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ETHNICITY, STATE AND DEMOCRACY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA: a historical perspective on rural-based nationalities

Michael Neocosmos
INTRODUCTION
This paper constitutes an attempt to make some sense out of the vexed question of ethnicity in the context of a democratizing Southern Africa and in Southern Africa alone, although several of my observations may also be valid, with little or no modification, for other parts of the continent.  Its objectives are limited to making some general observations on the historical development of ethnic groups, most of which I prefer to call nationalities for reasons which I shall make clear below.  Evidently, a discussion of the history of ethnicity presupposes that ethnic groups do have a history, something which I take to be axiomatic.  I am not concerned with those viewpoints which deny a history to ethnicity by seeing so-called tribalism' as either inherent in African society or indeed as a simple left-over from pre-colonial times (primordialism).  The evidence for such a history is overwhelming.  At the same time, I attempt to move beyond the histories (nationalist and statist in persuasion) which see ethnicity as simply a creation of the colonial state and/or reactionary as a matter of principle.  Unfortunately for such conceptions, 'tribalism' did not disappear under the conditions of independence in Africa.  Rather the trend has been for post-colonial statism to smash any demonstration of popular ethnic opposition as a threat to national unity, irrespective of the content of the demands (whether democratic or undemocratic) of such opposition.  In actual fact, the sanctification of national integrity by the post-colonial state has always been rather hypocritical, as the state ruled partly by giving different nationalities (or other groups such as party members) differential access to resources.  Therefore, the national claims of the post-colonial state itself have often been  dubious, a fact which goes some way towards explaining its insecurity in this regard.
This paper builds upon arguments on the political economy of rural relations in Southern Africa which I have developed at length elsewhere (Neocosmos, 1993a).  In this work,  rural working people were considered principally economically, as petty-commodity producers and labour migrants for example.  While this is in essence a valid procedure as commodity relations, especially under monopoly conditions, did systematically transform their conditions of economic existence, their modes of livelihood operate within, and are only comprehensible in terms of a history which was constrained by nationality divisions.  To give a simple example, access to land (the main means of economic reproduction), is acquired generally through a chief or another state institution (such as land boards in Botswana for example) and provided only to members of an 'ethnic community', not to 'strangers'; in addition it is provided within a cultural context and thus its provision is governed by cultural prescriptions.

This has also been a history in which gender relations are such as to give women access to land only through men (fathers or husbands - women are usually legal minors under customary law in rural areas) and age relations are such that 'youth' (unmarried men) can only have access to land (when there is enough to be allocated) through marriage.  Clearly this is a history of transformed pre-capitalist forms; yet these cultural forms and relations have had and continue to have important effects including on the economic conditions of existence of rural working people.  I will argue that such forms are only comprehensible if understood as being founded on commodity relations (i.e. capitalism).  The economics of access to land and means of production, of accumulation and proletarianisation (i.e. of class differentiation), as well as the politics of state oppression via the chieftaincy in particular, can only be coherently apprehended within the social context of the transformation of pre-colonial nationalities into the kinds of ethnicities (or rather more accurately into the capitalist nationality divisions) which we know today.

This can be seen as one of the main aspects of the process of ruralisation in Southern Africa, i.e. the process whereby a realm of the rural was created as part of the development of a capitalist division of labour.  The development of these nationalities and their character was largely the outcome of a limited number of social forces: the colonial (and apartheid) state, the chieftaincy (which largely succeeded in transforming its power from a basis in pre-capitalist relations to one in capitalist relations), the rising urban petty-bourgeoisie, and (various sections of) the worker-peasantry.  Thus although tradition was a definite historical product, its content was always a 'site of struggle' between a number of classes and other social groupings, and the ruling bloc's view of what constituted such tradition' was often vigorously contested by the working-people. At the same time an appearance of rural homogeneity was historically provided through a restricted process of differentiation by state oppression and extra-economic coercion.  Central to this process of oppression is the local state and the institution of the chieftaincy in particular which has acted both to control labour for the central state and for capital, and as a systematic extractor of resources from rural dwellers.  This process has had the effect of reproducing state power over the worker-peasantry.  

The conditions of existence of extra-economic coercion and general state oppression were provided by what can be called the 'social relations of imperialism' or 'monopoly capitalist relations', which ensured the dominance in the political arena at least, of a capitalist division of labour (eg. racial, regional and ethnic divisions) over class divisions. These conditions exist and are reproduced generally under authoritarian states such as statism whether in its colonial/apartheid or post-colonial forms - and tend to be undermined under popular democratic forms of political practice.  Thus, democratic conditions which are transformed and extended to include the weaker social groupings and classes - in other words popular forms of democracy  - tend to demarcate and unify more clearly the oppressed and subaltern groups in society (Neocosmos, 1993a)
.

In sum, this process of ruralisation was one of the formation of (part of) a capitalist division of labour in Southern African conditions.  Under extremely oppressive  conditions (especially under the colonial and apartheid states), the domination of this division of labour reinforced and formed the basis of the state itself so that civil society organisations could rarely take other than ethnic forms, precisely because  mobilisation of the oppressed along other lines than those given by this division of labour and enforced by the state could not be invented ab initio.  Under such forms of oppression, the reaction of the oppressed could only be initially structured by the concrete contradictions produced by that oppression itself.  This 'tribalisation' of the population through indirect rule, was undoubtedly a manner of dividing the oppressed and reproducing state power, yet ethnicity also became a line of defence for the oppressed the content of which they also attempted to contest; this was particularly so as state institutions and popular cultural traditions were closely intertwined.  The resistance of the working people therefore often took an ethnic form.  This was not because of any inherent 'backwardness' or 'isolation' from capitalist relations, but precisely because of the specific forms which the development of such relations took in the region.  Thus, forms of worker-peasant resistance during the colonial period often combined national (anti-imperialist) with nationality/ethnic forms (see also Mamdani, 1996).  Civil society organisations founded on nationality divisions could either be de facto state organisations (e.g. Inkatha) or genuinely popular organisations (e.g. Lekhotla la Bafo).  Forms of resistance with a democratic content and forms of collaboration with an oppressive state, both typically took nationality forms.  It was only under more democratic conditions that civil society organisations could also take less ethnic forms, and this has happened especially in urban or industrial areas (even among migrant labourers).

Below, I discuss in some detail several instances of struggle around forms taken by ethnicity and the state.  Before I attempt to outline and comment on some of these most important moments in the development of this nationality division of labour, I wish to address critically some of the existing literature on this history.

1. HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THE MAKING OF ETHNIC IDENTITY
While the concept of petty-commodity production clearly enables us to understand the fundamental socio-economic relations pertaining in contemporary rural Southern Africa, it misses another important aspect of rural life among African peasants or worker-peasants.  Worker-peasants exist as petty-commodity producers within a specific history.  This history is one which has involved the reproduction of pre-capitalist forms at a phenomenal level.  These pre-capitalist forms sometimes referred to as 'traditional', show some similarities to the lineage or tributary forms of social organisation which prevailed during the pre-colonial period, although it would be clearly mistaken to see these as derived linearly from pre-capitalist relations.  These forms are clearly not without their effects which include the subordinate position of women and 'junior' (i.e. unmarried) men (often now simply referred to as 'youth') as well as the apparent centrality of ethnic culture in economic, social and political life.  The latter point in particular is so important that it is only possible to visualise a pure nationwide 'peasant class' in Southern Africa when the nation is composed of a single ethnic group or nationality
.  In most countries a nationwide peasantry is absent and so are pure nationwide peasant movements.  Rather these are ethnically circumscribed.  Ethnicity is largely constitutive of a peasantry in this sense. 

It therefore becomes crucial to have some understanding of ethnicity if one wishes to make sense of rural social relations in Southern Africa, and a political economy which ignores ethnic relations is simply impoverished as a result.  To make the same point slightly differently, the 'agrarian question' is intimately linked to the 'nationality question' in the region.  Some of the best material on ethnicity has been provided by historians.  I shall concentrate on a discussion of this literature here because at least it understands the necessity of an analysis of rural relations for an explanation of ethnicity, as well as the need to provide a historical account for the development of the same phenomenon
.  However, by and large, this historiography has been influenced by a state-nationalist paradigm from which it has been unable to fully free itself.  It is characterised by three main features.  First, it equates ethnicity with (or perhaps better, it reduces ethnicity to) an ethnic consciousness or ideology; second it maintains that such a consciousness or tradition is a historical 'invention' and not a 'natural' state of affairs or a left-over from the past; third it sees the making of this consciousness as having been in the interests of a number of classes, social groupings and state institutions.

The historiography of ethnicity follows most contemporary social science in general and social anthropology in particular in conceiving of ethnicity as a specific consciousness.  In fact the terms ‘ethnicity’ and 'ethnic identity' are used interchangeably in these writings
. While in most cases it is recognised that an ethnic consciousness cannot be understood in terms of itself, the general approach seems sometimes to be caught up in a notion (following a crude reading of Benedict Anderson) of ethnicity as exclusively ‘imagined’, or perhaps to be influenced by a form of vulgar Marxism for which only class differences are somehow material, while all other differences are simply ideological or expressions of a 'false consciousness'.  One of the most extreme formulations of this kind of view is to be found in Maré (1992: 40) where it is asserted that "ethnic groups ... do not exist outside of social identity ... an ethnic group does not exist outside of 'the imagination'...[unlike class - MN] there is no structured position in society that determines an individual's membership of an ethnic group".  

The problem of course, is that it thus becomes very difficult to establish the social basis of this consciousness or identity and hence to explain its existence.  This is an especially acute problem for the modern historiography of ethnicity in Southern Africa as it rightly does not wish to see its subject matter as a simple pre-capitalist left-over.  The answer for this historiography is found in the fact that ethnicity was created, reproduced and adhered to by a number of social actors, dominant as well as dominated groupings, during the colonial period.  Such an explanation in terms of wilful creation is of course, highly unsatisfactory even if a historical context is provided, because no explanatory basis is given within contemporary social relations for ethnic divisions themselves, other than the fact that they are simply historically given.

Most of the authors who write from within this problematic distance themselves from a notion - associated with vulgar nationalism - that ethnicity was the result of a colonial state conspiracy, yet they rightly insist on the centrality of colonial state ideology and practice in the creation of tradition.  For example, Ranger points out that in the pre-colonial period, "people defined themselves politically - as subjects of a particular chief - rather than linguistically, or culturally, or ethnically" (Ranger, 1985b: 4).  The linguistic, 'tribal' or ethnic identity was thus primarily a colonial invention.  To cite Leroy Vail for example: "empirical evidence shows clearly that ethnic consciousness is very much a new phenomenon, an ideological construct, usually of the twentieth century, and not an anachronistic cultural artifact from the past" (Vail, 1989b: 2).  During the colonial period, pre-colonial societies were systematically transformed in order to conform to European conceptions of 'tribe', while in some cases whole 'traditional' cultures and polities were systematically manufactured, and authoritatively written-up by colonial officials with the eager help of anthropologists in particular
.

Ranger provides a particularly good description of how 'the Ndebele' were taught to be Ndebele' by colonial officials who planned to import 'Zulu' customs from Natal, to write them up in a "Code of Law" and to impose them on the people of Matebeleland, thus remodelling them into a 'tribe'.  This kind of process was a common one throughout the colonial period, but it is important to mention that this activity had a number of additional consequences which Ranger notes but does not dwell upon.  In particular it strengthened the power of chiefs thus largely creating authoritarian Ndebele state institutions, and enforced a strict lobola regulation thus increasing the oppression of women
.  In general it amounted to a strengthening of oppressive relations over the people.  I shall return to the significance of this observation below.

It is evident that the colonial state and the local chieftaincy would benefit from such a process of 'tribalisation', but other groupings also participated in the making of an ethnic identity. In an earlier period the missionaries often played a similar role to anthropologists, codifying and writing up local languages (thus emphasising some dialects and forms of speech as opposed to others), translating and teaching the Bible and writing up history and language books, as well as books on customs and folklore which could then be formally used in schooling, thus contributing to the formation of an ethnic consciousness (Ranger, 1989; Kalinga, 1985).  In the somewhat extreme but nevertheless apt observation by John Lonsdale (1993: 93): "once a people is given a Bible it becomes a tribe".  In addition, the oppressed themselves were forced to participate in the 'tribal' system as land was only allocated to members of 'tribes' and jobs were often provided on the basis of racial stereotypes (Ranger, 1985b:10-13; Vail, 1988b; Quinlan, 1986:33).  At the same time, an accumulating peasantry could also sometimes manipulate ethnicity in order to acquire access to colonial infrastructure (roads, clinics, veterinary centres) and to the colonial markets (Kalinga, 1985).  

Further, an urban based African middle class had also, in various cases, an important role to play in the formation of ethnicity.  Shula Marks for example stresses the role of the urban African (petty-) bourgeoisie in Natal in the creation of the first Inkatha Zulu cultural organisation as an explicit attempt to develop ethnic loyalties so as to counter  what was seen as the threat of the ICU (Industrial and Commercial Workers Union) in the 1920s.  This period saw the increase of ICU activity in the rural areas of South Africa as well as increased political militancy especially in Durban and rural Natal.  As a result there was a reaction from the urban African middle class as well as the chiefs who both saw such militancy as a threat to their power and possibilities of advancement.  In particular the idea was to use Inkatha to "gain state recognition for the Zulu monarchy and to pay off its not inconsiderable debts" (Marks, 1989:217) through extorting funds from the peasantry of course.  At the same time such ventures received the unqualified support of the architects of segregation within the South African state, one of whom remarked that "if we do not get back to communalism we will most certainly arrive very soon at communism" (ibid.)
.

The last two social categories to have had an interest either in the creation or in the sustaining of ethnicity, are rural elders and rural men on the one hand, and male migrants more generally on the other.  Shula Marks notes for example that the social pressures and dislocation associated with the rapid urbanisation and capitalist development during the inter war period, was read by Zulu speaking intellectuals in Natal (like so many bourgeois intellectuals before and since) as expressing the disintegration of family life.  The slight degree of independence experienced by women and youth during this period as a result of migration in particular, was interpreted both by rural elders and urban intellectuals as a threat to the patriarchal system. While the latter were perhaps more imbued with shades of classical populism, the former were more directly concerned with a threat to their powers
.  Under such conditions it is not surprising that the strengthening of `traditional values' through the development of an ethnic consciousness should be seen as a the way forward (Marks, op.cit.:223-34).  

Finally, Vail draws attention to the interests of male migrants to the mines in South Africa in maintaining an ethnic identity.  Given their inability to settle in urban areas and the importance of land both to the reproduction of their families and as a retirement fund in their later years, continued access to that land was paramount.  Moreover continued control over their wives and families (given their inability to be accompanied by these at their place of work) - in other words, the reproduction of patriarchy - has meant a necessity to reproduce a stake in social relations in rural areas.   The only manner in which both these interests could be secured in that context of social relations, was through ethnicity which was the exclusive way in which land could be acquired by the majority, and in which patriarchal relations of domination could be reproduced (Vail, 1989b).

