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The Hurutshe. the Difaaane and the Formation of the Transvaal 

Considerable attention 

~. 
1820 - 1875 

recently has 

A. Manson 

been given to an 

examination of the ways in which certain central historical myths 

have pervaded political thought and policy in South Africa's recent 

history. The first myth was created by early traveller, Missionary 

and official accounts of South Africa's "empty land" whose void 

European settlers and Imperia.l interests therefore were at liberty 

to fill. The second myth concerns the notion that African 

communities existed in identifiable "tribes" grouped in defined 

regions of South Africa - a conceit which provided ideological 

sustenance for the policy of "separate development" of Africans 

conveniently divided into presumed ethnically distinct 

homelands. 1 The readiness of historians uncritically to to imbibe 

and embroider such interpretations 2 imbued them with a 

"professional" stamp of approval, thus firmly embedding the fiction 

of the European right to the land in South Africa's political 

mythology. 

At the core of this myth is the difagane. usually considered a 

period of catacylsmic, African-engendered displacement 
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depopulation of Natal and vast areas of the central and western 

highveld. It has been upon this event therefore that the most 

valuable 

focussed. 3 

critiques of 

The boldest 

the white 

intervention 

legitimacy theory have 

has been that of Cobbing, 

who has switched the focus from a view which places the disruptive 

influence of the Zulu kingdom under Shaka as the cause of the 

difaqane to one which points to the overwhelming impact of white 

penetration upon African societies from the early nineteenth 

century. Cobbing's insertion of the role of white agency adds a 

powerful causative factor for the violence and social upheavals 

that spread across the region in the 1820s and 1830s. 4 Yet 

important reservations have been raised regarding Cobbing's work, 

both at the conceptual level where his analysis is seen as 

exaggeratedly Eurocentric, and at an empirical level. Perhaps the 

most disturbing implication of cobbing's work is that it permits an 

interpretation of an omnipotent European power, driven by imperial 

and capitall.stic forces, which carved out at will new states upon 

South Africa's highveld, thus determ.ining the geophysical structure 

of the modern South African state. This is in contrast to earlier 

"Africanist" historians of the 1970s and early 1980s whose writings 

accentuated the inability of these states to impose their ambitions 

on weakly submissive African societies. 5 

The intention of this paper is to revisit the world of African 

political action and choices by focussing on a Tswana-speaking 

community in the middle decades of the nineteenth century in the 

Western Transvaal, an area hitherto neglected in the 

I 
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historiography, and in so doing to make a contribution to the 

difagane debate. Speci£ically this article highlights the pitfalls 

in seeing a deterministic imperial ideology initiating and 

motivating all subsequent political and economic activity and 

interrelationships. This account examines the accuracy of the 

logical outcome of Cobbing's theory, showing that black/white 

relationships were not reducible to the simple pattern of (white) 

capitalist forces dominating (black) precapitalist societies. 

Moreover the greater availability and, generally, reliability of 

sources for the post-difagane period eases considerably the 

di£ficulty faced by analysts of earlier periods of the "weighing of 

evidence only procurable through prejudiced channels". 6 A 

precise examination of such a relationship throws into relief the 

shadowy pattern of earlier events, casting doubt upon the capacity 
*'c.~ 

of imperialist and capitalist interests to drive numerous'\. groups 

from their sites of occupation. 

In the early nineteenth century the Hurutshe occupied land near the 

Madi.kwe (Marica) river on the western highveld. This had been an 

area long settled by this community, which by the end of the 

eighteenth century had capitalised upon the opportunities presented 

by European settlement and trading activities emanating from the 

cape and from Delagoa Bay, to establish a strong trade-based 

confederacy in the region. 7 The late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century heralded a period of discord and conflict 

between the Tswana trading chiefdoms for the control of trade 8 

which might have sapped the strength of these communities and 
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rendered them vulnerable to the first interlopers displaced by the 

