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T H E  L I F E C A N E  A S  A L I B I :  T H O U G H T S  O N  D I T H A K O N G  

A N D  M B O L O M P O '  

B Y  J U L I . A N  C O B B I N G  

THE 3 I F E C  .A N E is a tenacious and still-evolving multiple theme in the historio- 
graphy of the apartheid state. Its basic propositions are integral to a white 
settler, 'Liberal' history which gestated for over a century before LValker 
coined the term 'mfecane' in 1 9 2 8 . ~  Walker's neologism, meaning ' the 
crushing', has no root in any African language, but it crudely conveyed the 
myth of a cataclysmic period of black-on-black destruction in the era of Shaka 
(roughly 1810-30). Whereas in other colonial situations such settler versions of 
history tended to undergo substantial revision after the Second World War, in 
South Africa the mfecane went from strength to strength. Its elaboration in 
J .  D.  Omer-Cooper's Zulu Aftermath. A LX1ineteenth-Centuv Recolution in 
Bantu Africa in 1966,"nd the first volume of The Oxford History of South 
Africa in 1969,' proved decisive. These refined legitimations of an older 
race historiography were taken up and caricatured by the propaganda and 
educational apparatuses of the Vorster and Botha regimes. In  one variation or 
another they have since 1970 spread with unbelievable rapidity in the 
universities, schools, the press, television and cinema. For twenty years now 
the mfecane has enjoyed near-universal acceptance." 

The  main assumptions are these. After about 1790 a self-generated internal 
revolution occurred within northern 'Nguni" societies to the south-west of 
Delagoa Bay, and this culminated in the Shakan military revolution at the turn 
of the 1820s.' The  consequent Zulu expansionism had a near-genocidal effect 

RI) thanks to Robert Berold and Elsabe \an  Tonder for help n i th  improling earlier 
drafts, to RIartin Hall, Patrick Harries, Paul LIaylam, Robert RIorrell, Andrem Roberts, 
John \Vright and Dan \V) lie for critical comment, and to Oakle? \Vest for the maps 
' E A. \Valker, Hzstorj> of Soutlz Afrzca (first edition, Johannesburg, 1928), 210 See 

also footnote 69 belo~v. 
"Xlthough Zulu Aftermath Lvas written in h-igeria and London, Omer-Cooper comes 

from the eastern Cape of South Africa, a region to which many of the foundations of 
mfecane theory can be traced back. 

Edited by 1'1. \Vilson and L .  Thompson. Chapters 8 and 9 by Thompson refer to the 
mfecane. For briefer overvie~vs see T .  R. H. Davenport, South Africa : A Modern History, 
3rd ed. (Johannesburg, 1986), 12-21 ; and P .  LIaylam, A History of the African People of 
South Africa (Cape T o ~ v n ,  1986), ch. 4. 

" T h e  first criticisms that I have traced are in lLI. Cornevin, Apartlzeid. Power and 
Historical Falszfication (Paris, 1980), especially chs. 8-1 I and 14. See also V. E. Satir, 
' T h e  Difaqane: Fact vs. Fiction', Educational Journal, I.V, 2 (Sept. 1983), 6-14; and J .  
Cobbing, ' T h e  Case Against the Rlfecane', African Studies Centre Seminar Paper, 
University of Cape Town,  Llarch 1983, which was developed in Cobbing, ' T h e  Rlyth of 
the Llfecane', Seminar Paper presented to the History Department, University of 
Durban-FVestville, June 1987. 
' Like the 'mfecane ' the concept ' Nguni ' is a t~ventieth-century invention of European 

academics. See the important essay by J .  B. FVright, 'Politics, ideology and the invention 
of the " Nguni" ', in T. Lodge (ed.), Ideology and Resistance in Settler Societies 
(Johannesburg, 1986). 