While the modern historiography of ethnicity has taken a big step forward in emphasising the making of tradition and the interests involved in creating as well as sustaining it, this historiography has not managed to free itself completely from state-nationalist assumptions, nor has it been able to coherently explain the basis of ethnic consciousness.  It is not adequate enough (it may be necessary, but it is certainly not sufficient) to suggest that ethnic mobilisation was undertaken simply "in terms of what was there"
.    In actual fact, to use a somewhat 'productivist' analogy, the existence and use of existing 'raw material' cannot of itself explain the form taken by the production process.  In other words, the use of "what was there" and its transformation into a different relation by the colonial authorities, must also be accounted for other than simply in terms of historical accident.  This can only be done by understanding the role of ethnicity within the matrix of the new social relations developed during the colonial period.

It is also apparent that for these historians as indeed for most social scientists of Southern Africa, ethnicity is a 'bad thing', or rather an "inadequate construct for contemporary problems"
.  This is only partly due to the fact that they tend to have studied conservative and elite controlled ethnic movements; it is also largely to do with the fact that they restrict themselves to considering ethnicity as an ideological construct exclusively, while simultaneously seeing it as an obstacle to other supposedly more adequate ideologies such as a nationalist consciousness and a class consciousness, and thereby as an obstacle to state and class formation.  There is therefore a simultaneous failure to provide a coherent explanation for the existence of ethnic consciousness (at least in structural terms if not in terms of its genesis) and a restriction of the question to one of ideology alone while politically, such ethnic consciousness is (explicitly or implicitly) visualised as a 'particularistic' obstacle to "nation building", the obsessive primary concern of post-colonial statism. At the same time these historians have tended to follow colonial ideology and its theoretical support of functionalist anthropology in adhering to a conception of ethnic custom or tradition as a given homogeneous totality, to which all social classes and groupings who espouse it provide the same meaning. 

There tends to be therefore an underlying assumption of ideological homogeneity which is taken as given, rather than an understanding of struggle between different conceptions of culture, custom, tradition or ethnic identity contesting for hegemony.  Thus in effect, there is an apparent absence of a conception of contradiction between the various opposed classes and other social groupings, which together adhere to a seemingly common ethnic identity.  Socio-economic distinctions, when recognised, are therefore seen as secondary to a conception of a 'community of ethnic interests', secondary to an underlying homogeneity.

Combined with these features is a failure to account for how such a culture or ideology might be propagated and enforced.  It is valid to ask how is inclusion/exclusion from the community to be secured, especially when such inclusion/exclusion implies access to, or denial of access to resources such as land for example?  Moreover, how is such tradition to be accepted under circumstances when it is not in the interests of particular groups?  The answer, of course is to be found in a power within the community to enforce such tradition.  A.J.B. Hughes puts it as follows in his study of Swaziland:

It is easy to see how this type of tenurial system gives any community a powerful mechanism for enforcing conformity to communal mores.  Since it is the community (or its leaders, or a pressure group within it, depending on the circumstances of the time) which has the final say with regard to who shall be granted the privileges of membership, the threat of the withdrawal of those privileges can provide a most effective method of social control...  Moreover it must be appreciated that when any community has a "built in" system of sanctions like this, its members do not solemnly work out a "spare" set of alternatives, just in case the existing ones become ineffective one day.  So, if existing sanctions do suddenly lose their force, the immediate result could be anarchy.  (Hughes, 1972: 240.) 

This power, in (southern) Africa is embodied in the institution of the chieftaincy.  This institution was in fact so central to the colonial states conception of tribe, that where it was conspicuously absent, as in the case of San speakers in colonial Bechuanaland, the group in question was not considered to be an independent ethnicity and its access to land was not recognised, as it was seen as incapable of self-government.  It was thus condemned to a servile status under another, this time genuine, tribe the Bangwato.  In 1935, an expert' Mongwato witness to a missionary commission on the San stated:

The Masarwa have no regular headmen as the Bamangwato have ... they are not accustomed to headmen ... they have no lands like us to anchor them to one place and develop civil organised life ... They have no actual leaders of their own people (LMS Report on the Masarwa, 1935: 19).

While the colonial oppression of the San was rationalised in terms of their democratic ‘primitive communism', during the post‑colonial period, the San's rights to land have also not been recognised by the post-colonial state which has tended to dismiss them as stone age people' thus making their recent forced removal from the Central Kalagari Game Reserve justifiable in the name of progress'.  Thus, possession of chieftaincy institutions (a state) was a defining characteristic of tribal status under colonialism and has remained so to this day.

At the same time, the 'traditional' powers of the chieftaincy not only to grant land but to restrict land allocation inter alia may not be in everyones interest.  They may be an obstacle to accumulation by potential rich peasants attempting to accumulate 'from below', as well as to urban professionals and bureaucrats attempting to accumulate 'from above' via access to agricultural land; the arbitrariness of chiefly power may be fundamentally resisted by middle and poor peasants; women may be opposed to the enforcing of an oppressive patriarchal system, strict lobola (bridewealth) payments and polygyny; 'youth' may be frustrated by the shortage of land available for allocation and their consequent inability to start a family; and finally ethnic minorities may feel discriminated against in terms of land allocation as they may be considered as 'outsiders' or 'strangers' under local tradition.

In fact one could list in this way a whole number of reasons as to why certain sectors of the rural people could find a specific tradition contrary to their interests, and there is plenty of evidence to corroborate such examples.  Under such circumstances, it is pertinent to ask how ethnicity can continue to be a vehicle for popular amalgamation?  The answer, is that the reproduction of ethnicity can only be secured through a combination of ideological conformity or domination (i.e 'hegemony' in the neo-Gramscian sense) on the one hand, and simple coercion on the other; in other words a form of state is necessary both to propagate and enforce tradition.  This state apparatus has been, and generally continues to be, the chieftaincy.  

It is not surprising therefore to discover that when the colonial/apartheid states went about creating tradition together with the chiefs, the kind of tradition they created was one which was extremely authoritarian and patriarchal; it was a tradition which attempted to secure certain interests while simultaneously undermining others among the colonised.  This is easily apparent from an examination of official statements which were often explicitly couched in the language of social pathology and social control. Thus the South African Native Economic Commission which reported in 1932, stated inter alia:

... in the larger matter of youths absconding from their homes and going to towns, against which the Natives complain bitterly all over the Union, the Chief could again fulfil a similar useful purpose.  Your Commission is much impressed both by the complaints of parents of the breakdown of parental authority, and by the harmful effects which this has on the young Natives themselves.  It is certainly not in the interest of the Native population that the parental authority should thus be set at nought , and this evil can only be cured by co-operation between the administration and the Native Chief and his Council (Native Economic Commission, 1932: 35).

Lobolo (bridewealth - MN) has contributed much towards preserving tribes and keeping them intact, and is continuing to do so in the stage in which they are found today.  The whole social structure of the Abantu rests largely on lobolo, since it is an integral part of their life; the social life of families is concentrated around lobolo ... The tribe is a "large family" ... The laws governing tribal life are mostly the laws governing family life ... By strengthening family ties ... (lobolo) holds high the rights and authority and dignity of the head of the family; it is a symbol of the union and cohesion, the solidarity, of the family (ibid.: 102-3).

A page later the report continues:

Among the so-called detribalised Natives, lobolo has degenerated...the effects are clear to any observer.  They are:

(1) A lowering of social status, i.e. denationalization;

(2) A spiritual decline;

(3) A weakening and breaking up of family ties;

(4) Neglect of what is right and becoming in their society;

(5) The adoption of European marriage rites, usually for the purpose of evading the lobolo custom;

(6) A forsaking of tribal moral law leading to moral straying and collapse (ibid: 104-5).

It concludes:

For these reasons, your Commissioners are of the opinion that the illegalisation of lobolo would throw the whole tribal life of the Natives into serious chaos, and be in immediate conflict with the ideas underlying our report (ibid.: 104-5).

Apparently, colonial officials had a very clear idea of what a 'traditional' family and 'tribe' should look like, and this vision was evidently only in the interests of some Africans.  As gender relations for example, were being transformed as a result of the spread of commodity relations, legal norms governing the former had also to be transformed.  In particular, women could no longer be chattel as they acquired the status of legal subjects.  In the words of Martin Chanock:

The 'customary law', it is clear, had been about the practices followed by men in their disputes about their rights over women.  But once in the colonial period women became sui juris, the nature of the rules had to change.  For they were now rules which defined not merely men's claims to women but women's claims about themselves.  The aim was to ensure that these were defined in a way satisfactory to men.  This was to be the role of the Native Authority Courts (Chanock, 1985: 186).

The content of 'customary law' was therefore moulded to suit the interests of dominant social groupings.  Schmidt (1990: 623) shows how in colonial Zimbabwe, the colonial authorities and missionaries first encouraged a degree of female emancipation as a result of the repugnance felt by European legal moral codes towards women not being able to exercise their freedom to marry.   As this led to discontent by men and chiefs whom the colonial state needed to provide migrant labour, and as womens attempts to exercise their new found freedoms was seen as a threat to both the family and to colonial rule itself (as the contentment of natives was largely seen as dependent on the smooth operation of the patriarchal family), the legislation was subsequently tightened to the detriment of women.  However, women often resisted oppression and control over their sexuality by escaping to missionary schools and towns.  The judicial apparatuses of the apartheid state also adhered to similar authoritarian conceptions, leading one critical academic to comment in the 1980s:

'customs' has been interpreted by the courts to mean the custom of the most reactionary sections of the community and to reject the formation of new, more progressive (and less narrowly tribal) customs born of changed living patterns.  This reinforces the patriarchal structure of the traditional family and, in a modest way, adds coherence to the attempts to re-establish 'tribal' order (Suttner, 1986: 130).

Moreover, it should be stressed that the advantages to various groups of adhering to an ethnic identity emphasised by historians and outlined above, only make sense under specific social conditions, especially conditions of extreme oppression (Guy and Thabane, 1988: 266) such as those provided by authoritarian statism (whether in its colonial, apartheid or post-colonial forms).  According to the arguments of the historians themselves, there would be no need for the oppressed to utilise ethnicity in order to acquire access to a job, land or social security in old age inter alia if the population had not been structured into 'tribes' (as the exclusive form of social amalgamation) and if other avenues of organisation had been available.  In other words under more democratic forms of central and local state, the exclusive dominance of authoritarian ethnic forms of mobilisation is likely to be seriously challenged by the working people.  It is noteworthy, that most of the reasons which I listed above which suggest that ethnicity may be contrary to the popular interest have a democratic content. Yet at the same time, ethnic identity is based on a popular culture and hence exhibits elements which  often have a strong democratic character.  For example, communal access to land and the cultural prescriptions surrounding it have a communal ethos which is often in the interests of the poorest sections of the rural population.  Ethnic culture and identity is therefore contradictory and often open to transformation in the interests of the weakest sections of society
.

2. THE HISTORY OF NATIONALITIES IN SOUTHERN AFRICA AND THE STRUGGLE OVER THE FORM OF STATE
I wish to suggest here a means of overcoming these problems.  First I would argue that as class consciousness is founded on a structural division between classes, so 'ethnic consciousness' must be understood as premised on the existence of 'ethnic groups' understood as discrete material social entities within an ensemble of similar groupings, which together make up the (capitalist) division of labour in Southern Africa.  Second I shall suggest that the ethnic groups with which I am concerned here, those which are unambiguously rural in their origins, are best understood as nationalities, in other words as specific kinds of ethnic groups which are regulated by a (in most cases a local) state and its apparatuses, and divided into social classes and other groups in conflict.  I shall attempt to do this via a brief review of elements of historical experience,  which show that the history of nationalities in Southern Africa can be understood as the history of state formation and the struggle over control of such states.  The raw materials for this discussion will be provided by the historians already mentioned themselves.

In a seminal article published a number of years ago, John Merrington argued that the process of the development of capitalism in Europe involved both a process of 'ruralisation' as well as a process of 'urbanisation'.  Such an observation is  arguably not restricted to the historical case of the development of capitalism in Europe, but remains valid as a general theoretical proposition.  As part of such a process, a realm of 'the rural' is created which differentiates itself from a realm of 'the urban'.  Pre-capitalist rural relations are radically transformed - the rural areas do not remain 'traditional' -  although not in a way identical with relations in towns (Merrington, 1976).  This should not need outlining here, but the basic point is that along with the development of capitalism a division of labour between the rural and the urban is created which has a specific 'capitalist' character.  Leroy Vail says of Southern Africa that:

Historical change affected the rural areas as much as it did the industrial and urban areas.  More to the point, empirical evidence abundantly demonstrates that it is to the rural areas that one must look for most of the intellectual content of ethnic ideologies as they developed during the twentieth century in response to such change (Vail, 1989b:5).

It was not just ideologies which developed in the rural areas.  Such ideologies could develop only because of the fundamental transformations in social relations which took place there.  While such transformations involved complex processes of peasantisation, proletarianisation and differentiation within an overall process of commoditisation, they also involved equally complex changes at the political and social levels.  In particular, I am referring here to processes of formation and transformation of nationality divisions in rural areas (Mamdani, 1984).

The concept of ethnic group is arguably ahistorical because it can be applied with equal facility to a number of social entities as long as these refer to some kind of cultural community irrespective of how that community may be organised by its production relations.  Thus presumably, the San speaking peoples of Botswana, Zulu speakers in South Africa and Portuguese in the same country could all be referred to as 'ethnic groups' (or 'communities') in spite of their different histories and forms of social organisation
.  It should be clearly specified therefore, what kind of grouping under what social and historical conditions one is concerned to analyse.  As I have noted, I am only concerned here with those African groupings whose origins are indisputably rural.  It seems to me that they are best considered as nationalities, in other words as constituted by the existence of classes (and other unequal groups in relation) and a state.

The idea that nationalities are made up different classes (as well as of other antagonistic groups, based on age, gender or region for example) forces us to address the question that any one class or group of classes can be dominant over others within a nationality.  It also obliges us to ask the question as to how such a group manages to secure its dominance and mobilise other groupings behind its rule.  It is not evident that the last point can be answered simply with reference to the propagation of an ethnic ideology alone.  While belonging to an ethnic group may provide advantages such as land or a job for example, other organisations (such as trade unions) may also provide conflicting advantages.  An ethnic unity or mobilisation therefore may also require the imposition of coercion, such as a threat to withdraw land from a land starved peasantry for example.  