difaqane. This raises the possibility that the social cohesion of 

the Hurutshe may have been undermined by these trade imperatives, 

which opened up new economic activities and enterpreneurial 

opportunities which in turn challenged the ruling elites. Yet 

trade did not simply materialise among the Tswana as an unknown 

entity. It was well entrenched among them prior to the 

mid-eighteenth century, and•••=- the impact of trade demands on 

societies organised for exchange therefore would not have been 

that profound, though the scale of trade may have been expanded 

considerably due to European demands. It is worth noting that the 

continuous raiding and warfare from about 1770 constituted a 

"proto-difaqane" that owned nothing to direct European 

penetration. Conrad Buys, the first frontier brigand to reach the 

Hurutshe arrived in 1815 to find them locked with the Malete in the 

east. 9 

The Hurutshe abandoned their capital at Kaditshwene in 1821 

following raids by the Phuting and Patsa-Fokeng during which their 

chief Diutwileng was killed. They then divided into :five 

identifiable sections. The largest, under Mokgatlhe and Moiloa, 

brother and nephew of Diutwileng respectively, moved to Mosega, 

about forty kilometers to the south-west from Kaditshwene. They 

fell under Ndebele control from about 1826 onwards but, as 

Mzilikazi shifted his polity further westward in 1831, this group 

grew increasingly uneasy as the Ndebele began to stamp their 

control over Tswana communities living west of the Madikwe 
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region. In 1832 a significant portion therefore took pre-emptive 

action and fled Mosega. After a peripatetic interlude, during 

which they almost decided to link up with missionaries of the Paris 

Evangelical Missionary Society, Mokgatlhe and Moiloa's band settled 

at Modimong on the Harts river. From the mid-1830s they 

transferred their allegiance to the Tlhaping under Mahura who were 

building a loose confederacy from their base downstream of the 

Vaal/Harts confluence. 10 

In 1837 a Hurutshe force under Moiloa assisted the Trekkers in an 

attack on the Ndebele, and on the basis of their assumed accord 

Potgieter, the Trekker leader, promised Moiloa land in the 

territory now vacated by the Ndebele, provided the Hurutshe 

remained "loyal and obedient 11•
11 However, this section remained 

at Modimong until 1848. The reason for this delay in moving lay 

firstly in the general political uncertainties of the period which 

' producs! a contest for ascendancy among the Griquas, the Trekkers, 

the missionaries and certain Tswana chiefdoms and secondly in a 

struggle for control between Moiloa and the sons of his uncle 

Mokgatlhe. 12 

The other groups were numerically fewer and consisted of a party of 

refugees with the Rolong, a group who rema.ined at Borutwe and 

became subjects of the Ndebele state; the faction which remained at 

Mosega after 1831 and were also incorporated by the Ndebele and 

finally a corps comprising some individuals who sought labour on 

white-owned farms in the Cape. 13 
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In 1848 three factors convinced the largest Hurutshe component at 

Modimong to move back to their former homeland in the Marico 

district. Firstly the struggle for leadership resolved itself as 

Moiloa slowly established his authority over the community; 

secondly Tlhaping hegemony reached an unacceptably demanding 

level; and thirdly missionaries of the London Missionary Society, 

(LMS) with whom Moiloa had been in close contact, had prepared the 

path for remigration by establishing a station in the Marico 

District in 1847.1 4 

This move implied legal recognition and acceptance by the authority 

of the colony of the Trekkers based around their centres at 

Potchefstroom and Magaliesberg who now, on the basis of having 

dislodged the Ndebele from the highveld, claimed all of Mzilikazi's 

former territory as their own. The first Trekkers into the Marico 

district arrived almost simultaneously as the Hurutshe, taking up 

farms along the Marico river as a reward for their participation in 

the battle of Boomplaats in 1848. 15 

Within a few months the first Trekkers had located themselves at 

Mosega and according to the LMS Missionary, Edwards, by September 

1849 were "determined to occupy every available fountain and [were) 

resolved upon ma.king chiefs and their people bow to their own 

rule". 16 

The Trekkers in the next few years attempted to translate their 

formal hegemony into a systematic and efficient system of control 
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and exaction, the execution of which led to frequent and random 

