Notes on ‘Colonial South Africa and the Origins of the Racial Order’ by Timothy Keegan

Recent histories have been more sensitive to meaning – drawing on poststructuralist perspectives


Keegan says he “gives greater emphasis to the powerful than the powerless, the colonisers than the colonised, to men than to women” because they were the structuring forces

South African history is of significance today – “there is… a tendency to reduce South African history to a morality play” (viii)

Chapter One – Introduction [and literature review]

Liberal historians “concern was to chart the historical origins of…white governments [policies] towards blacks, and the roots of contemporary state of poverty and rightlessness which black South Africans laboured in the twentieth century” (1)

· for them, the origin was “in the irrational and anachronistic inheritance from Boer frontiersmen”

 this assumes an ideological continuity
“inter-war liberals viewed South African history in terms of a battle between the liberal and benevolent tendencies which they associated with metropolitan influences and the backward-looking and negro-phobic tendencies of the isolated frontiers of white settlement” (1)

according to liberals isolation (from govt. and metro. civilisation) characterised Boer experience

· “Boer group identity and solidarity were forged out of the hostile and dangerous conditions on the frontier…Racial distinctions, set in concrete by the assumptions of their primitive Calvinism became fundamental to their drive to overcome the forces which threatened their very existence” (1)

Calvinist ideas important – a patriarchal set-up, the elect

· “Afrikaner rejection of gelykstelling (equalisation) and assimilation is derived in the Calvinist paradigm from a divine mandate, legitimated by the dichotomy between elect and non-elect” (4)

this tradition of blaming the frontier assumes that British imperialism was a positive force; altruistic, in part at least

· but these benevolent impulses were constrained by economic reasons

Afrikaner histories – save the British as interfering in natural racial order; Liberal historians wanted the British to do more

Both liberal and Afrikaner historians against African independence, for very different reasons

Ultimately “it was the illiberal section that eventually dictated the terms of reunification” (7)

· thus Walker’s designation “the tragedy of Great Trek” (7)

liberals saw segregation as essential in the short term to protect Africans

· implicitly assumed the superiority of European civilisation

“In their determination to stress the inter-racial co-operation and harmony of the common society of their fond imaginings, the liberal historians overlooked the inherently conflictual form of African incorporation in larger society and economy” (8)
liberals did not see the economic causation for segregation
“The modern capitalist economy was seen as innately harmonious, rational, beneficial and race-blind” (9)

Fredrickson (1981) continues liberal assumption – the ideological continuity of the frontier mentality; emphasizes the Boer, Calvinist group identity; the relative classlessness and lack of economic dynamism

· Thompson (Political Mythology of Apartheid, 1985) “showed that the key myths of the twentieth century were based on distortions and elaborations of the evidence” (12)

· but he underplays economics, “the racial politics of South Africa have indeed been replete with myth, but the origins and nature of the twentieth century racial state cannot be analyzed in those terms alone” (12)

not just ethnic atavism
conclusion “There has thus been a long and enduring historiographical tradition that asserts a fundamental continuity in race attitudes and race practices having their origins in pre-industrial relations” (12)

[see p.13 quotes from mason/etherington]

· “over time the racial order went through very different phases. The ideology of racial supremacy in the industrial age sought to impose quite new forms of exploitation, extending beyond the colonial realm by incorporating indigenous societies intact, their economic and political systems still functioning, as suppliers of low-cost labour” (13)

· oppressing at societal not individual level (not Mason/Patterson’s ‘natal alienation’?)