The agency which has both the power to exercise such coercion as well as to construct, modify and enforce ethnic ideology is the chieftaincy.  As Leroy Vail (1989b:15) puts it: "the old dictum that ‘all politics is local' was especially valid throughout Southern Africa".  It is the chieftaincy which constitutes a state within nationalities as it stands above the people, and has a wide array of (largely arbitrary) powers, which are no longer subject to popular checks as they might have been in the pre-colonial period.   I have outlined some of these powers elsewhere (Neocosmos, 1987b, 1993a) and they clearly differ from area to area in the region, nevertheless they may be briefly reviewed here.

Throughout Southern Africa (with appropriate variations) the importance of the chieftaincy's control over land is manifold.  In the first place, it not only enables them to extract bribes from the peasantry in return for allocating them a plot on which to produce (justified by reference to 'traditional' culture, of course), but the threat of banishment from the land constantly hangs over the peasantry, especially in conditions of land scarcity, thus enabling the development of patronage relations which systematically fleece the people of their resources.  As John Dube, the famous spokesman for the Zulu bourgeoisie put it in his evidence to the Native Economic Commission of 1930-32 in South Africa: "the chief's power was largely dependent on his control of the land.  A man offending him could be cut off from the land and from subsistence" (cited Lacey, 1981:109).  Moreover, this power provides the basis for the mobilisation of unpaid labour or cash for the construction of public works (roads, contours, dipping tanks, schools, clinics, water points and so on) (Neocosmos, 1987b; Mbeki, 1984; Haines and Tapscott, 1988).  Chiefs can also require payment for any official function and, given the autonomy of their powers can regularly utilise free labour and extorted funds for personal accumulation.  Chiefs of course also have in most cases judicial functions of legislating bye-laws and the power to try cases under customary 'traditional' law.  The chieftaincy therefore generally combines in one person administrative, judicial, executive and police functions.  In Mamdani's apt phrase, these fused powers amount to a "clenched fist" over the peasantry (Mamdani, 1996).  Such powers are made plain in the following typical statement by a chief to a plaintiff at a 'traditional' court in Matatiele district in the Transkei in the mid 1980s:

We shall never solve your problem here in the pitso (court - MN) because you did not pay the money for the clinic, you are not a member of the TNIP (Transkei National Independence Party, the local ruling party at the time - MN)- you haven't paid - your name is not on the register.  For the gifts for the big TNIP meetings to buy Matanzima a present - your name is not there.  You did not pay any money for the morena [chief - MN] - three times we were asking for money for him to make a feast for him after he became chief.  Then there is the R1 for the dipping tank.  If the people who are still owing are murdered or attacked - I'll never solve the problem unless they pay these amounts (cited Segar, 1989: 121).

These powers like the ethnic ideology which supports them, were never simply given by tradition.  They were themselves the product of struggles as the chieftaincy was confronted 'from below' by the people and 'from above' by the colonial state.  It was the various outcomes of this triangular struggle, with the additional importance of the rising petty-bourgeoisie in towns, which largely determined the characteristics of nationalities during the colonial period
.  Some of the salient moments of this historical process from the nineteenth century to the present repay examination.

It is important to emphasise the fact that although nationalities were developing clearly in the pre-colonial period, in other words that states and classes were developing among Zulu, Sotho, Swazi and so on, these nationalities differed fundamentally from those nationalities (of the same peoples) which came to be produced during the colonial period.  This simply put, is because their modes of production differed.  While the former were basically agro-pastoralist societies based on lineage forms of social organisation, with divisions of labour and states corresponding to them, the latter were fundamentally based on peasant forms of production and wage labour (petty-commodity production) within commoditised economy which also led to the formation of different forms of state.

From the 1840s to the 1890s.
As Bundy and others have argued, the period from the 1840s to the 1880s saw the formation of a peasantry in the region.  This implied the commoditisation of agricultural produce, the introduction of the plough, the transformation of the division of labour and so on, but it also implied the destruction of the lineage agro-pastoral systems and the corresponding undermining of the state structures associated with them; in other words it implied the destruction of the pre-capitalist nationalities through conquest and commoditisation.  Bundy (1979) notes for example that one of the reasons for the formation of a peasantry was precisely the weakening of chiefly authority and the latter's inability to extract tribute. It was therefore a relative process of weakening of state power within the context of an expanding market which led to this process of accumulation 'from below'. 

The expansion of the market for agricultural products was particularly significant here as it provided the impetus for the formation of a commodity producing peasantry.  At the same time, the introduction of the plough into the region from the 1840s by missionaries enabled that demand to be fulfilled through increases in labour productivity and the changes in agricultural practices which went along with it.  The introduction of the plough within a context of increased commoditisation had a number of important consequences which it is important to briefly sketch.  The plough enabled producers to overcome the relative problem of land shortage which otherwise would have affected pastoralism and shifting agriculture, by encouraging sedentary production (by increasing labour productivity on a given plot).  Women were removed from their position of control over agriculture in the lineage agro-pastoral system and men took over the control of commoditising agriculture.  This was possible because only men could buy ploughs (through their exclusive ownership of cattle), and only men could use them as they were cattle-drawn implements (women were not allowed near cattle).  In this way the gender division of labour on rural households was transformed, and men gained control over the marketing of agricultural produce and of agricultural production itself
.  

These changes in production relations provided the conditions for changes at the level of the state and ideology.  The power of the lineage-based chieftaincy was undermined by the ability of young men to acquire cattle for lobola independently, through their access to cash from wages or the sale of agricultural produce.  The chiefs therefore found it impossible to control the population in the old way, through the control of cattle.  New forms of control had to be devised if the chiefs were to retain their position of dominance over the developing peasantry
.  These were found in the existing powers of land allocation of the chiefs which hitherto had not been of paramount importance to the reproduction of their power, but which now became absolutely central to it (Neocosmos, 1987b).  At the same time cattle was displaced from the centre of ideological discourse by land, or as Vail (1989b: 14) puts it: "land stood at the very centre of ethnic ideologies".

It is unlikely that this transformation of the powers of the chieftaincy would have been possible without the direct intervention of the colonial state in the 1890s.  It is this kind of transformation which is illustrated by the enforcing of 'Zulu customs' on 'the Ndebele' as recounted by Ranger (1985b).  He notes that:

Native Commissioner Stuart of Malema district, for example, found to his horror that so far from there being clear-cut class distinction, "deference is shown by no-one to anyone", so far from there being an efficient autocracy, there was "a state of anarchy in which the old vital and essential laws and customs were either forgotten or swept away"; so far from women being kept firmly in their place, "a girl may choose whom she likes, when she likes and as often as she likes" (Ranger, 1985b: 8).

The remedy as Ranger points out, "was to teach `the Ndebele' how to be 'Ndebele' by enforcing 'Zulu laws'" (ibid.).  The colonial authorities drew up a "Native Code of Law" (based on the Natal Native Code of 1891) which not surprisingly provided the chiefs with increased powers.

The Ndebele indunas (headmen - MN) did very well out of early colonialism.  The British South Africa Company disclaimed after 1896 all claim to so-called "King's Cattle" and instead came to, recognise the livestock controlled by the indunas as their own personal property.  Indunas became very wealthy and wielded enormous patronage.  Government backed their authority over their "people" who in many cases included very many men who had not been assimilated to the Ndebele state.  The newly powerful indunas thoroughly approved of the official version of Ndebele "tribal" characteristics since this emphasised aristocratic military authority and the control of the elite over commoners, of parents over children and of men over women (ibid.: 9-10).

The production of a traditional' state by the alliance of the colonial state and the chiefs thus undermined the relatively democratic social structures which had evolved as a result of the loss of chiefly power through war inter alia, and increased the oppressive relations over the peasantry.  Contrary to Ranger's assessment, it was not only that the colonial state "invented" tradition, it was also and more importantly that it constructed and enforced a particular kind of tradition which was both in its interests and in those of the traditional' rulers.  It enabled the transformation of the chieftaincy into a new form of highly authoritarian local state, and the imposition of this state on the people.

From the 1890s to the 1930s.
The period from the 1890s to the 1930s is the period most discussed from the perspective of radical nationalism, as it was the period of the systematic enforcement of proletarianisation through state coercion and the transformation of the southern African peasantry into a worker-peasantry (Neocosmos, 1993a).  But it was also the period of the creation of reserves 'exclusively for African settlement'; it was the period of the setting up of 'indirect rule' and the awarding of massive powers to the chieftaincy; it was thus the period of the production of the nationalities and 'ethnic ideologies' which we know today, the period when tradition was made. As we have seen, it was a particular kind of tradition which was fundamentally oppressive in character and in which the democratic popular aspects of traditional culture were largely smothered.

But the making of these 'tribes' presupposed the existence of wage-labour (which could be 'ethnically' divided), of land as necessary for commoditised agricultural produce, of discrete entities with a leadership which the state could recognise for the signing of treaties, the provision of land and so on.  In other words tribalisation' during this period required the existence of economic and legal subjects, not loosely amorphous pre-capitalist entities, in brief it required the dominance of capitalist relations and a capitalist division of labour in combination with the non-commodity nature of (some) land itself.  Therefore, as I have argued elsewhere at length in the case of Swaziland (Neocosmos, 1987b), the kinds of traditional' local states which developed were traditional only in form, but fundamentally capitalist in content.  At the same time, the chiefs throughout the region cooperated with the colonial state in collecting taxes from which they deducted a percentage for their efforts.   They also cooperated with the mining industry in controlling migrant labour (and thus acquired 'capitation fees' for each labourer sent to the mines), while a so-called 'traditional' induna system was used to control labour on mines as well as to reproduce ethnic divisions there
.

The system of 'indirect rule' was founded on the extremely authoritarian powers of the chieftaincy:

In the system of indirect rule, the chiefs were of central importance.  It was they, with their new official histories, their new censuses and lists, their new courts and records, all of which employed for the first time that most fundamentally powerful invention, writing, who were now able to exercise a greatly increased degree of surveillance over both  women and land in the absence of the men.  It was they who brought into daily practice those 'rediscovered traditions' which emphasised control in the name of custom' (Vail, 1989b: 15).

In this context of the dominance of commodity relations, the formation of reserves had the effect of strengthening the powers of land allocation granted by the colonial state to the chief, as land now became clearly limited, delimited and necessary for agricultural production and the survival of commoditised worker-peasants.  The chief no longer ruled "by his people", but by the colonial state.  As Vail formulates it:

the bureaucratised chief of the newly constituted `tribe' had replaced the lineage head or independent patron of earlier times, and the old language of kinship came to be employed as a metaphor to sustain and legitimize this new, obviously non-kinship relationship (ibid.).  

It was during this period that the awesome powers of chiefs to collect funds and labour for themselves as well as for the colonial state, to sit in judgment over the people, to enact bylaws and to call on the police to enforce their will were directly set up.  It was also the period of the various 'native advisory councils' and the 'native administration proclamations', which reflected conflicts between colonial authorities and the chieftaincy regarding the extent of each others' powers over the peasantry.  The manner Keegan puts it in relation to South Africa is regionally applicable:

Independent access to land was dependent on access to chiefly patronage.  Only through the institution of chieftainship could access to resources be legitimated.  Although clothed in the garb of tradition, there was in fact very little historical continuity in the new foci of legitimacy and patronage that were emerging under the auspices of the industrial state in the new segregationist era (Keegan, 1988:149).

It should be stressed that the function of the 'traditional' powers of land allocation by the chiefs was completely different in the pre-colonial context where land was seen as 'the place of the ancestors', so that land represented the continuity between the past and the present as well as a place to live in relative abundance. Now the functions of these 'traditional' powers were directly aimed at securing the powers of the chieftaincy (the state) over a worker-peasantry which depended on this land for its subsistence.  It was this control over land which provided the basis for all the other powers of the chief.  Evidently it was very difficult for the oppressed people to resist successfully the combined forces of the colonial state and the local state of the emerging new nationalities, yet they did resist as the rural success of the ICU (in both South Africa and Zimbabwe) in particular shows
.

Up until the late 1920s and the spread of the ICU "like fire through the veld", the dominant ideological tendency towards the "native problem" in South Africa (with the exception of Natal) had been influenced by the need to destroy the chiefly power and legal systems of the pre-capitalist societies which had resisted colonial expansion.  This tendency had been typified by the Cape colony's "assimilationist" policies
.  The colonial state having by then consolidated its power after destroying resistance based on the remnants of pre-capitalist formations, was faced with a potentially more damaging threat, a nationwide (as opposed to ethnically and regionally limited) rebellion.  The result was the Native Administration Act of 1927, "the first link in a chain of measures leading to the refurbishing of African traditionalism, with the emphasis on ethnic and cultural separatism", at the same time "it began to reverse the assimilationist trend  of gradually accepting urban Africans into western industrialised society" (Lacey, 1981: 85).  

The 1927 Act was draconian by any standards and basically generalised the Natal Native Code of 1891 to the whole of the Union.  Like the Natal code it designated the Governor-General of the Union as the "Supreme Chief" over all "natives":

he exercised all political power over Africans in Natal; he appointed and removed chiefs; he could divide and amalgamate tribes; he might remove tribes or portions of tribes and individual Africans; he might call out armed men and levies and he had the power to call upon Africans to supply labour for public works; he might punish by fine or imprisonment, or both for disobedience of his order or for disregard for his authority (Welsh, 1968: 82, cited Lacey, op.cit.: 97).

The powers of the "supreme chief" were thus despotic in the extreme and he could delegate them to the civil servants of the Native Affairs Department (NAD) who "could do practically what they liked in the name of the Supreme Chief without being answerable either to parliament or the law" (ibid.: 99).  Lacey comments "the juggernaut was launched as if it were merely carrying on in the spirit of early African tradition".  Mamdani notes that:

with the passage of the 1927 Native Administration Act, two elements of the triple consensus that would define "native policy" under apartheid were already in place: the first was rule by decree, the second "customary law" (Mamdani, 1996: 72).

Under the control of the NAD, chiefs would collect taxes, dispense "justice" and collect tribute:

A chief's tribute was calculated on how many taxpayers he had in his district.  This encouraged chiefs to work for closer settlement which in time forced people off the land and into wage labour.  It also ensured that chiefs would collect all the taxes, of course so the government knew without having to check that no revenue would be lost...chiefs were prepared to coerce men into jobs to earn money for their taxes if need be, which suited white employers.  Not least, since their own income depended on it, the chiefs made people return home to pay their taxes (Lacey, op.cit.: 108).

Mamdani (ibid.:101) argues that the main alterations enacted during the apartheid era through the 1951 Bantu Authorities Act and the Bantu Laws Amendment Act of 1952, were concerned to remove the NAD from rural areas and to replace it with a decentralised form of "native authority administration", bringing to the reserves an autonomous form of indirect rule.