acts of violence. Hurutshe children were captured and turned into 

"inboekselings" under the notorious "apprenticeship" system that 

prevailed in the Transvaal. 17 Another source of conflict lay in 

the labour tax, which enabled state officials to demand labourers 

from chiefs. By law such labour could only be requisitioned for a 

period of up to fourteen days, but some Hurutshe remained in 

employment for at least a year . 18 Direct tribute in cattle or 

maize was periodically seized from the Hurutshe. A source of 

frustration to the Trekkers was the fact that they could not take 

possession of the excellent fountains sustaining the Hurutshe at 

their chief town, Dinokana. Had the advantages of this site been 

known to them they would almost certainly have directed the 

Hurutshe to a different location; once known to them it only 

quickened their cupidity to seize Hurutshe territory. 

To worsen matters the Marica trekkers regarded the Hurutshe not 

only as tributaries but also as "allies" and demanded from them 

periodic spells of military duties. In 1852 for example a 

contingent of Moiloa's and Mangope's Hurutshe followers was forced 

to participate in a Boer Commando against the Kwena Chief Setshele, 

living beyond the authority of the Transvaal. 19 The Hurutshe 

were also obliged to play the role of henchmen to the Trekkers. 

Negotiations between Tswana chiefs and Boer officials took place at 

Moiloa's town and the Hurutshe had to provide information about 

cattle thefts and the murder murder of local Boers in the Marico. 

The Marica veldkornets visited Dinokana to gauge the mood of the 
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African population in the district, reporting their impressions 

after each visit. 20 

Consequently the early 1850s was an extremely torrid period for the 

Hurutshe. Not only did they feel the full brunt of Trekker 

exactions but, after their participation in the 1852 Commando, the 

Hurutshe were considered _by the independent Tswana communities to 

be traitors. Moiloa was forced to abandon Dinokana for several 

months and had to placate Setshele by sending him slaughter 

oxen. 21 Productive activities were severely disrupted, 

especially between 1849 and 1854. Furthermore the Hurutshe lost 

the protection and services of the LMS missionaries when the 

Society was driven out of the Transvaal in 1852 for objecting to 

the raid on Setshele and the simultaneous looting of the residence 

of David Livingstone, LMS missionary to the Kwena. 22 Such 

circumstances led Moiloa to the disconsolate observation in late 

185 2 that he was no more than "a Dog of the Boers". 23 

Thus far the history of the Hurutshe in these early years under 

white rule wo\tld tend to reinforce the idea of a powerful white 

society transplanting on the highveld an economic and political 

system which had been developed in the Cape. Cobbing's view would 

appear to stand up to examination. Not long was to pass however 

before the Hurutshe began to loosen themselves from Boer 

domination. The main reason for this lies in the determlnation of 

Tswana groups east of the Hurutshe to resist Trekker incursions and 

attacks. After the 1852 raid on Setshele's people, the Kwena and 



- 9 -

the Rolong (who had also been victims of the Commando) sought to 

redeem the loss of their cattle and children, including Setshele's 

son. Cattle were raided from Boer farms between 1852 and 1853 and 

three Boers were killed in minor skirmishes. The result was that 

the Marico farms were abandoned and the Boers went into laaqer 

before finally leaving for Potchefstroom and Magaliesberg in 

January 1853. 24 In the winter of 1853 P. Scholtz, Commandant in 

the Marico (though resident in Licbtenburg) entertained the 

possibility of a Boer retreat from the district, an event which 

would have been analogous to the collapse of other frontiers of 

Trekker occupation in the Transvaal at Ohrigstad and Schoemans~al. 

The Trekkers returned in late 1854 though instability continued as 

a result of the murder of several Boers in the region. Though 

initially disruptive the effect of this development was to draw the 

Hurutshe into a closer though ultimately ambiguous relationship 

with the Marico Trekkers and the Transvaal state. The obvious 

inability on the part of the SAR to exert hegemony over the Tswana 

to their west and the importance of maintaining the crucial 

"Hunter's Road" open forced the Trekkers into an even closer 

relationship of dependence on African allies in the western 

Transvaal. 

valuable. 

