze took resp o n sib ility  for the launching of the 

national movement. They established a co nstitu tiona l committee incorpo- 

ra tiny  members of the C hief's Council, the AIS and SWAPA, to prepare the 

groundwork for the new movement, In addition to forming the c o n sti­

tu tional committee, the Chief’s Council took resp o n sib ility  for keeping 

the people informed of developments, and even the name "SWANU" was 

proposed by Clemens Kapuuo, a prominent member of the C hief's Council 

and the eventual successor of Hosea Kutako,



In sp ite  of the prominent ro le  played by the indigenous leadership in 

laying the foundations of the national movement, ea rly  attempts were 

made by the in te l l ig e n ts ia  to exclude them from an in flu en tia l position 

in the organization launched in the la t t e r  half of 1959. At the f i r s t  

elec tion  of SWANU o ffic e  holders in August 1959. the in te l l ig e n ts ia  took 

advantage of the absence of Clemens Kapuuo and Levy Ngsnjone to  take a l l  

the major executive posts, including the presidency which went to Uataja 

Kaukuetu, the SWAPA leader. Kapuuo was i l l  a t the time and was thus

unable to bring his considerable influence to bear on the meeting. 

Nganjone, who was favoured by the C hief's Council as the leader of

SWANU, was away in the north of the te rr i to ry , working as a research

ass is tan t to a government e thnologist. Nganjone had indicated that he

was prepared to resign his post as a teacher in order to occupy an 

executive position  in SWANU. All government employees, including tea ­

chers, were prohibited from taking p o li tic a l  o ff ic e , and th is  excluded 

many of the more educated supporters of the C hief's Council, As a 

re su lt  of the in te l l ig e n ts ia 's  control over the elec tion  meeting, mem­

bers and supporters of the C hief's Council were assigned in fe r io r posi­

tions on the SWANU executive,

In consequence, the re su lts  of the August e lections were strongly con­

tested  by the indigenous leadership. When negotiations between the 

C hief's  Council and the newly elected SWANU executive fa iled  to produce 

any tangible re su lts , however, members of the C hief's Council under the 

leadership of Kapuuo threatened to organize a new national front called  

the "South West Africa National Organisation (SWANO)". Kozonguizi main­

ta in s  that Sam Nujoma had pledged his support to Kapuuo's new organize-



tion . A serie s of heated public meetings followed in which the in te l ­

lig en ts ia  charged that the " tra d is io n a lis ts "  were trying to bring the 

new organization under the swav of Kapuuo. Kapuuo's supporters on the 

other hand maintained that they were opposed to the manner in which the 

elections had been conducted, arguing that major sections of the popula­

tion such as the Ovambos and the Damaras had been excluded, Although 

the in te llig e n ts ia  continued to charge Kapuuo with undermining SWANU, 

they backed down and agreed to new e le c tio n s ,

The second elec tion  of SWANU o ffic e  holders took place on 27 August 

1959, Supporters of the C hief's Council together with Sam Nujoma and 

h is OPO contingent opted to  vote for Kozonguizi as p resident. Kozongui- 

z i appeared to be an ideal compromize candidate for the presidency 

because not only had he been closely associated with both the i n t e l l i ­

gentsia and the C hief's Council, but i t  was reasoned that as he was

abroad he "could not be associated with the day to day planning of any 
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of groups" represented in SWANU, What was not taken into considera­

tion , however, was that with the president out of the country, the SWANU 

constitu tion  empowered the v ie '-- 'res id e n t to assume the p res iden t's  

duties and functions, With the support of both the C hief's Council 

and the OPO, Kozonguizi was elected to the presidency with a substan tial 

m ajority. As Kaukuetu, who also  stood for the presidency, received

the second highest number of votes, he was autom atically elected vice- 
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president. The remainder o f the posts were fa ir ly  evenly d is tr ib u ted  