“Increasingly in the nineteenth century the levers of economic power came to be exercised by a new British bourgeoisie. It was this bourgeoisie which embodied the ideal of white supremacy as a total system, rather than the descendents of the old slave-owners or the pioneers of the frontier” (14)

into the 20th Century “the scope, the intensity and the ideological underpinnings of racial hegemony changed dramatically”

both crude economic reductionism and racial prejudice inadequate

Chapter Three – Imperial Renewal

“the cult of commerce was the foundation of Britain’s identity and her pre-eminence in the contemporary world” (37)
symbiosis – mercantile interests protected by navy, paid for by taxation

radical change in industrial revolution period – British ruling class reinvented itself – more patriotic, serving the nation, incorporating elements of meritocracy

“threats from below were always dissonant and unsustained”

“An essentially pre-modern political culture, antipathic to industrial revolution and technological advance, is the price Britain has had to pay for having been the first global power of the capitalist age. Later comers had to undergo far more disruptive and violent political metamorphoses but in the process emerged far more adapted to global competition”

· overseas markets central to Britain’s industrial revolution

· “imperial expansion, if not driven by manufacturing interests, was closely linked to the changes taking place in British economy as a result of the advance of British manufacturing” (41-2)

temporary military govt. was replaced by an autocratic Crown Colony in 1815 – landed gentry in charge

desire for colonies: 1) strategy, 2) commercial interest 3) prestige 4) evangelic civilizing mission

free trade an important idea – even to the extent of questioning the validity of colonialism

· but a colony was a more reliable market than a foreign govt.

· emigration was important 2) British Settlers needed to build markets 2) ‘drain’ Britain of redundant

but most settlers wanted to go to the U.S.

still, the settler populations grew – a need to develop self-government, more from autocracy

· Earlier British governors retained Dutch systems – but British capitalism challenged patrimonial systems

· instead a cosmopolitan elite, trading across national boundaries, with informal protection of British navy – later becoming more nationalist/dependent on colonial state

“The Dutch elite of Cape Town quickly developed a sense of class solidarity with British officials” (50-1) related by common interests, credit networks

· Wine was the more important export in the 1810-20s – labour provided by slaves; a slowly growing population – mainly through imports

· but the colony “was increasingly answerable to humanitarian sentiment at home” (53)

18th Century attitudes towards governance persisted; class-based paternalism
Calendon ‘Hottentot proclamation’ 1809 – all Khoi had to register, could be detained is they were found without passes; extended the state’s powers of patronage and made local official more powerful

· Some attempts to change the law were made, under pressure from humanitarians and missionaries

· but Khoi testimonies often not accepted. It was “assumed that Khoi, as an inferior order of humanity, enjoyed an inferior order of natural rights, and in consequence had an obligation to render service to the colonists” (55)

law served “to entrench and stabiles the authority of masters and the proletarian status of Khoi” – “oppression became more institutionalized” (56)

British argued for a more efficient landholding system, curtailed torture against slaves, partly in fear of a Haiti like rebellion

· Restrictions on the numbers of hours slaves could work in a day, marriages theoretically allowed, possibly an attempt to pre-empt more thorough reforms

· Lord Somerset (the governor) attempted to “legitimise the slave regime through paternalism and amelioration”

· In 1825 tariff protection of wine reduced

· wine industry depressed, insolvencies, collapse of land value
a new order “very different from the old autocracy, and built on fundamentally new foundations was formed “ (60)

· more British emigration encouraged – in between 1815-40

· not significant in terms of culture/institutions but they did bring the ‘spirit of capitalism’, access to merchant capital

· these new settlers saw huge potential – limitless social mobility

· many of these were Methodists, Methodism a working-class political organisation OR safe channel for otherwise dangerous dissent

“The morally redeeming quality of regular and disciplined labour was at the heart of the Methodist message, and gave it its utility to employer” (66)

this new mercantile groups was energetic & ambitious – determined to “exploit imperial military muscle to their own profit and enrichment” (68)

attempts were made to restrict settler/African trade European channels 

Chapter Four – Liberal Reform and the humanitarian movement
· Evangelical humanitarian movement principles

· “external observance of religious rites was of no consequence without inner conviction. Salvation only occurred through personal contact with Gold; and the process of conversion, of rebirth, was spontaneous, rather than intellectually premeditated” (75)

· it “stressed spiritual experience over doctrinal knowledge” (75)
less hierarchical, patrimonial than Anglicans, no Calvinist predestination