It should also be stressed that the colonial/apartheid state's concern in tribalising rural South Africa was not simply to establish social control independently of broader economic concerns. Rather this social control was also necessary to enable coercion of rural Africans for the provision of labour-power to White capital (as has been stressed repeatedly in the literature) and most importantly, to "develop" the reserves in line with state ideology of the time.  As was the case in colonial Africa, the main features of extra-economic coercion (such as forced labour, forced cultivation, forced sales, forced removals and so on) were supplemented with forced development.  The state was not beyond providing land for the purposes of such development after 1913, and not simply for "consolidation".  Thus the Native Economic Commission of 1932 states:

In pursuing the policy of developing the Native Reserves, it is essential to proceed from institutions which are known to the Abantu, and to evolve from these something which will suit the needs of the present ... In areas where the tribal institutions are a vital force - and this applies to the greater part of the Reserves outside the Cape Province - the policy should be to strengthen these and to make them centres of progress from within ... In all tribal areas the system of government through the Chief and council should be recognised... in certain areas, e.g. in Northern Natal, some hereditary Chiefs have no land, and this prevents them from keeping their tribes together, and exerting a salutary influence on them...this matter should receive early attention in connection with the provision of more land (ibid: 30, 32-3).

This 'development' was one which involved forced dipping of cattle, forced culling, grazing fees, enforced villagisation and so on and so forth.  Thus the 'tribalisation' of rural South Africa was very much linked to its 'development'.  At the same time, under such repressive conditions, 'ethnic community' provided a defence against the predations of an extremely authoritarian form of statism.  The chieftaincy provided access to land for a substantial sector of the population; while not usually sufficient (especially after the 1930s) to enable independent peasant production on a significant scale, the provision of land to worker-peasants did provide some security against total destitution.  The desire to retain this communal form of security although shorn of its oppressive aspects contained in the powers of the chieftaincy, is relatively apparent in the actions and demands of the poor peasant movements, such as the Mountain Movement in Pondoland which I discuss below.  Before doing so however, it is important to assess briefly the role of a (petty-) bourgeoisie in the development of ethnicity.

The case of the African elite in Natal in the inter-war period and its role in the strengthening of tradition has been studied at length
.  This is an interesting case because during the nineteenth century there had been an exceptional degree of accumulation among an African peasantry in Natal, which had led to the development of a class of capitalist farmers from its midst.  These:

larger landowners were no longer simply peasants employing family labour.  Many, like Martin Luthuli, were cane-growers, employing either labour-tenants or wage-labour.  Thus, Luthuli, for example, hired what he was pleased to describe as '30 or 40 boys ... at the same rate of wage paid by Europeans' as togt, or daily paid, casual labour, a process that increased as more of these landowners went over to sugar production in the twenties and thirties" (Marks, 1986:51).

This accumulation had quite predictably, been ideologically accomplished and justified through a eulogising of private property in land and a corresponding desire to acquire the franchise on the same terms as Whites (ibid.).  While the former proclaimed an antagonism to tradition and a corresponding attachment to 'modernity', the latter expressed an attempt to gain access to civil(ized) society and a rejection of segregation in favour of assimilation as typified by the policies of the Cape.  While there had been little restriction on owning land through freehold tenure in Natal other than the simple ability to buy
, access to civil society through political rights was denied.  Therefore as in the case of other accumulating (or potentially accumulating) classes in Africa during the colonial period, the African (petty-) bourgeoisie in Natal took, in the nineteenth century, a clear anti-tradition ideological stance
.

A number of processes and events combined to alter the position of this bourgeoisie, starting with the 1913 Land Act which restricted the ability of Black landowners to increase their land holdings and hence their ability to accumulate.  Denial of access to increased private wealth removed the economic basis of adherence to liberal ideology.  The increasingly obvious effects of the Act on accumulation, came to coincide with its effects on proletarianisation of large sections of the peasantry, as increased migration of  young men and women to towns took place.  The fact that the Act affected all Africans, even though it did so in different ways:

enabled the landowners and intelligentsia to present their class interests as the general interest, to speak on behalf of the whole African community, and with passion, although even at the time their claims did not go uncontested (Marks, op.cit.:64).

Under the circumstances of being squeezed from above by the colonial state, it is not surprising that an alliance was gradually formed between the 'modernising' and 'traditional' African elites which were successfully able to provide leadership to the African masses against colonialism.  This was particularly the case as the alternative claimant to such leadership - the ICU - was defeated.  This alliance of the African ruling bloc was cemented in the 1920s, as the increased agitation of the ICU which threatened White and Black capitalists from below, also coincided with the colonial trend of indirect rule (known in the South African literature as 'segregation') as a form of social and political control.

And it was among rural wage-tenants that ICU propaganda gained the most response.  As the ideas propagated by the small band of socialists and communists on the Rand and in Durban, and by the ICU's rural organizers, fused with popular consciousness, an almost millenarian expectation suffused the countryside.  Popular resistance in the form of work stoppages and individual acts of defiance was transformed into a wave of strikes in which a 2,000 percent increase in wages (8s. a day) was demanded by labour- tenants, brandishing their red tickets and saying they would rather be shot than return to work (Marks, op.cit.: 95).

Under these circumstances it is not so surprising to see that the African ruling bloc was prepared to ally with the colonial state against its own people.  Thus we hear John Dube complain, in identical language to that of the Native Economic Commission (to which he was also a witness!), that the victory of “socialistic doctrines”:

would mean the breaking down of parental control and restraint, tribal responsibility and our whole traditions, the whole structure upon which our Bantu nation rests ... We have got to maintain ... the sense of paternal and tribal responsibility by Bantu traditions with all its obligations of courage, honour, truth, loyalty and obedience for all we are worth ... 

He then adds a rider to his statement, in case his White correspondent may think that he has given up representing a 'modernising' bourgeoisie in favour of 'backwardness': “don't think for one moment that I am not progressive.  I am anxious as any man could be for the development of my people, but on the right lines” (cited Marks, 1989:222).

Development along the "right lines" was therefore obviously not class-neutral. It is very interesting to observe that under circumstances where for the first time, the poorest and most oppressed sections and classes of the African people were united irrespective of nationality and rural-urban differences in a popular-national movement  - the ICU - the bourgeoisie in South Africa combined across racial barriers to defend its interests by opposing this movement
.  Under the prevailing circumstances, the solution of this united bourgeoisie was to bolster 'communalism' in the face of 'communism' through the strengthening of an oppressive tradition
. 

By this process, the African bourgeoisie was able to acquire the leadership of a (disparate) nationalist struggle against colonial domination.  Under different conditions petty-bourgeois or bourgeois interests have opposed tradition, but as bourgeoisies everywhere, their opposition to oppressive state structures has systematically vacillated, and largely operated only so long as these interests have not been threatened from below.  Under threat from the masses of the oppressed, bourgeoisies have tended to compromise with reaction and have accommodated with it with little difficulty (Neocosmos, 1993a).  This, it seems, is again what happened in Natal in the 1920s and 1930s.  The 'interests' of the (petty-) bourgeoisie in opposing or defending ethnicity are not particularly consistent and are only comprehensible if connected to the specific relevant historical circumstances.
From the 1940s to the 1960s.
The period of the 1940s to the 1960s was a period of great agitation in the region by workers and peasants which saw the movement towards independence of the three ethnic' states of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland as well as the development of the apartheid state, one of whose fundamental components was the (partially successful) enforced secession of nationalities.  So many of these forms of resistance, especially the peasant-based ones, combined both national (anti-colonial) demands with ethnic'/nationality ideological forms, such as the defence of the traditional' chieftaincy and culture which were both seen as corrupted by colonial control.  Examples of these movements would be the Commoners League in Lesotho and the Mountain Movement of Pondoland in the Transkei
.

Lekhotla la Bafo (LLB) or Commoners League was originally set up (in 1919) to demand representation for commoners on the Basutoland National Council, the consultative "Native" body which the British set up in colonial Lesotho along the lines of those set up in their other colonies.  However it articulated primarily the interests of the rural worker-peasantry and combined "a passionate defence of Basotho chieftainship and culture with a vigorous anti-colonial and Pan-African stance" (Edgar, 1988:3).  It had branches throughout the country but it never really mobilised peasants in any form of collective activity (other than branch meetings), restricting itself throughout the 1940s and 1950s, to bombarding the colonial administration with eloquent verbal and written protests, and regular articles in the local and South African press.  These concerned the injustices of colonial rule, the subversive influence of the missionaries, the exploitative practices of traders and the malpractices and abuses of power of chiefs.

Such procedures were obviously possible only because Lesotho was a highly literate society by colonial standards and possessed a vibrant press.  In addition to peasants and semi-proletarians, the membership of the LLB also included petty traders, hawkers, labour agents, shop clerks and evangelists of the new African churches with whose anti-missionary positions the LLB closely identified (Rugege, 1993; Edgar, 1988).  The LLB was highly critical of the malpractices of the chiefs and the latter's association with the colonial state, but was always supportive of the chieftaincy as such.  Rather, it was what was seen as the corruption of 'national tradition' in both the chiefs' increased arbitrary exactions over the peasantry and their simultaneous alliance with the colonial power which was vigorously contested.  Like in so many peasant movements, there was a strong element in LLB ideology of return to a pre-colonial past where relations between chiefs and there subjects were more direct and possibly more democratic
. Like other peasant movements of its kind on the continent during this period, it thus combined both ethnic and national characteristics. 

The LLB was regarded by the colonial state as a subversive organisation especially when it started publishing its attacks in the press of the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA).  Despite its links with organisations such as the ANC and CPSA, the ideology of this organisation remained largely circumscribed by its peasant material base.  According to Rugege (1993:342-46) its main success lay in raising the political consciousness of the population against colonial domination, but it was also instrumental in reducing the powers of the chieftaincy.  For example, it largely led the campaign for the abolition of tribute labour to chiefs, as peasants felt that such labour was geared more towards the private needs of chiefs than for national projects.  After three decades of struggle, tribute labour was abolished by the colonial state in 1950
.  Significantly, Basutoland was the only one among the three "High Commission Territories" (of Basutoland, Bechuanaland and Swaziland) where tribute labour was abolished before independence.  Not surprisingly the chieftaincy in Botswana and Swaziland ended up being much more dominant in their respective post-colonial states than it was in Lesotho.

On assuming power in 1948, the National party went about systematically increasing the powers of the chieftaincy under the 1951 Bantu Authorities act and the Bantu Laws Amendment Act of 1952.  In terms of these laws, chiefs became paid government officials and their powers of land allocation and withdrawal, and those of settlement of disputes were codified in law so that 'traditionalism' was entrenched.  Previously, chiefs had been responsible to local government officials.  As Lodge puts it, the architects of the Bantu Authorities act:

took as their model the British colonial `Native Authority'.  Local government would be based on tribal institutions in which chiefs and headmen would have greatly enhanced executive powers.  The size and composition of each tribal authority would be decided by the Department for Native Affairs.  The system, in the case of the Ciskei and Transkei, replaced a partly elected District Council system, and more generally removed the consensual element in the relationship between chiefs and their communities, making chiefs answerable to the Department rather than their subjects.  The scope and sanctions of the chiefs' judicial powers were considerably extended.  In brief, chiefs were made responsible for the local maintenance of law and order and the implementation of government-inspired measures... (Lodge, 1983: 266).

Among these measures was a typical colonial statist scheme for the rehabilitation', reclamation' or betterment' of reserves, which involved principally forcible limitation of stock (to restrict it to the state's view of what the land's carrying capacity was) and division of the land into residential, cultivation and grazing areas (i.e involving land `consolidation' and enforced villagisation).  Not surprisingly the combination of the imposition by the apartheid state of an oppressive chieftaincy and coercive economic measures was fiercely resisted in the rural areas
. 
One such area of resistance was in Pondoland in the Transkei where resistance to "Bantu Authorities" and "Rehabilitation" took the form of a highly organised revolt lasting for nine months in 1960 until early 1961.  The peasant organisation was known as Intaba (the mountain) and controlled an area of 180 000 people.  It took over many of the functions of the chieftaincy in allocating land and regulating land disputes and exerted pressure on chiefs to reject Bantu Authorities (Lodge, op. cit.: 279-80; Mbeki, 1984: 120ff).  A number of chiefs were killed and the state reacted viciously and with extreme violence as its authority had been systematically threatened in the area. The Mountain Movement expressed nationalist sentiments, sending a representative to the United Nations, and objecting to the lack of African representation in parliament and to the pass laws (Lodge, op.cit.: 281).

Like other peasant-based movements against the colonial state including the LLB, the Mountain Movement was localised and combined both national and `ethnic' characteristics.  Unlike the LLB, this movement did seriously challenge the legitimacy of the chieftaincy.  Popular assemblies were set up to resolve disputes without charging fees, and it created a democratically elected authority of commoners known as the Hill Committee (Mbeki, 1984).  Members of the Bantu Authorities and their supporters were burnt out of their huts; it was thus the richer peasants who tended to be given this treatment. It was pointed out by one of the witnesses to the commission of inquiry into the events that: "It is the more well-to-do who have suffered like this.  Even if the poor owners were sympathetic to the Bantu Authorities, they are not burnt out" (Beinart and Bundy, 1980: 309).  At the same time, resistance was founded on a defence of the more democratic elements of `tradition' and an opposition to the corruption of that `tradition' by the present chiefs and the colonial/apartheid state (Haines and Tapscott, 1988: 167-8).  Thus the Mountain Movement had characteristics which sharply differentiated it from LLB for example as it was dominated by poor peasants and migrant workers.  As it has been observed,

Much of the strength of the Mpondo revolt stemmed from precisely the lack of familiarity with bureaucratic forms of political mobilisation.  The reluctance to appoint delegates or spokesmen to advance their grievances (commission witnesses refused to identify themselves, Native Commissioners were summoned to public meetings) made it almost impossible for the authorities to defuse the situation through negotiation or co-option.  Instead, the Mpondo worked through pressure and carefully orchestrated demonstrations of power, isolating their opponents and forcing potential allies to define their loyalties.  The final strength of the movement was that it was drawn principally from youngish men of working age (Lodge, op.cit.: 283).

The fact that the Mountain Movement thus developed to challenge the chieftaincy as such, is arguably not unrelated to the character of its leadership, which was not petty-bourgeois and educated.  Rather, it was mainly composed of poorer peasants and migrant workers, while the practices and activities of this movement were not simply more militant', but organised and democratic.  As Lodge concludes, "in terms of the extent of communal mobilisation and discipline the Mpondo rebellion was perhaps the most impressive of these rural risings.  Its self-control extended to the deployment of violence  which was discriminate and limited" (ibid: 283; see also Beinart and Bundy, 1980).