among the various p o li tic a l  groupings represented in SWANU. Uaseta 

Mbuha, a former SWAPA leader, became sec reta ry-general, Isasc, r  

Kambatuku (tlerero C hief's Council) ass is tan t sec reta ry , Louis Nelengani 

(OPO vice-p resident) national treasu rer, and Nathan Mbaeva (C hief's 

Council) propoianda and organizing secretary , Additional executive
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members (without spec ific  po rtfo lio s) included Sam Nujoiaa (president of 

the QPO), Augus Gariseb fa Damara leader), Aaron Kapere (advisor of 

Chief Kutako), John Muundjua (executive member o f SWAPA), and Emil 

Appoiis (a founder o f the OPO).

Although the second e lection  ensured that the d iffe re n t groups that 

constitu ted  SWANU were more evenly represented on the executive, i t  did 

l i t t l e  to defuse the co n flic t that arose a f te r  the f i r s t  election . With 

Kos'inguizi out of the country, Kaukuetu who had been elected vice- 

p resident, remained the e ffec tiv e  leader of SWANU, maintaining the 

in te l l ig e n ts ia ’s control over the organization. To add to the confu­

sion, the OPO was not dissolved , even though Sam Nujoroa and Louis Nele- 

gai.j (president and vice-president of the OPO respectively) were elected 

to the StfANl executive. Kozonguizi maintains that i t  was not un til 

Nujoma arrived in New York in July 1960 that he and Nelengani ceased to 

be members of SWANU,

Considerable confusion surrounded the re lationships between the d if fe ­

rent organizations. As o rig inally  conceived of by Toivo and Kozongui­

z i ,  the OPO was to have been a regional branch of a broader nationa­

l i s t  or "umbrella" organization. Although SWAM was o rig in ally  c o n sti­

tuted as the projected umbrella organization, no attempt was made to 

define the relationship;, of ex isting  organizations to i t .  Solomon 

Mifima, one of the founder members of the OPO, maintains that "from the 

beginning there was confusion" about the ro les and functions of the 

d iffe ren t organizations. Although members of the OPO served on the 

SWANU executive, the OPO continued to function as an independent organi­

zation:



In those days people considered themselves as belonging to 
one camp. They ju s t  regarded themseives as colleagues, 
people fighting for independence, but they didn’t re a lize  the 
importance of independent organizations.89

Failure to specify the re lationsh ips between the d iffe ren t organization^

co n stitu tio n a lly  was compounded by the absence of the president of

SWANU. as Kozonguizi himself te s t if ie d :

What has been lo st sight of is  that S.W.A.N.U. was formed as 
an umbr^l «tt organisation. The various groups were not 
diss- tv.-! but on i t s  Executive served people from a l l  groups 
. . .  I was tsi.t.fid  President because i t  was convenient as [ 
was abroad and could r : t  be assocl.red  with the day to day 
planning of any of the gr***  Whits1 i t  was easy to elec t 
an absentee President i t  proved convenient to an
umbrella organisation to have a Prestuent who was not cn the 
spot. I t  d id n 't take long before the groups reasserted 
themselves. The C hief's Council could not get on with the 
S.W.a.P.A. youth. On the other hand KERIN# was urging SAh 
NUJOKA to go i t  alone as 0 .P.O.90

C onflict f i r s t  became manifest between the c h ie f 's  Council and the SWANU 

executive. Soon a f te r  the formation of SWANU, a number of le t te rs  were 

signed and statements issued on behalf o f "Chief Hosea Kutako - SWANU & 

OPO". Kozonguizi maintains that although "in  the main these statements 

were not objectionable the p ractice constitu ted  a bad precedent. The 

Vice-President of SWANU in consultation with the executive decided that 

h is name would not be used without tu» knowledge a f te r  some members of 

‘hp C hief Council had said that SWANU was expected to function under 

CMef. This caused strained  re la tions between the members of SWANU 

and some members of the C hief's Council." The s itu a tio n  was made 

worse by the fierce ly  independent and sometimes tac tle ss  reactions of 

the SWANU in te llig e n ts ia ,  who even during the days of the SWASB and 

SWAPA had been openly an tagonistic to the indigenous leadership. As 

Ngavirue points out, Kaukuetu's "apparent resolve to demonstrate that 

S.W.A.N.U. would not be a s a te l l i t e  (a term his group often used) to the 

trad itio n a l in s titu tio n s , seemed to puzzle even some ordinary conserve-
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tiv e  people who had no special case against S.W.A.N.U."