This  internal revolution and suggestions of structural innovativeness Lvere only given 
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and precipitated a series of destructive migrations into the interior. Peoples as 
far away as Lake Nyanza (Victoria) were scarred by the playing-out of chain 
reactions initiated by Shaka. Instantly 'Zulu-ized' first migrants such as the 
Ndebele and Ng~vane 'set into motion' peoples further inland. In combination 
they extensively depopulated the future white areas of the Transvaal, the 
Orange Free State and Natal, a process which accounts for ' the general 
distribution of white and Bantu land ownership [in South Africa today]'.' 
Whites stood on the fringes as helpless spectators. The  total pattern of 
migrations, given the first explosion, Lvas as if predestined. Shaka became an 
explanation for everything. Or the need for explanations was removed. 

The  Afrocentricism and the pervasive teleology of this approach are striking. 
It corresponds with the normal pattern of South Africa's historical texts in 
which whites and blacks are 'pluralistically' treated in separate chapters or 
books, and where interactions are generally ignored. The  felicitous timing of 
the self-destruction immediately prior to the white invasions of the 1830s is 
also noticeable. The  easy legitimation this gives to modern apartheid propa- 
ganda is clear. Recent workers in the field have, nevertheless, had little success 
in tracing the causes and course of a purely internal revolution in 'Bantu 
Africa '. Initial assumptions that a population explosion led to transformations 
of indigenous state structures hang limply in the absence of e ~ i d e n c e . ~  
Moreover, the edifice of mfecane theory is precariously poised on a deficient 
base of empirical research into either early Zulu history or into that of any of 
the other relevant African societies before 1830 The  'internal revolution' 
consists of little more than the erroneous claims that Shaka (or Dingiswayo; or 
Zwide) first invented the ibutho, and transformed tactics by introducing the 
short stabbing spear and 'horns and chest' battle formations. But both the 
ibutho and short-handled spear go back long before Zwide and Shaka, and 
'horns and chest' signifies nothing very precise. No serious study of Zulu (let 
alone Ndwandwe or Mthethwa) military developments in the early nineteenth 
century has yet appeared, despite the relative abundance of material. 

These gaps are more than matched by the shortage of research into the 
impact of ~vhite penetration at the turn of the nineteenth century. Even where, 
as in the studies of Smith and Hedges, the impact of European trade at Delagoa 
Bay has been discussed, it has been in order to discover the true causes of the 
internal revolution.1° The  Afrocentricism of the mfecane has so far remained 

rudimentary definition by Omer-Cooper in the 1960s, and Tvere ~velded onto earlier 
highly pejorative misinterpretations. 

Omer-Cooper, Zulu  Aftermath,  180. This is a theme of the Tomlinson Report of 
1 9g5 5-6. 

For inconclusive attempts to demonstrate rapid population gro~vth after about 1790, 
see M. Hall, 'Dendroclimatology, rainfall and human adaptation in the later Iron Age of 
Natal and Zululand', Annals of the Natal  Museum, X X I I ,  3 (Nov. 1976), 693-703; and 
J .  Guy, The  Destruction of the Zulu  Kingdom (Johannesburg, 1982), 8-12. Evidence noted 
belo~v, 504-507, suggests population must have declined. 

lo D .  \V. Hedges, 'Trade and politics in Southern Mozambique in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries' (Ph.D thesis, University of London, 1978), especially chs. 6 and 
7 ;  X. Smith, ' T h e  trade of Delagoa Bay as a factor in Nguni politics, 1750-1835 ', ch. 8, 
in L. Thompson (ed.), African Societies in Southern Africa (London, 1969). Hedges 
attributes the stimulus to state expansion in blacksocieties to competition to supply cattle 
to American whalers at Delagoa Bay after a do~vns~ving in the ivory trade in the early 
1790s - an unconvincing hypothesis in a nevertheless important study. 
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immune to any disclosures as to the impact of the imperialistic attentions of 
mercantile and early industrial capitalism. Symptomatically, both Smith and 
Hedges failed to discuss the slave trade." \Ve are fortunate that some of the 
vital evidence of the extensive slaving operations of the Portuguese at Delagoa 
Bay, especially but not exclusively after 18 I j, has belatedly been assembled by 
Harries." Harries's revelations surely mean that we have to begin afresh in 
assessing the causes of the upheavals in south-eastern Africa between about the 
1770s and the 1830s. Nor has nearly enough attention been paid to Griqua, 
Boer and British raiding for labour and cattle from out of the Cape Colony in 
the south. 