The imposition of "Bantu Authorities" was successful however and the chiefs came to constitute the principal aspect of apartheid state power in Black rural areas.  This process amounted to one of boosting the powers of the local state as a prelude to granting full nation-state independence' to local nationalities.  The "Minister of Native Affairs" at the time insisted that government policy should be seeking to:

Restore tribal life as far as possible by seeing to it that the chiefs and the whole tribal government adapt themselves to the exigencies of our times and thereby automatically regain the position of authority which they forfeited to a large extent through their backwardness ... the natives of this country do not belong to the same tribe or race.  They have different languages and customs.  We are of the opinion that the solidarity of the tribes should be preserved and that they should develop along the lines of their own national character and tradition.  For that purpose we want to rehabilitate the deserving tribal chiefs as far as possible, and we would like to see their authority maintained over the members of their tribes.  Suitable steps will be taken in this direction (cited Harries, 1989:103).

Evidently the top representatives of the Apartheid state were acutely aware that in increasing the authority of the chiefs they were not just boosting an ethnic consciousness' but primarily increasing the powers of a local state and class. This particular policy was very effective:

The chiefs have been used with skill.  Every little chief, even those not getting large stipends from the government, has been placed in a position where he can make money for himself at the expense of the people.  Fresh powers of civil jurisdiction have been placed in the hands of the chiefs, for example, and many have amassed small fortunes in fines and bribes (Mbeki, 1984:62).

On the other hand, the apartheid state's policy to forcibly transform nationalities, formed in the period of indirect rule' and segregation, into fully-blown nation-states, could have only limited success as it only had minority support among the populations of the various nationalities.  Largely this support came from a majority of chiefs and from a small section of the urban middle-class who the Apartheid state was able to bribe in various ways, and who thereby lost complete legitimacy among the people.  The main exception was the Inkatha movement which resisted the granting of full independent status to Zululand and which managed to secure support through patronage and control in urban as well as rural areas.  In pursuing this course, Inkatha was, at various times, supported by capitalist farming interests.  Particularly during the period of mass struggle in the 1980s, the latter understood the benefits to be gained by returning the chiefs to commercial land from which they had previously been evicted to make way for 'progress'.  Thus one of them stressed in 1987: our aim is now to return the chiefs to their original place of residence with their families where they will once more form the legal nucleus of the area (Cited in Maré and Hamilton, 1987a:37)
.

The same spokesman for agrarian capital continued by noting that one year after signing an accord with the `Zulu authorities' to return the chiefs to the land, the incidence of stock theft had not diminished, but that the `community' no longer protected such thieves on their release from gaol, but banned them from the district.  Capital in Southern Africa has always understood that so-called `traditionalism' and 'communalism' can be effectively enlisted in the service of private property to control the working people
.

The chieftaincy in the ex-Bantustans had been firmly embedded in all the state apparatuses (now transformed into regional governments) such as the executive, the legislative and the top civil service with access to large salaries and perks as a result (Mare and Hamilton, 1987:36; Quinlan, op.cit.:42).  For the Transkei alone it has been noted that during the last decades of the apartheid regime, (official) expenditure on salaries for chiefs and headmen had risen from R323 500 in 1974/5 to R536 500 in 1975/6 to R1 440 000 for 1987/8 (Haines and Tapscott, op.cit.:168).  The basis of this wealth and power was and is the so-called 'traditional' land tenure system which covers the greatest part of the land area of the ex-Bantustans.  `Traditional' customs were conveniently set aside when it came to forcibly resettling people or to clearing land for large capitalist farming.  `Traditional' land tenure thus often bears only a superficial (legalistic) difference with private property in the usual sense.  This difference is crucially important  however, for it is on such a difference that the power of the chieftaincy is based.  Thus when the Tomlinson commission reported in 1955 that freehold tenure be granted to the African population in the "homelands" on the condition that it was "adequately used" in the interests of "development", the government itself rejected the proposal with Verwoerd himself stating that it "would undermine the whole tribal structure" (SAIRR, 1973: 79-80).

The post-colonial state and the independence struggle.
Given the power of the chieftaincy in the three BLS countries, it is not surprising that this institution and its bearers played a central role in the transition from oppressed nationality to fully blown nation state
.  In fact the forms of each of these states was arguably largely determined by the outcome of struggles during the colonial period between the colonial state, the chieftaincy and the commoners (rising urban petty-bourgeoisie and the worker-peasants) (Neocosmos, 1993b, 1995).  A brief comparison between Lesotho and Swaziland will illustrate this.

Lesotho was the only one of the three BLS countries where commoners were independently organised during the colonial period (in LLB as we have seen, and in the powerful Basutoland Progressive Association).  It was the only country, as we have noted, where tribute labour was abolished largely because of the combativity of the worker-peasantry.  In fact the chiefs emerged at independence with reduced powers, they had become `gazetted' government civil servants, and had lost in particular their powers to preside over `traditional' courts, while elected district councils were set up before independence (Rugege, op.cit.).  At independence, the `paramount chief' or king emerged as a constitutional monarch, and by the 1970s land allocation had been vested in a committee chaired by the chief (now called Village Development Committees). 

In Swaziland, as elsewhere in the region, the character of the chieftaincy developed on the basis of control over land under commoditised conditions.  The only organised opposition to the chieftaincy during the colonial period was that of the state and the settlers.  The latter allied with the chieftaincy in the run up to independence as they were reliant on it to control labour.  The colonial authorities were not able to restrict the powers of chiefs (they did not pursue this course very vigorously anyway), who were allowed total control in the Swazi National areas, as well as control of the labour on private rural land.  No organisation of commoners emerged to challenge their authority until independence and by then it was too late.  The chieftaincy therefore managed to secure complete control over the state at independence while Sobhuza soon banned political parties and trade unions (1973) and emerged as an absolute monarch.

While I have used this argument to show that the contemporary Swazi state is fundamentally capitalist, that its 'traditional' features do not constitute a simple left-over from the past, I have also used it to suggest that the formally traditional aspects of the Swazi state are explained by the fact that state power is fundamentally reproduced through its control over the peasantry, which is then generalised to cover the population as a whole (Neocosmos, 1987b).  Thus the chieftaincy and the whole panoply of tradition of which this institution is the embodiment and custodian, forms the foundation of the ultra-repressive Swazi state.

The chieftaincy engages as already noted, in extremely oppressive relations vis-a-vis the peasantry in particular.  The important point regarding these relations is that they provide the framework for the operation of state agencies in the rural areas, including most importantly the NGOs involved in rural development programmes.  These agencies are often engaged, to various degrees, in extorting funds from the rural population and in mobilising unpaid labour, or superexploited labour, justified by an ideology of 'popular participation', 'self-help' or 'self-sufficiency'.  In Lesotho, the current 'Food for Work' programme whereby rural women are enticed to build roads in return for paltry food hand-outs, is only one small example of these relations.  In Swaziland these practices are so extreme, that I have referred to them as 'systematic institutionalised plunder' (Neocosmos, 1987b:82).  It is this direct form of exploitation, rather than the indirect one through pricing mechanisms which is dominant in the region.  Moreover of course, this direct form of extraction of resources is felt differentially by different classes of peasants as poor peasants are forced to provide free labour, while the richer peasants can get away with providing cash in lieu.

Thus, depending on the combativity of the oppressed, the chieftaincy ended up with more or less power, more in Swaziland, less in Lesotho.  In addition, it must be recalled that the `traditional' land tenure systems in these countries (as indeed in the rural areas of South Africa itself), inter alia by restricting accumulation from below, enabled the reproduction of cheap migrant labour to South Africa.  By providing access to a plot of land and resources for the reproduction of migrants families, `traditional' land tenure systems did enable South African capital (especially on the mines) to pay extra-low wages.  This is now a well established fact.  Wages levels in South Africa were able to be kept down inter alia because migrant labour had access to land (and some argue to a 'social security fund' also based on land 'at home').  The land tenure systems of Lesotho, Swaziland and the other relevant countries thus contributed to the reproduction of apartheid.

At the same time these `traditional' systems through the provision of a small plot, also provided a limit to total proletarianisation - a process always resisted by the peasantry.  In this context, some form of security is acquired at the expense of extreme oppression.  These 'traditional' systems have also provided, as noted by the social historians, for security in old age and for the reproduction of a patriarchal system.  These local state institutions therefore have had contradictory effects which the oppressed always attempted to alter in their favour.

The struggles revolving around the control and form taken by a local state also comes out quite clearly in the literature on Zimbabwe, especially that surrounding the independence war.  Recent work by Kriger emphasises the importance of divisions among the peasantry in understanding popular reaction to ZANU guerillas during the liberation war.  This work operates at different levels showing not only that the oppressed people are capable of making their own histories under extreme conditions, but that they were doing so through attempts to transform their own social relations as well as the powers of the local state.  This work largely debunks the nationalist myth of a homogeneous peasantry willingly assisting their guerrilla liberators from ZANU.  The people were not just `helping' the guerrillas, but were attempting to address their own grievances which did not always fit within the narrow nationalist conceptions of the latter.

Without denying that peasants had common grievances against the central colonial state, Kriger shows that struggles within `peasant community'  played a crucial mobilising role in the independence war.  She looks at generational, class and gender struggles, as well as conflicts between dominant and dominated lineages/`outsiders'. 

At the level of generational relations, she shows how unmarried youth over fifteen years (overwhelmingly male) were organised separately and thus were gradually constituted (and constituted themselves) into a distinct grouping of `youth'.  They challenged the control which elders had over their daily lives and this was one of the reasons motivating them to participate in the war.  In addition having no cattle or land, the youth were among the poorer strata of the peasantry (Kriger, 1991:126-133).  These poor peasants also acted independently, defied guerrilla instructions to raid only white farmers for cattle and attacked rich peasants even though such measures may have been individualistic, unorganised and undisciplined.  As with the generational conflicts, these attacks on the wealthier occurred largely independently of formal organisation, but they did suggest a struggle towards some form of equalisation of wealth and power within the community (ibid.: 133-136).

Kriger makes similar points with regard to why other oppressed groups within peasant society participated in the war, namely women and dominated lineages/strangers. The former were attempting to improve their domestic lives, and for a brief period wives were able to democratise household relations somewhat.  The latter attempted to democratise village politics through taking over the chiefs' powers to judge court cases and allocate land (ibid.:137-45).

The revolutionary initiative to reconstitute local politics in a more democratic way came from rural people themselves.  The guerrillas opposed traditional' rulers [i.e. primarily chiefs and not spirit mediums - MN] because of their involvement with government, but never challenged the institution of hereditary offices.  When they killed incumbent rulers or encouraged committee members to take power from them or share power with them, the intent was to punish individual `traditional' rulers for collaborating with the government and give some status and power to the new committees.  The guerrillas' agenda never included eliminating the lineage-based, hereditary pre-colonial political system and broadening the basis for political competition for local power (Kriger, 1991: 145).

ZANU therefore was only interested in transforming rural social relations insofar as these concerned the Whites and their state.  Like other nationalist organisations in Africa, they were not concerned with a democratisation of social relations within peasant society.  But in order to be successful in their venture they needed the support, enthusiasm, hard work (and even the dominance for a period) of the most oppressed/exploited sectors of the rural population, because the economically better off and politically more powerful were unreliable.  They were unreliable supports of the nationalist movement because they had achieved their relative wealth and power within a colonial context.  They were therefore (more or less) compromised in the eyes of the nationalist movement and more importantly in those of the people.  ZANU practice was therefore typical of nationalist movements, a recent text notes that:

because those shifts in local power relations which brought women and youth to the fore, were never institutionalised, their new found status was short lived.  The latter years of the 1980s have seen a revival of rural patriarchy with increased subsidies for chiefs and the reconstitution of traditional courts.  Guerrillas did secure local legitimacy, but their lack of a concrete programme meant that they lost the opportunity to bring about lasting changes in rural areas (Maxwell, 1993:386).

Authors such as Kriger and Maxwell (1993) understand that the various groupings of rural society although in favour of independence/liberation and the `return of the land to the tiller', support such demands for ultimately different reasons and not just because of an overall peasant or national or even `ethnic' consciousness.  In actual fact peasant action was directed both against the colonial state (nationalism) and the local state (the chiefs), while operating clearly within the limits of an `ethnic' Shona culture.  On the other hand, it seems that in the period immediately following independence, chiefs in both Zimbabwe and Mozambique were soon able to successfully re-establish themselves by leading a coalition of rural forces against what were the obvious statist predations of the 'modernizing' and bureaucratic development strategy of the post-colonial state (Alexander, 1993; Abrahamsson and Nilsson, 1995: 86ff).  Alexander puts the point succinctly:

Though traditional leaders may have been partly or largely motivated by their own ambitions, their appeal to tradition gained support from a constituency which perceived state-defined 'modernization' as a threat either to its autonomy, economic interests or social standing and which had no alternative institution through which to express its objections (Alexander, 1993: 153).

In brief, peasants in the Shona speaking areas of Zimbabwe attempted to systematically democratises rural social relations during the independence war.  In particular, the collapse in authority of chiefs through their association with the colonial state, meant that it was the peasants themselves who withdrew state powers from them and gave these to others including both spirit mediums and guerrillas.  The former would be entrusted with land allocation for example, while the latter would engage in arbitrating and adjudicating disputes (Lan, 1985 esp. ch.8 and Ranger, 1985a).  The whole process was at the same time a 'struggle over tradition', an attempt at reassertion of Shona cultural (`ethnic') values which the chiefs were seen to have betrayed
.  Until writers such as Kriger initiated a redressing of the balance, nationalist historians of this period of Zimbabwean history had downplayed the social contradictions among the peasant movement.  In Mamdani's apt phrase, the nationalist historian:

tried to play down whatever features may detract from the national character of a social movement so as to emphasize its nationalist credentials, to remove the notes which could not easily be harmonized within a single national chorus, s/he also ended up obscuring local issues so as to cast in bold the one single national demand: self-government or independence!  To use a somewhat modern metaphor, what was really a "rainbow coalition" was painted in a single grey! (Mamdani, 1991: 54).

At the same time, what is an extremely positive outcome of Lans work in particular, is an indication of the fact that ethnic citizenship can accommodate outsiders and ethnicise them so to speak, and that they can become fully fledged members of ethnic community in other ways than through birth. What this means is that even under colonial conditions, traditional culture can still be contradictory enough to allow for a democratic resolution to citizenship and it is largely false to assume that ethnic citizenship is conferred once and for all and exclusively by birth (Mamdani, 1998a).  The colonial state was never totally successful in rigidifying tradition for the simple reason that culture can be eminently flexible as a result of the struggles of the oppressed within it. Thus in Zimbabwe during the struggle for independence, spirit mediums were not only instrumental in 'delivering' peasant support to guerrillas, but also in redefining conceptions of community to include the latter (who always originated from areas other than their field of operations).  This is explained by Lan as follows:

The factor that persuaded the majority of the mediums to convert their symbolic resistance into practice was the undertaking given by the guerrillas that if their efforts should succeed they would reverse all the legislation that limited the development and freedom of the peasantry.  Of all the promised reforms the most important for forging unity between guerrillas and mediums was the undertaking to free the land from the grasp of the whites, to return it to the peasants who had barely enough to keep their families alive ... the guerrillas were 'strangers'.  In other words, they were not descendants of the royal ancestors who 'owned' the land, either as members of the royal lineage itself or of any of the commoner lineages which held rights in land but whose members could not succeed to the chieftaincy.  Therefore...the guerrillas held no political authority at all...But despite their lack of political authority, the guerrillas claimed the land..all the land in the whole territory of Zimbabwe...[through their alliance with mediums] by observing the ancestral prohibitions the guerrillas were transformed from 'strangers' into 'royals', from members of lineages resident in other parts of Zimbabwe, into descendants of the local mhondoro [royal ancestor] with rights to land.  They had become 'at home' in the [local community] (Lan, 1985: 148, 164).