Enlightenment ideas become significant

“the ascendancy within the Anglican church of Arminianism, the belief in free will and personal responsibility, was combined with a belief in man’s capacity to transform the world. It was in this nexus that evangelicalism took on the trappings of humanitarianism” (76)

free markets/evangelicalism inexorably linked

· “While these values and institutions were grounded on the belief that individual self-interest was the optimal spur to productive labour, they also involved new regimes of social control, surveillance and regimentation” (77)

· individuals & societies can be open to change – a “thorough cultural reconstruction of the lower classes” (77) was required

humanitarianism opposed to utilitarianism – Benthamites wanted tougher more results based strategies

reformers saw slavery as an impediment towards both moral and material progress (adapted 78)

“the 19th century empire of free trade…was predicated on maximum expansion of demand in colonial economies. For the humanitarians, free markets and free contracts freely entered into by free people were preconditions for the attainment of Christian civilization in both its secular and spiritual dimensions” (78)

“in 1808 Britain abolished the slave trade, not because the trade had become economic…but because…it legitimised Britain’s evolving ruling order” (79)

Orientalist defintion by opposite – “dominant classes sought to legitimate and validate a new capitalist domestic class by contrasting an idealised version of it with the horrors of exploitation abroad” (79)

The very act of proselytisation was a challenge to Boer claims to exclusive access to God’s word” (84) – teaching Khoi to read & write seen as subversive

For 2nd, more sensitive generation of missionaries “conversion ultimately implied acculturation to bourgeois norms” (89) knowing that the evangelical project was deeply threatened by the land and labour hunger of the colonists”

John Philip – Africans not naturally inferior to Europeans - Until Culloden – Scotland tribal/warlike, but now sophisticated agriculturally/intellectually

Enlightenment view – unilinear development of society, with European civilisation the ultimate expression of it – spawned scientific racism, as well as more moderate attitudes

Philip used connections in London to publicise Boer atrocities

· Somerset replaced by Sir Richard Bourke – oversaw many radical reforms

· stripping away of taxes, improvements in land ownership, legal reforms

· Afrikaner notables ‘ejected as the essential pillar of support in the colonial regime”

Bourke passed Ordinance 50in 1828 – a wide ranging removal of restrictive Khoi laws – not just economic

[see footnote 110 for comments of Cobbing et al]

Afrikaners embittered – the seeds sown for ‘the great trek’

British anti-slavery attitudes hardened

· Afrikaners “not unconditionally in favour of slavery as an institution” (111) – not always regarded as profitable, essential.

· clashes with British colonists “not so much about slavery per se, but about the impotence felt by Afrikaner colonists at their loss of influence” (112) – a “suprising degree of common ground”

· compensation for slave owners became the key issue – needed metropolitan funds

· mercantile bourgeoisie benefited from compensation just as much as slave owners – an increase in liquidity and imports

Khoi – “without land, their newly won legal equality did not seen of great consequence” (117)

Greater mission education of Khoi, under read

1834 – a new vagrancy law – reintroducing passes – the Khoi themeselves protesting

“The contradictions at the heart of the humanitarian cause itself were soon revealed once slavery had been formally abolished” (122)

unfettered freedom or appreticeship/surveillance?

Indenture revealed “the adversarial bureaucratisation of government and law, and the increasingly authoritarian utilitarian reformism of the imperial state (122)

More authoritarian methods needed when emancipation became problematic

1838 law – repealed Ordinance 50 – gave powers to emplorers

“the legal underpinnings of a racial order did not require that the law be couched in overtly racial terms” (126)

humanitarians – structural reform to make society more amenable to imperial captialism

“the humanitarians played a major role in opening up the Cape for enterprise and accumulation” (127)

irony – once economy had developed racial hegemony more rigid

missionaries became more narrowly interested in religious matters

“In the end, liberal humanitarianism turned out to be shallow, tawdry, deceptive thing” (127)
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