T o  give an example: earlier work on the Ndebele of hlzilikazi had revealed 
the absence of an explanation for their initial ejection in c. 1817-21 from the 
upper Pongola valley. The  evidence of Zulu agency became more elusive the 
further back one went.'" \V. M. Macmillan, slightly deviant here as in some 
other respects, linked this first migration to the slave trade at the Bay," and, 
as argued later, this hypothesis is better than anything we have. The  work of 
Rasmussen and myself has also established that the subsequent Ndebele 
migrations of 1827, 1832 and 1837 were forced not by the Zulu, as most writers 
had assumed, but by Griqua and later Boer attacks from the south, that is by 
the advancing colonial frontier." An 'un-African' agency had interrupted the 
teleology of the 'Zulu Aftermath'. The  Ndebele were caught and kept moving 
by a series of related 'external' pressures. Zulu agency a t  any stage remained 
unproven, and this called into question the Afrocentricism. 

Were the Ndebele exceptional ? Recently, in the course of my own teaching, 
my attention has been drawn to some puzzling features of the movements of 
the hlantatees on the one hand and the Ngwane of Matiwane on the other. 
Central to the migrations of these groups, indeed two key events in the whole 
mfecane, are the little-known battles of Dithakong (26 June 1823: north of 
Kuruman, northern Cape) and Mbolompo (27 Aug. 1828: near Umtata, 
Transkei). On the first occasion Europeans, Griqua and Tlhaping defeated the 
Mantatees, and on the second, Europeans, Khoi, Tembu,  Gcaleka and 
Mpondo broke up the Ngwane (or Fetcani, as they were beginning to be called 
by 1828). Europeans were certainly active spectators. These two battles have, 
therefore, been somewhat arbitrarily chosen as pivots on which to hinge a case 
study to test the teleological and Afrocentric assumptions of mfecane theory. 

l 1  Smith, 'Trade of Delogoa Bay', 176-7, mentions slaving but only to belittle it as a 
cause of change in African societies: ' i t  can be seen that it [the slave trade] has little 
relevance for consideration of the trade hypothesis and the development of the Zulu 
nation '. 
'V. Harries, 'Slavery, social incorporation and surplus extraction: the nature of free 

and unfree labour in South-East Africa', J. A f r .  Hist . ,  XXII (1981), 309-30. Some of the 
conclusions of this crucial article are summarized below. 

l3 J.  Cobbing, ' T h e  Ndebele under the Khumalos, c. 1820-96' (Ph.D thesis, Lancas- 
ter University, 1976), 12-13. E. .A. Ritter in Shaka  Z u l u :  The  Rise of the Zulu  Kingdom 
(London, 1955)) 150, 228-9, has a fictional account of Llzilikazi joining Shaka, rising to 
be a general, and then rebelling. 
" \V. LI. Macmillan, Bantu ,  Boer and Briton (Oxford, 1929), 19-20. 
'' Cobbing, 'Ndebele under the Khumalos', ch. I ; R.  K. Rasmussen, Migrant King- 

dom:  Mzi l ikaz i ' s  Ndebele in South  Africa (Cape T o ~ v n ,  1978). 
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Theal's chain reaction'" 