In other words, even 'traditional' culture and custom which always traced community membership through descent and through descent alone, can under specific conditions be transformed and democratised to include erstwhile strangers and 'outsiders' into community,  to broaden ethnic citizenship.  In this case, this was achieved by those who spoke for tradition and the nation/community, through giving symbolic rights to land to the guerrillas.  It seems abundantly clear therefore that even under apparently rigid pre-capitalist conceptions of community membership, rights of citizenship can be conferred on foreigners, and the concept of community can be democratised and that this can occur under colonial conditions in which the customary has been rigidified by law.

In sum, the struggle for independence in rural Zimbabwe can thus be seen as structured by a complex, disparate and differentiated peasant movement which attempted to democratise the local state and local social relations (of the Shona nationality).  This movement combined in conformity with the ethnic existence of the peasantry in Southern Africa, both national and nationality characteristics
.  What this example also brings to mind very clearly, is the now established fact that ideologies of whatever hue, but particularly ethnic ones are very much the object of contestation and struggle
.  It is largely a myth of functionalist anthropology, that cultures and traditions are given and unquestioningly acceptable to all in their given state. As the prevalent culture and tradition is that of a dominant class or group, the establishment of cultural or ideological hegemony is not unproblematic.  The state which is embodied in the chief has a primary role to play in this context both via coercion and indoctrination (although elder men usually also play an important role in the process, as cultural arbiters for example).

The 1980s in South Africa, witnessed in particular the successful struggles by popular organisations (in which the trade unions, youth and poor were in the majority) to end apartheid state rule.  These struggles were overwhelmingly urban based, yet trade union struggles particularly have succeeded (in some important respects) in undermining the `ethnic' organisation on the mines in a way which the nationalist movement has singularly failed to do in the country.  This way has consisted in drawing together the oppressed workers and organising them on a democratic basis on industry lines, although it has not been a comprehensive or indeed an irreversible victory as periodic ethnic violence is reported on the mines.  However, I cannot think of another example in the region where nationality divisions were overcome by organising together the oppressed (as opposed to the ruling classes) in each nationality, thus detaching the oppressed in each nationality from their oppressors.  Mamdani maintains that this was the historic success of the NRM/NRA (National Resistance Movement/National Resistance Army) in Uganda at least in the period 1981-85 during the guerilla struggle (Mamdani, 1991: 61ff).  Because nationalities involve several classes and groups some of which are dominant and others dominated, this way of overcoming these divisions seems to be the only genuinely democratic way.

It is clear that the African National Congress has so far failed to resolve the nationality question in South Africa and is attempting to provide a solution along the lines of earlier African post-colonial states.  Pro-ANC chiefs are organised in their own organisation (CONTRALESA) and not only is there now little suggestion of democratising the chieftaincy
, but these have been used to `deliver' support in the rural areas, while their powers are in the process of being increased and legitimised in a post-apartheid South Africa (Zuma, 1990a, 1990b).  The Bantustans were administratively reincorporated into South Africa, despite the fact that the same result could have been obtained democratically, as all the evidence showed that the majority of the people in these areas overwhelmingly supported reincorporation.  At the same time in February 1994, threats of secession by the Zulu king were greeted with utterances on television by ANC leaders (Mandela in particular) to the effect that "threats to the integrity of the country will not be countenanced"
.  Concurrently, Mandela has been exhorting reluctant ANC supporters to "show respect" to their chiefs:

ANC President Nelson Mandela yesterday led a crowd of 8000 less than enthusiastic supporters in singing the praises of King Goodwill Zwelithini at a rally at Umlazi stadium outside Durban...The crowd grew listless when the ANC (president) read out with parallel translation into Zulu, a modified version of the proposal he put to King Zwelethini at the Skukuza summit last week.  The response was no more animated when he urged his followers "not to hate the chiefs "but to grant them "respect"...Under the amended proposal the ANC is willing to continue negotiations with the king on his "rights and powers" with regard to communal land, which previously were to have been prescribed by the new provincial assembly. (Sunday Times, April 17th 1994)
.

By November 1994, discussions in South Africa were underway  regarding the formation and powers of "Houses of Traditional Leaders" at both the provincial and national levels, as stipulated by the interim constitution.  A national newspaper commented:

There are 800 traditional leaders in South Africa who received stipends under the old dispensation and who continue to receive payments from the new government.  They include six paramount chiefs in the Eastern Cape who each receive R296 000 a year - equivalent to the salary of a cabinet minister in the old government.  But Contralesa the (ANC affiliated - MN) body representing traditional leaders, maintained that by its definition, the number of traditional leaders should increase to between 10 000 and 13 000 who will be eligible for a stipend...By November 6 (1994) legislation would have been passed in Parliament and the provincial legislatures to establish a national council and provincial houses of traditional leaders.  The role of these structures is to advise the provincial legislatures and Parliament on legislation pertaining to traditional law and custom and it is within their power to delay the passing of legislation (Sunday Times, October 10th 1994, emphasis added).

It still remains to be seen whether a new post-apartheid state will be more successful than other African states in resolving the nationality question.  So far this seems highly unlikely.  A solution, in the interest of the majority of the working people, it should be clear can only be a democratic solution.  As outlined above, it implies an overcoming of nationality divisions by detaching the oppressed in each nationality from their oppressors.  At the same time, this means overcoming, through democratic practice, the division of labour more generally, which remains the main obstacle to democracy and to popular forms of development in the region.

Rural people in South Africa (and elsewhere) are often clearly prepared to systematically transform the chieftaincy despite the reluctance of their leaders.  At the same time the different ways of confronting the issue clearly reflect different class positions.  Recent evidence from the Eastern Transvaal collected by a research project directed by Richard Levin and Daniel Weiner, shows inter alia that although opposed to the chieftaincy, different communities proposed different ways of solving the problem of land allocation.  For some, the government or state and not the chiefs should allocate land, for others, allocation of land should be undertaken by a market, while for others still land allocation should be undertaken by popularly elected committees (Levin and Weiner, 1994: 318-32)
.  What is apparently noticeable here are different class ways of solving the issue. The first solution, which amounts to an attempt to solve the problem of democratic access to land by administrative means ("from above") is the kind of solution most characteristic of post-colonial statism and of the dominant state nationalist ideology associated with it.  It combines apparently democratic prescriptions ("land to the tiller") with administrative (statist) practices of enacting/enforcing them (Gibbon and Neocosmos, 1985:192ff; Neocosmos, 1993a:36-8).  At the same time, it would be premature to link this position to any one peasant stratum, as this position could be adhered to by a whole number of peasants from different strata depending on the circumstances, something which the available evidence does not indicate. 

The class content of these demands is perhaps less problematic in the last two proposed methods of land allocation.  The first of these is typically a solution of peasant accumulators, as a free market mechanism would be overwhelmingly in their interest.  For potential rich peasants, the communitarian as well as the oppressive aspects of `traditional' land tenure both restrict accumulation.  They adhere to a position most clearly associated with the World Bank and with neo-classical liberal economics, of a `market-led' land reform for South Africa (i.e. "willing buyer, willing seller").  For poorer peasants on the other hand, it is arguably only the oppressive state form (the powers of the chieftaincy) which must be removed as chiefs "have become products of apartheid and have oppressed the people...for too long" (ibid.: 330).  For them, as for the peasants and migrant labourers of the Mountain Movement, the communitarian aspects of land tenure, namely the allocation of plots to all families in the community, should be preserved and entrusted to popularly elected committees as in the absence of communal tenure, there would be no other way for poorer peasants to acquire land.  This last response provides an example of a democratic solution from a perspective other than statism and neo-classical liberalism, although again, it cannot unproblematically be associated (with greater precision) with poor or middle-peasants in the village community without further evidence.

Thus, the democratic aspirations of the majority of rural people include as a central concern the restriction of the powers of the chieftaincy.  In South Africa, these democratic aspirations have not had a nationwide organisational expression, at least since the 1920s.  This does not mean that the potential for mass mobilisation was not there.  Rather, it means that rural struggles were not taken too seriously by the existing self-professedly national organisations in particular.  As Bundy has correctly put it:

Despite the realities of resistance and unrest in the countryside, the nationally organised movements - physically located as they were in the urban centres, ideologically concerned either with the vanguard role of the proletariat or with wringing political concessions for the 'modernising' section of the black population, structurally ill-equipped to respond to the inchoate and murmurous patterns of peasant resistance - failed to lead (or follow) them (Bundy, 1984: 28, emphasis added).

One of the effects of this 'urban bias' was that the identification of the institution of the chieftaincy with colonial/apartheid oppression did not enter mass popular consciousness
.  As a result, the political debate on the chieftaincy in the recent post-apartheid period was reduced to whether chiefs should be above party politics or not.  This particular debate, which found its most acute expression in Natal, was structured by the inter-party conflict between the ANC (and CONTRALESA) and Inkatha.  The ANC took the former position, arguing that chiefs should not be members of political parties, while Inkatha which had by all accounts the political allegiance of a vast majority of Zulu chiefs
, asserted that political membership of Inkatha meant support for Zulu 'traditions' deemed to be under threat.  The parameters of the debate were therefore set by the political tussle between the ANC and Inkatha for control over the rural areas, and did not address issues of democracy and perforce the interests of the majority of rural people
.  As one Zulu chief who was prominent in CONTRALESA stated in 1990: “once a chief has identified himself with us, then we know that the whole tribe or the majority of the people in that area are now with the progressive forces” (cited Van Kessel and Oomen, 1997: 571).  Obviously from this perspective, it was seen as ‘progressive’ for rural people to give their support to the ANC even if this simply meant blindly following the chief’s orders.  Under these circumstances of course, the people were treated with contempt and simply seen as election fodder.  It was for this reason and because of this statist conception of politics, that the debate concerned principally the relations between and the relative powers of the central state and the chieftaincy.  While the precise concerns had altered, the dominant issue was essentially the same as it had been during the colonial and apartheid periods when chiefs lost independence vis-a-vis the central state.  Although the chieftaincy lost power in relation to the state during the colonial/apartheid period, it gained it immensely in relation to the working people.

The more important democratic questions concerning the relations between the chieftaincy and the rural working people have been rarely addressed in the post-apartheid period and are unlikely to be confronted systematically so long as rural people remain unorganised.  Insofar as democratic questions have been addressed and there has been a genuine attempt to restrict the powers of the chieftaincy, it was emanating from urban interests (in addition to a minority of 'civics' as noted earlier).  One aspect of this process was that this struggle has been largely confined to negotiating fora where popular involvement was marginalised and where attempts to democratise 'traditional culture', especially insofar as gender relations are concerned, have been confined to matters of law and led by urban middle-class women.  Chiefs have been resisting these pressures largely through nationalist appeals to African tradition.  For example, during the Multi-Party Negotiating Council meetings in the second half of 1993, it was reported as follows:

"We are in Africa and we remain in Africa.  We are not prepared to give up and sacrifice our Africanism", one traditional leader declared.  Chief Mwelo Nonkonyana agreed, rejecting the notion of equality for women as "foreign to us".  The whole impact (sic) of equality was having an impact on the lobola custom, Nonkonyana complained.  "Who must lobola whom if we are all equal?" he asked.  "If we say "all will be equal", then the custom of lobola is threatened" (cited Walker, 1994: 348).

This struggle over the constitution achieved important victories for the people, such as the defeat of an attempt by chiefs to get 'customary law' entrenched as a 'fundamental right', and thus making it subject to the general 'equality clause' of the transitional constitution (ibid).  However it operated in an arena where popular intervention (let alone popular leadership) was minimized and politically marginalised.  This form of struggle alone was therefore unlikely to lead to any permanent democratisation of rural relations.  At the same time as attempting to democratise rural relations ‘from above’, the debate was restricted within narrow parameters defined by being for or against tradition as such.  It was rarely thought that tradition itself could be transformed in a democratic direction by encouraging popular activism by women, the poor, the youth or ethnic minorities in the rural areas
.

The outcome in post-apartheid South Africa is thus likely to follow the dualist pattern common in post-colonial Africa of (a more or less developed, more or less constrained) democracy and civil society in urban areas, along with intense authoritarianism and despotism in rural society (Mamdani, 1996). It seems abundantly clear, that unless the rural majority are able to express themselves organisationally independently, there seems little hope of a genuine national debate regarding the democratic transformation of rural socio-political relations in general, and a democratic solution to the nationality question in particular.

CONCLUSIONS
A recent article which reviews the writings of historians on the "construction of tradition" in Africa, has noted that this historiography has clearly shown that the colonial authorities:

did not simply impose codes and customs from above.  (Rather - MN) colonial discourses and the policies, practices and identities which followed from them, were constructed out of a dialogue with Africans who, as the court cases show, were often well able to read the colonial mind and adjust their arguments accordingly (Vaughan, 1994:12, emphasis added).

This constitutes at best a very partial reading of the arguments of these historians, as they never simply saw ethnicity as a (more or less) free-floating "discourse", nor can their arguments be reduced to describing the colonial experience as a "dialogue" between colonisers and colonised; nor for that matter have they ever attempted to "capture the process by which 'colonial discourses' and practices were created out of the face-to-face encounters of colonizer and colonized" (ibid.: 13, emphasis added).  Whatever its problems, nationalist historiography understood clearly that this encounter could not be described in the language of negotiations or "collective bargaining" around the table.  It also understood that social and political identities and practices were not simply the products of 'discourses', but the outcomes of complex and contradictory 'interests' derived from the experience of rapidly changing, historically specific social relations.  This should be clear even from my brief outline.  Thus to attempt to situate this literature within the narrow confines of the new orthodoxy of "post-modernism" or "the interrogation of discourse", largely distorts its arguments, and devalues those of nationalist historiography more generally, in favour of an apparent apology for colonial violence and oppression, by portraying the colonial encounter as some kind of "gentlemanly dialogue" between equals.