The C hief's Council's b e lie f  that i t  had a rig h t to speak on behalf of

SWANU was not completely groundless. The Council had o rig in ally  agreed 

to support the launching of the national movement "on the understanding 

that the chiefs would be the patrons of the projected national front", 

Furthermore, the orig inal constitu tion  of SWANU stated  tha t the f i r s t  

aim of the organization was "to figh t re le n tle ss ly  to achieve United 

Nations' In ternational T rusteeship, and ultim ately a t ta in  and maintain 

self-determ ination for the people of South West Africa and th e ir  

C h ie fi'. This reference to the chiefs was simply edited out of the 

constitu tion  in the ea rly  1960s, without the knowledge of most members 

of the SWANU executive, As Ngavirue, himself an in te lle c tu a l and 

member of the SWANU executive, remarked, the "S.W.A.N.U, ra d ic a ls , for

th e ir  p a r t, seemed to have forgotten ev the fact tha t th e ir  party was

o rig in a lly  founded by the chiefs".

Within the f i r s t  few months of i t s  existence, therefore, SWANU was 

subjected to tensions which threatened to tea r i t  apa rt. The cracks 

that had appeared in the organization, however, were temporarily papered 

over towards the end of 1959 in the c r is is  that developed around the 

Katutura removal. The various factions of the national movement were 

forced to bury th e ir differences in order to o ffe r united resistance to 

the colonial a u th o r itie s ' attempts to move the inhabitants of the old 

Location to the new township of Katutura, The unity achieved was, 

however, to be sho rt-lived , Even before the confrontation of nationa­

l i s t s  and colonial a u th o ritie s  culminated in the shootings of December

10, Kerina who had not joined SWANU, had w ritten to Nujoma urging him to



change the OPO into a national organization, and the co n flic t between 

the C hief's Council and the in te l l ig e n ts ia  in SWANU was to reach new 

heights in the events tha t followed the shootings. The au th o rities  

subsequent repression of n atio n a lis t movement and the fl ig h t  into ex ile  

of many of the most important n a tio n a lis t leaders were also to place new 

obstacles in the way of reconciliation  between the d iffe ren t factions.

The Katutura Removal and Windhoek Shootings

As suggested above, resistance  to the Katutura removal represents a 

sig n if ican t point in the p o li tic a l  h isto ry  of Namibia not only because 

i t  provided the f i r s t  major issue taken up by the newly formed nationa­

l i s t  organizations, but also because i t  involved a tran s itio n  from rural 

and ethnically-based resistance to urban trans-ethnic res is tance . How­

ever, in addition to marking a turning point in the general d irec tion  of 

re sistance, the Katutura removal and the various reactions i t  e l l ic i te d  

were to becom-1 an important source of p o litic iz a tio n  and an enduring 

symbol of resistance and repression reminiscent of South A frica 's  

Sharpeville, Gerson Veil. for example, maintains that "almost over­

night the p o li tic a l  consciousness of the people soared to a new height 

and the national unity among the various tr ib a l  groups was an e s ta b lis ­

hed fa c t ," While Veil c learly  overstates the case, res is tance  to the 

Katutura removal and the reaction of the au th o rities  serve.! as a potent 

source of p o litic iz a tio n  and m obilization, especially  for the black 

population in Windhoek and other urban areas. At le a st in pa r t, the 

Katutura removal owed i t s  power to mobilize resistance to resentment

b u il t  up over several decades of ru ral removals and the frequent depor- 
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tations of individuals from the towns.
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