T h e  normally accepted version of the events which linked the Ngwane and the 
hlantatees appears to have originated with Theal in the 1880s." In about 
I 8 I 9-2 I ,  the story goes,'R the Ngwane were thrust out of their home to the east 
of the upper Mzinyathi river by the Zulu revolution. After fleeing south-west 
into the upper Caledon valley, they established a secondary reign of terror 
which inaugurated the difaqane.Ig T h e  most potent of the peoples set into 
motion by the Ngwane were the Tlokwa or hlantatees of hlaNtatisi and her 
son, Sekonyela. They too became instantly Zulu-ized, although only for about 
three years," and gyrated their way westwards across the Orange Free State 
depopulating as they went. Amongst their victims were the Patsa, or Kololo, 
of Sebetwane, whom they expelled across the Vaal to the north-west." Older 
versions of the chain reaction now had the Tlokwa (Mantatees) cross the Vaal 
into the northern Cape. Newer versions since the 1950s dispute the fact that 
the Tlokwa moved west of the Vaal, have them return to the upper Caledon, 
and replace them in the west with sundry tertiary victims (the Kololo, the 
Phuthing, the Hlakwana)." Once across the Vaal the hlantatees turned south 
and continued their devastations. They (who it was is still obscure) were only 
prevented from destroying the mission station at Kuruman and perhaps 
invading the Cape Colony by the missionaries and a hastily improvised band 
of Griqua at the defensive battle of Dithakong on 26 June 1823. 

While these events - the classic chain reaction of the mfecane - unfolded, 
the Ngwane, whom we left in the Caledon, spent a few years plundering the 
Sotho, but were then forced south across the Drakensberg by more Zulu (or 
Ndebele: there is no agreement on this point) attacks into the upper Mbashe 
valley in the south-western Transkei. Here, at NIbolompo on 27 Aug. 1828, the 

'"ee Fig. I .  T h e  argument requires careful reference to the maps. In an attempt at 
clarity I have used modern territorial names, e.g. the Transvaal, Orange Free State, 
Transkei etc., anachronistically. It should be remembered that apart from the Cape 
Colonv - ~vhich reached the Fish River in I 8 I 2 and the Keiskamma in I 820 - none of 
these boundaries existed in the 1820s. '' See below, p. 5 I 5. 

l R  Outlined in Omer-Cooper, Zulu  Aftermath,  ch. 6. 
lY .A concept invented by D. \Y. Ellenberger in Historj> of the Rasuto Ancient and 

Modern (London, I 9 I 2), especially Second Period, ' The  Lifaqane ~vars  ', I I 7 onwards. 
Unlike LValker's mfecane, Lvhich referred to a sub-continental pattern of destruction, 
Ellenberger's difaqane defined an alleged middle period, i.e. a time-span of Sotho history 
~v i th  particular reference to the Caledon valley. This period of bloody destruction (caused 
by Nguni invaders) separates a pre-1820 era of peace from a post-1833 (arrival of the 
missionaries) era of recuperation and progress to~vards civilisation. ILlfecane and difaqane 
are now in practice used interchangeably, although the Caledon stress of the latter often 
remains. 

1822-4, after ~vhich they returned to normal. See P. Sanders, Moshoeshoe. Chief of 
the Sotho (London, 1975)) ch. 4. 
" Apparently first alleged by Livingstone; see I .  Schapera (ed.), Liaingstone's Pricate 

Journals r8jr-r8j3 (London, 1960), 18, and footnotes 58 and 152 below. 
" Since LIarion H o ~ v ' s  'An  alibi for Rlantatis', African Studies, X I I I ,  (1954), 65-76. 

T h e  most accessible newer version is \V. F.  Lye, ' T h e  Difaqane:The hlfecane in the 
Southern Sotho area, 1822-24', J .  A f i .  Hist., V I I I  (1967), 107-31. See also E. \V. Smith, 
'Sebet~vane and the Llakololo', African Studies,  xv (1956), 50, repeated in Omer- 
Cooper, Zulu  Aftermath,  ch. 8. See also belo~v, n .  30. 




























