In actual fact, the historians of the 'invention of tradition' do leave themselves open to such interpretations because of their tendency to restrict ethnicity to matters of identity alone, independent of the underpinnings of such identity in social relations.  Interestingly, in a recent piece, Terence Ranger has engaged in a detailed self-criticism of his earlier views and now puts forward a much more nuanced position.  These modifications are in no way fundamental as, to cite him exactly, his early formulations "were not so much incorrect as incomplete" (Ranger, 1994:27).  There are basically three modifications which Ranger brings to his earlier views: first, an abandoning of the concept of 'invention' and its replacement by one of 'imagination', second, a stress on the plurality of views of tradition from within ethnicity and thus a recognition of the existence of a "debate" over its content, third, a more nuanced because less linear and less crudely nationalist, conception of ethnicity.  Each of these is worthy of brief comment.

Ranger admits that it was not his intention, by the use of a concept of 'invention', to in any way undervalue African agency in its creation (ibid.: 22ff), but in order to clarify "the ongoing process of inventing ethnicity" (p.23) he now prefers to refer to the "multiple imaginations [which] were in tension with each other and in constant contestation to define the meaning of what had been imagined - to imagine it further" (p.24).  Thus, while now recognising the plurality of conceptions of tradition, Ranger still prefers to remain as before, squarely at the level of ideology alone.  This is confirmed in his second modification which consists precisely in such recognition of differences, and hence in his own words of a "debate between different imaginations" (p.43).  The choice of words is instructive, "debate" not only restricts itself to ideology (otherwise it is "struggle"), it also implies democracy and plurality of views in contention.  Finally, Ranger admits that his earlier viewpoint mistakenly counterposed a purely negative conception of 'tribalism' to an idealisation of the nationalist state, thus: 

The issue in the Zimbabwean case - as with the Kikuyu in Kenya and the Zulu in South Africa - seems to be not so much how to move from reactionary tribalism to progressive nationalism, but how to ensure interactions between a dynamic and inclusive ethnicity and a pluralist and democratic nationalism (Ranger, 1994: 44).

These changes towards what can only be described as a more nuanced viewpoint by such an influential historian such as Ranger should be welcomed.  Yet, they are unfortunately limited, and do not correspond to what one might expect a fully democratic perspective to look like. A number of points will illustrate this. Ranger insists on remaining exclusively within the realm of consciousness, refusing to ask questions as to what makes such consciousness possible within a realm of social relations as "however politically convenient they were, the new traditions were, after all, essentially about identity and identity is essentially a matter of imagination" (p.25).  But it is valid to ask whether anything may be imagined?  Or is not imagination largely conditioned/constrained by the experience of lived relations?  Is it not more adequate to understand ethnicity as produced by such relations from existing raw material?  How can the different interests which account for debates over ethnicity be explained other than by reference to such relations?

The difficulties which Ranger encounters as a result of this, are a tendency to restrict struggles between interests to simple debates, and also to maintain that an "assumed static customary code in fact deals flexibly with matters below or beyond the concern of the state" (p.45).  The obvious point could be made that flexibility has not always been an attribute of ethnic discourses or identity, but while it is clearly mistaken to see tradition as given in a rigid form, it is equally mistaken to see it as given in a flexible form; for the point is precisely that it is never given and that its possible flexibility is itself only the result of hard fought battles within tradition by the poor, women, youth, and other oppressed groups!  

A similar problem is evident in Ranger's seduction by Lonsdale's (op.cit.) use of the notion of moral ethnicity which is seen as referring to some form of pre-colonial ethnic loyalties or the "debate over citizenship" (p.40) in peasant society.  This notion refers to a process of 'invention/imagining' of tradition 'from below' which is then counterposed to "political tribalism" which is seen as negative and created 'from above'.  While this conceptualisation has the merit of acknowledging the contradictory aspect of tradition which has an elite as well as a popular/subaltern content, it remains a conceptualisation abstracted from actually existing social relations, and hence of limited explanatory value.  Like many other general attempts to assess the cultural attributes of the African peasantry ('affection', 'patrimonialism', 'belly politics', etc), it can be said to combine an idealisation/romanticisation of the past with a simple deviation from a seemingly existing situation (in this case 'political tribalism') to be deplored.  In this instance though, it is the past which is viewed as positive and the present which is seen as negative, but despite the erudition, the overall position seems incapable of illuminating more than simple speculative accounts, precisely because of its abstraction from real social relations and processes.  In actual fact this distinction between ‘moral ethnicity’ and ‘political tribalism’ corresponds, in all essentials, to a view of ethnicity from an urban perspective, for it is in urban society that a clear division between politics and state on the one hand and society and culture on the other is clearly apparent.  In rural social relations in Africa, the distinction between the political and the cultural or moral domains becomes much less evident, so that there is no clearly demarcated realm of politics in existence, with the result that all social life may seem cultural as classical social-anthropology asserted .  Rather, it could also be stressed that in rural society, politics permeates the core of social relations so that political and social control are largely indistinguishable.

A history of nationalities in Southern Africa clearly must start by recognising the central role of colonial and apartheid statism along with the interests of dominant social groupings, in the production and reproduction of ethnic divisions, yet it cannot stop there in the manner of nationalist statism.  It must be recognised that the most oppressed classes and groups among the colonised, also resisted by attempting (for short periods, successfully) to transform such tradition in their interests.  Because of their ultimate failure however, the resulting 'traditional' powers of the local state, ended up taking a generally repressive character.  An adequate account of this outcome should also stress that the colonial and apartheid states were only able to construct such an oppressive form of tradition and its attendant ethnic divisions, because of the context of material social relations provided by developing capitalism in the region.  This context included the development and reproduction of a historically specific division of labour founded on monopolistic or imperialist relations.  The rural dimensions of this division of labour in particular, were ones which allowed for the formation of nationality divisions around the coalescing of specific interests of a class, gender and generational kind. 

I have argued strongly against the dominant state-nationalist conceptions which I suggest prevail even among the best historical analyses of the region.  Despite the excellence of their empirical investigations, these analyses have tended to underestimate the dangers of adhering to implicit unquestioned theoretical assumptions.  In particular, I have insisted that they have exhibited a tendency at the level of theory, to underestimate the need for popular democracy in the Southern African region, and that they are thus unable to free themselves from assumptions which have been and are still the mainstay of statism.  Statist arguments have been closely identified with conceptions of the oppressed population as basically homogeneous, with the view that ethnicity is uniformly parochial, atavistic and an obstacle to 'nation building' (usually equated with state building), and with an underestimation of the role of state coercion and popular resistance (in other words, the role of social struggles) in the formation of tradition and culture.  A recovery of a history of struggles cannot at the same time restrict itself to the realm of identity and consciousness, for it is only in relation to opposing social relations of power, interest and control (the experience of lived relations) that identities (if they are to be truly social) are continuously formed and transformed.

It has been my argument therefore, that it is important to understand the centrality of social differences and struggles in all social realms and not to simply restrict these to ideology, if a coherent assessment of identities themselves is to be attained.  In addition, the real appearance of social homogeneity and hence the reasons for the often hidden importance of differences must be accounted for.  In this context, it should perhaps be stressed that state-nationalist conceptions have been unable to recognise that the effects of the dominance of a division of labour in Southern Africa have been precisely to  override class and other differences.  As I have argued elsewhere (Neocosmos, 1993a), this division of labour can be seen as an effect of the dominance of monopoly relations within the region.  It is arguably ultimately as a result of this oversight that the theoretical assumption of homogeneity within rural areas is so pervasive within analyses of rural social relations in general and those of ethnic identity in particular, despite the fact that heterogeneity is often recognised in practice.  What I have been concerned to argue here, is that the making of tradition has been about the making of a state in the interest of some socio-political forces only.  Moreover, such a process was also simultaneously one of the making of culture, as state and culture were so closely intertwined.  As a result, popular politics and state politics were here tightly enmeshed.

I have also argued that in Southern Africa - as elsewhere in Africa - the fact is that undemocratic forms of state have been able to dominate, precisely because political economy has been founded on monopolistic relations which in turn have provided the conditions for unequal exchange relations and extra-economic coercion.  A slogan of freeing the market' cannot possibly help to overcome such relations because it leaves the structure of monopoly relations of the political economy intact.  In particular, it is reasonably apparent from the empirical evidence, that organisation along ethnic or nationality lines was dominant in situations or periods of extreme coercion.  The extremely oppressive nature of  colonial and apartheid statism (as indeed that of management on the mines in South Africa), closed all but ethnic forms of association in rural areas (with the possible exception of religious associations).  One of the principal reasons for the continued existence of these forms of amalgamation and ethnic mobilisation in the post-colonial period has been precisely the persistence of oppressive statism in another form (see Berman, 1998: 329ff).  As soon as oppression is relaxed and access to other voluntary forms of organisation is provided, in other words, as soon as the state is marginally democratised, ethnic associations would have to compete with other combinations and their dominance can no longer be guaranteed.  In this sense, ethnic mobilisation and ethnic nationalism in the wider political arena, so-much the subjects of debate in immediate post-apartheid South Africa in the context of the violence surrounding them in Natal, are made possible by authoritarian and coercive forms of state, at both the national and local levels.  In sum therefore, I am arguing that the centrality and salience of ethnic identity is better understood as the outcome of authoritarianism rather than the reverse as regularly assumed. In the words of Guideri and Pellizi (1988: 7-8):

‘Ethnicities’ ... are largely the product, rather than the foundation, of nation-states ... The ever more powerful structures of central state control - be they colonial or autochtonous, imperial or national - are what generate and motivate the new need for ethnic autonomy, and even, in many cases, the actual sense of ethnic identity on which the latter is predicated (cit. Pieterse, 1996: 25).

At the same time, not all ethnic movements are in and of themselves anti-democratic.  Because the working people are not clearly demarcated into classes, it becomes difficult to expect them to organise on the basis of full blown class organisations.  Peasant movements for example, will take an ethnic form simply because ethnicity is constitutive of a peasantry or worker-peasantry in Southern Africa.  This is simply how relations are structured in the region.  It makes little sense therefore to see all ethnic movements as undemocratic or parochial a-priori, while in fact, such movements have often exhibited a democratic content not immediately evident in nationalist organisations.  As Mamdani (1993) argues, only an analysis of the practices, programmes and demands of such movements can hope to answer these questions.  In actual fact, the oppressed often did attempt to contest and democratise the dominant conceptions of `tradition' inherent in the chieftaincy, and at different times were able to transform such `tradition' (and thereby the state) in their interests for limited periods, but this meant confronting their oppressors within 'their own' nationalities directly.  It seems that only popular forms of democracy which have as their main objective the detaching of the oppressed in each nationality from their oppressors, can begin to unravel fundamentally the matrix of monopoly relations which reproduce such oppressive `tradition', and the political problem of statism can thereby be confronted.
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     � Important note: An early version of this paper was presented at the conference on Dimensions of Economic and Political Reform in Contemporary Africa at the Fairway Hotel, Kampala in April 1994 and published under the title ‘Towards a History of Nationalities in Southern Africa’ as a working paper by the Centre for Development Research in Copenhagen, Denmark in 1995 where it was also presented.  It was substantially expanded and revised in 1998; it is this version which is reproduced here.  Unfortunately the bibliography is not up to date.  The reader will understand that at the time this essay was written theoretical categories for the analysis of politics were still very undeveloped.


     �  This argument is developed at length in Neocosmos (1993a).  See also Shivji (1991) for a discussion of statist ideology.  Statism is understood here as a form of politics where the state directly controls popular collective political activity within its domain to which all politics is restricted.  Such control could be through any number of means, but has historically included in particular the simple elimination of popular organisations as well as the substitution of these selfsame organisations by state institutions, or their restriction to state controlled political arenas while they may retain their organisational independence. 


     � Such as is arguably the case in Lesotho in particular, although this country is not without its small ethnic minorities also.  In Botswana we have a different case altogether as historically the oppression of minority nationalities was and still is a dominant feature of the Tswana state(s) from the pre-colonial period to the present. 


     � The same cannot be said regarding some modern sociologists' view of the question.  For Maré (1992) for example, ethnicity is seen as a benign inoffensive identity, a "sense of belonging" which only becomes misused when "politicised".  This kind of argument, apart from any other problem it may exhibit, shows a  lack of knowledge of the rural social relations which underpin ethnic identity in Southern Africa.  Indeed Maré manages to write a textbook on ethnicity in South Africa (op.cit.) as well as a major study of Inkatha (Maré and Hamilton, 1987) without  attempting to broach a discussion of such relations.  In such a conception of ethnicity reduced to a "sense of belonging", all politics have been removed.  It is outside agencies such as Inkatha, or politicians with their own agendas such as Gatsha Buthelezi who "politicise" ethnicity.  In contrast, my argument here is that a serious analysis of rural relations shows  that ethnicity is itself political - i.e. that it is primarily about a relation between the state and the people as well as between different  peoples led by states.


     �  Among the best of these writings see Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983); Ranger (1985b, 1988); Vail (1989a, 1989b); Marks (1986, 1989); Macmillan (1985). 


     � Colonial anthropologists did not only collaborate with the  state.  They often romanticized the interests of the African aristocracy which they sometimes favoured above those of the colonial authorities.  Concerning the role of anthropologists and their efforts in developing a written culture in the interests of an African aristocracy, perhaps the case of Hilda Kuper and Sobhuza of Swaziland is one of the most extreme.  See Macmillan op.cit inter alia.  On the other hand, some modern anthropologists have been contributing to the argument of the creation of tradition.  In particular, Wilmsen (1989) has argued that the view of San speakers (Basarwa, 'Bushmen') in Botswana as archetypal hunter-gatherers/foragers is an invented tradition as there is evidence that they were cattle-owners who were historically dispossessed.  See also Gordon (1991) for examples of invented tradition in colonial Namibia.


     � See Ranger (ibid:6-9).  One of the best arguments detailing the increased oppression of women under colonialism in Africa is to be found in Chanock's comprehensive study of the making of customary law in Malawi and Zambia.  See Chanock (1985, esp. chs 8-11).  He convincingly shows that the making of an oppressive customary law was not only in colonial interests but largely in those of African men also.


     � The individual in question was G. Heaton Nicholls, an important figure in the history of segregation and racial oppression in South Africa.  He was a big sugar planter in Natal, rose to become president of the Natal Sugar Planters and South African Sugar Planters Association, was MP for Zululand in the 1920s and 30s, and was a permanent member of the Native Affairs Commission where he was instrumental in fighting for the Native Administration Bill inter alia.  According to Marks (1986: 132) he became "a key ideologue of segregation in the United (Smuts' - MN) party".  For a brief biography see (ibid.).  In his writings Heaton Nicholls stresses with absolute clarity, that segregation is to be justified as an alternative to class demarcation and struggle which he saw as detrimental to the White bourgeoisie.  Thus for example he states: once the need for racial differentiation is admitted, and political thought ceases to fix itself on class ideology, the issue becomes clear. A Bantu Nation or a Black Proletariat?  The native problem is how best to harmonise, in the interests of both, all the contacts between two separate races, one civilised, the other uncivilised; one having a highly complex system of society and law and government, the other having a very simple and very effective system of tribal sanctions and customs, the virtues of which we have only lately began to understand ... South Africa believes that only in this way can the ... economic clash of class interests be avoided (Heaton Nicholls, 1937: 5,8; emphasis added).  See also Marks (1989: 235, n.13).  For a history of the ICU see Bradford (1987) and also Bundy (1984).


     � There were strong echoes of this in the 1980s, when the UDF `youth' were seen as threatening parental authority upheld by Inkatha in Natal.


     � A statement by Tom Nairn cited by Marks (1986:68).


     � See in particular the concluding statements in both Ranger (1985b) and (1989) for example.  Marks (1989) on the other hand seems to be more keenly aware of the contradictory nature of ethnically based organisations.


     �   This is the thrust of Shivjis argument regarding changes in land tenure and agrarian problems in Tanzania, see Shivji, 1997.


     � Incidentally, the term ‘ethnic group' is not as neutral as it is sometimes made out to be, as it is exclusively applied to national minorities.  No one ever refers to an ‘ethnic majority'.  The term ‘nation' is usually used in this context. 


     � And even the character of the post-colonial state, in those cases when nationalities were transformed into nation states at independence.  I am thinking of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland here; see Neocosmos (1995).


     � See Neocosmos (1987b: 86-8).  The state was very aware of this changed position of women, thus the Native Economic Commission of 1932: “considerable changes have been brought about in the position of Native women...With the introduction of ploughs, the breaking up of land for agriculture changed from women's work to men's work.  Prior to the introduction of the plough, women had to break up the land with hoes.  They were not allowed to handle cattle.  With the introduction of the plough, the handling of cattle was necessary for ploughing and this work passed over to the men” (p. 139).


     � It was also during this early period that Missionaries created, codified and taught `official' languages, histories and customs which were of course derived from the views of the ruling groups.  These processes were also fundamental to the imposition of a state based on capitalist relations.


     � The induna system refers to the system of control of mine labour on the South African mines whereby workers were divided  - basically in all their relations with management - along `tribal' lines under the control of a `tribal' headman or induna (in the Zulu and Fanagalo languages). This had the effect of simultaneously increasing political control over workers through extreme repression, reproducing ethnic divisions as well as links with their peasant base.  Much of the success of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) consisted in undercutting this system and providing organisation/unity on workplace/industry lines rather than on `ethnic' lines.  The political and theoretical significance of this process will be returned to later on in this paper. See Guy and Thabane (1991) for a discussion of issues surrounding the induna system and strategies of resistance by mine workers along ethnic lines.  This relative success of the NUM contrasts sharply with the situation in the 'squatter camps' around Cape Town for example where migrants are controlled by 'warlords' in a manner practically identical to chiefs in the rural areas, namely through the control of land (in this case residential sites).  See e.g. Pieterse and Simone (1994: 82-3).


     �  Resistance took many different forms and combinations of forms and not just trade unionism.  So-called 'millenarian' movements, the setting up of African churches, women's movements were all different forms of resistance to local and colonial state coercion.  See Beinart and Bundy (1980:276-98) for examples of these movements in the Transkei. For peasant movements in other parts of South Africa see in particular Hirson (1989:ch 10), Delius (1990), Chaskalson (1987), Beinart and Bundy (1987).  For a review of the literature on peasant movements in Africa as a whole (including Southern Africa) see Isaacman (1990).


     � See Lacey (1981,ch3) and Mamdani (1996,ch3) in particular. It is important to stress the absolutely fundamentally different conceptions on the "native problem" held by the colonial state in Southern Africa during the 1920s and 30s, from the views it held during an earlier period.  As I have noted above, for the 1932 Native Economic Commission for example, the basic idea was to strengthen an authoritarian form of tradition; for the South African Native Affairs Commission Report of 1903-1905 on the other hand, the idea was to let tradition gradually fade away (and even to help it in that direction), thus: ... the abolition of the tribal system and chieftainship is being left to time and evolution towards civilisation, assisted by legislation where necessary and administrative methods (p.42).


     � In addition to Marks (1986, 1989) see also Cope (1990) and Nuttall (1992) for example.  See also Bradford (1987: 95-107).


     � African capitalists showed inventiveness in circumventing access to credit by setting up landowning syndicates; see Marks (1986:49-50).


     � For a case study of a petty-bourgeoisie which saw the chieftaincy as an obstacle to its ability to accumulate through its control over 'traditional' land tenure during the colonial period, see the study of the Basutoland Progressive Association (BPA) in Rugege (1993). See also Machobane (1990 esp. chs 4 & 5).


     � This statement should not be read as an idealisation of the ICU.  The organisation was dominated by populist rhetoric and was riven with internal contradictions under the weight of which it eventually collapsed (Bradford, 1987).  Nevertheless, for the first time in South Africa, it succeeded in giving expression  to the widespread nationwide grievances of the rural oppressed (in particular) throughout the country, thus enabling the development of a mass countrywide social movement.  By the 1930s, after segregation was firmly entrenched, such a 'pan-ethnic' social movement became no longer possible in rural areas.


     � Evidence shows that in Natal as elsewhere, the bourgeoisie's conception of tradition was challenged; see McClendon (1992) for example.


     � On Lekhota la Bafo see Edgar (1988), Rugege (1993:ch 2). On the Pondoland rebellion  the classic is Mbeki (1984); see also Beinart and Bundy (1980:304-10), Lodge (1983:ch 11), Turok (nd).


     � It is to these kind of pre-capitalist loyalties that I understand John Lonsdale to be referring in his notion of 'moral ethnicity' (see Lonsdale, 1993, 1994).  Other than stressing the important distinction between the 'state/elite' content of ethnicity (which he calls 'political tribalism') and its more 'popular' content ('moral ethnicity'), it is not clear what the explanatory (as opposed to the speculative and/or romantic populist) value of his concept is.


     � See Rugege (op.cit.) and also Maloka (1994:9); the latter discusses at length the role of Basotho chiefs as labour recruiters and also stresses that chiefs extended their control over worker-peasants by being employed as indunas and "police boys" on the mines (ibid.: 13-19).  For the role of the Basotho chieftaincy in recruiting soldiers for the First World War as well as resistance to such recruitment, see Edgar (1981).


     � In fact the situation was even worse as on top of all this, the state also imposed tighter controls on rural labour migration to towns (so-called `influx control') by extending the pass system to women.  This led to a famous rebellion in Zeerust on which see Hooper (1989) and Lodge (op.cit.: 268-79).  Among the chiefs who distinguished themselves in collaborating with the authorities in putting down the rebellion was chief Lucas Mangope, who was rewarded by the authorities with his own `Bantu authority' and eventually with the presidency of an `independent' Bantustan (Bophuthatswana) which he only lost in March 1994 through another popular rebellion.  In some areas such as the Northern Transvaal, chiefs were split over the issue of Bantu authorities.  Some Bapedi chiefs for example, resisted the imposition of Bantu authorities and were removed from their positions by the apartheid state.  These provided support for the ANC among the chieftaincy while those chiefs loyal to apartheid were rewarded with dominant positions in the new Bantustans.  Under the new post-apartheid dispensation, pro-ANC chiefs have been attempting to reassert their authority in the region.  Such attempts, often backed by the newly elected ANC-led post-apartheid government, have often led to contradictions between the pro-ANC chiefs and anti-chief youth and civic movements.  For a discussion of this issue in the Eastern Transvaal see Levin and Weiner (1994 ch 19 for example), for the Northern Transvaal see Harding (1991).  These contradictions also surfaced in the newly created region of the Eastern Cape where the (ANC linked) South African National Civic Organisation (SANCO) came into conflict with CONTRALESA, the ANC affiliated organisation of chiefs, over the creation of the regional house of "traditional leaders" and the powers of headmen.  CONTRALESA proposed an 82 member house with chiefs receiving the same salaries as provincial MPs (reported at R184 800 a year).  A regional SANCO leader asserted that it had no problems with chiefs as such but with headmen who act as advisors to chiefs and to whom chiefs delegate authority.  He stated that: "the headmen system (sic) is not traditional.  It was created by the previous South African government.  (The headmen) have dented the image of chiefs.  They were used by the Ciskei regime to crush our people".   It was reported that this conflict had led to violence resulting in hostage taking and at least two deaths (The Mail and Guardian, Nov. 18-24 1994, p.4).  These recent ‘post-apartheid’ developments in South Africa are discussed by Van Kessel and Oomen (1997).


     � For a broader analysis of Inkatha see Maré and Hamilton (1987b).


     � I have not discussed explicitly here the role of intellectuals, whether missionaries or urban African intellectuals, in the formation of nationality, yet the role of both these agents can be seen as constitutive of a state.  For example, the role of these groups in the production and dissemination of a written language and culture is well known; yet they did not stop there.  They often attempted to ensure that the language, culture and history thus developed became the official language, history and culture to be taught in schools to all children of the appropriate nationality.  This process contributed to state creation.  At the same time, it could possibly be argued that the Shona ethnicities', such as Karanga, Zezuru, Manyika, etc. which Ranger discusses failed, for whatever reasons, to produce states.  See Ranger (1985b, 1989).


     � In Botswana it has been noted that “under the Protectorate...the Tswana chiefs enjoyed almost unchallenged power and that the whole 80 years of British rule up to 1965 can...be regarded as a period of chiefly autocracy intensified and corrupted by British over-rule and only towards the very end marginally affected by British attempts to constitutionalise and temper its character” (Gillett, 1975: 103,104).  In Botswana, the historical literature, rather than refer to the oppression of women or the poor under tradition,  overwhelmingly deals with the coercion of minority nationalities and how this increased under British rule.  The effect of this was often resistance; see inter alia Morton and Ramsay (1987) and on the notorious case of the oppression of San speakers see in particular Wilmsen (1989) and Motzafi-Haller (1994) inter alia.  


     � Especially the link between the present and the ancestors which the chiefs had broken and which the spirit mediums in particular expressed.  See Lan (op.cit.: passim).


     � Ranger is largely mistaken to see this movement in purely territorial terms and to speak of a "Zimbabwean peasantry" seems largely nationalist wishful thinking (Ranger, 1985a: passim).  Apart from the divisions between ZAPU and ZANU and their enforced `unity from above', the fact that this was not so was shown in the post-independence period (1982-1987) when a peasant/guerrilla rebellion in Matebeleland was put down by force of arms.  In more recent writing, Ranger seems to have mellowed his erstwhile extreme nationalism and now maintains a more nuanced position which I discuss briefly below.  See Ranger (1994).


     � See for example the different meanings attached to `ethnic' cultural constructs such as Sesotho, by migrant miners and state representatives discussed in the thoughtful piece by Coplan (1992).


     � This was not always so.  For example the ANC's Constitutional Guidelines, written in 1988 when the organisation was still in exile stated:  the institution of hereditary rulers and chiefs shall be transformed to serve the interests of the people as a whole in conformity with the democratic principles embodied in the constitution (cited Motshabi and Volks, 1991: 104).


     � See the various ANC statements in reaction to King Goodwill Zwelethini's threats of secession in Kwazulu-Natal (February 1994).  The dominant theorisation of the nationality question in South Africa from within the ANC is overwhelmingly statist; see Slovo (1988) for example. For an alternative democratic perspective, see Shivji (1991 and 1989 esp. ch 3).


     � This statement can profitably be compared with the following by the same author: ...reversion to tribal rule might isolate the democratic leadership from the masses and bring about the destruction of that leadership as well as of the liberation organisations (Mandela, 1956:17).  Some leading ANC intellectuals in the past understood quite clearly the oppressive nature of the chieftaincy.  Other than the work of Govan Mbeki the most obvious example, see Suttner (1986) for instance.  Kessel and Oomen (1997) show how these critical conceptions in the ANC altered substantially after 1994 as the ANC leadership accommodated chiefs for fear of raising ethnic resistance to the state and its dominant party.  


     � In the Northern and Eastern Transvaal Central Lowveld Levin and Weiner discovered that over 85 percent of their respondents rejected the idea that land allocation be the sole preserve of chiefs.  Under one percent were for allocation by the market, 50 percent opted for allocation by the (new) government and just under 32 percent preferred allocation by locally elected committees (over two percent combined government and locally elected committees) (Levin and Weiner, 1994: 230).  In addition to the general rejection of the chieftaincy, what is also extremely significant is the puny minority of under one percent which prefer a free market ("willing buyer-willing seller") solution, the option favoured by the World Bank and the ANC dominated "Government of National Unity".  See also Walker (1994: 349) where it is noted that the "Community Land Conference" of February 1994 in South Africa called for a form of local government in which "chiefs would 'become accountable to the people' and not control land allocation".


     � As it arguably did to some extent in Zimbabwe and Mozambique, or even in Lesotho.  Clearly, the association of the chieftaincy with the colonial state was not uniform among the rural population in either Zimbabwe and Mozambique and there is a large volume of debate regarding the relations between the chiefs and the central state in these countries (see Alexander, 1994, Kriger, 1992, Lan, 1985 inter alia).  Nevertheless the point in the case of South Africa remains that the lack of any substantial rural organised resistance in the 1980s, has meant that popular opposition to the chieftaincy has had little organisational expression, nor been the object of mass campaigns with therefore little impact on general popular consciousness.


     � According to recent estimates, CONTRALESA has the support of a minority of 25 out of 250 chiefs in Natal; the rest are all Inkatha supporters (Sunday Times, 09/10/1994).


     � One important event of significance in this protracted struggle was the decision by the South African cabinet to approve a bill tabled by Mandela himself, which gave central government (as opposed to regional government) the power to pay traditional leaders.  Inkatha was understandably strongly opposed to the move as it weakened its ability to control chiefs in the province of Kwazulu-Natal.  It was estimated that such a measure will cost the South African taxpayer R 100 million a year (Sunday Times, 18/06/1995).  The legislation was eventually passed by the South African parliament in July 1995 as The Remuneration of Traditional Leaders Act.  What is particularly worthy of note here is the nature of this ANC strategy, which consists of an attempt to 'democratise' the chieftaincy (ensuring that they are 'above' party politics) through exercising central state control over the institution.  The continuity between this kind of policy and that of the Nationalist Party which, in the 1950s during the heyday of apartheid, operated in identical fashion in its attempt to control the chieftaincy, is particularly  notable as it clearly illustrates the statism inherent in the practices of both parties, and the similarities of the relations between the state and the rural people in both the apartheid and post-apartheid periods.  For the reaction of non-Inkatha chiefs to this measure see The Mail and Guardian, vol. 11, no. 26, 1995, p.8.


     � One exception is to be found in the autobiographies of rural women activists such as Moleleki (1997) and Ngcwecwe (1997) where it is stressed that tradition can and in fact should be democratised in the interests of women and other weaker sectors of the rural population.  See Olaussen and Neocosmos (1998). 