Of these the Burutshe came to be considered the most 

This mutually dependent relationship resembles that 

which developed elsewhere in the Transvaal between factions within 

African societies and Trekker communities. 25 This development 

was accompanied by a transition in local Boer politics from the 

dominance of a quasi-official policy (represented by Pretorius, 

Scholtz and Kruger - none of them Marico residents), which had 
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long-cherished the idea of subjugating the Tswana on the Republic's 

western frontier, to a more pragmatic and locally supported policy 

of accommodation with African chiefdoms living within and beyond 

the Marica district. 26 The reason for this change lay in the 

inability of the Transvaalers to effect either political or 

economic hegemony on their western border. 

This shift in attitude was manifested in the changed tone of 

correspondence between the Transvaal state officials and the 

Hurutshe Chief Moiloa. Orders changed to "requests" - to pass on 

messages to Setshele, or to ascertain the aims and activities of 

the independent Tswana communities. When the Boers abandoned their 

farms in 1853 and in l.865 (following a second scare of a Kwena-led 

incursion) it was to Moiloa that they turned for the protection of 

their properties. 27 

Accompanying this recognition of Tswana power, and the concomitant 

need to strengthen ties with the Hurutshe, was the realisation that 

labour could only be acquired from within the Transvaal. For the 

Ma.rice trekkers this meant that the Hurutshe were their largest 

procurable supply of labour. However their proximity to the border 

provided the Hurutshe with an opportunity not presented to Africans 

in most other districts of the Transvaal, that of removing 

themselves from the jurisdiction of the South African Republic 

(SAR). This fact had been starkly underscored in late 1852 when 

the Hurutshe under Mangope, resident at Borutwe, decided to flee 

the Transvaal. They resented having been included in the Boer 
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commando of 1852, 28 and later that year Mangope's son, Kontle, 

fled to Setshele. The Boers then instructed Mangope to order his 

son back, together with his regiment, a command the chief could not 

obey. In 1856 more ill-feeling was created by the suspicion that 

Mangope's subjects had been responsible for the murder of a Boer at 

S wartruggens. 29 Persistent demands for labour however eventually 

forced Mangope to lead the rest of his community out of the 

Transvaal in 1858. This action incensed the Trekkers, who, 

according to one tradition, seized one of Setshele's wives as 

hostage for the return of the Hurutshe. 30 This strategy failed 

and a few months later Viljoen attempted to negotiate Mangope's 

repatriation. This too yielded no positive results. 

This optional "escape route" for the Hurutshe, and the attendant 

opportunity for the Kwena and Ngwaketse to augment their 

followings, helped to place a limit on the coercive capacity of the 

state. Moil.ea used the threat of migration on two occasions in the 

1860s, once when the Marico Trekkers wished to displace him from 

Dinokana 31 and once when the veldcornet interfered in a case 

between him and one of his subjects. 3 2 This strategy, it should 

finally be noted, conforms with the phenomenon of the "protest 

migration" resorted to by A.fricans in Central and West A.frica 

seeking a more tolerable form of local or colonial control. 33 

The growing dependence of the Transvaal state upon the Hurutshe in 

maintaining relative stability on the western frontier in turn 
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allowed the Hurutshe to counter Trekker demands and to make certain 

of their own claims upon their rulers, thus mitigating further the 

harshness of white overrule. Two incidents reveal this quite 

clearly. The first, alluded to already, occured in 1864 when the 

Karico trekkers sought to remove Moiloa from Dinokana so they could 

occupy the site as a centre in the Marico district. Moiloa 

threatened to cross over the border and refused to pay any taxes in 

1865. 34 Fortunately for Moiloa's Hurutshe the scheme coincided 

with rumours of another impending Kwena raid, and Moiloa took the 

opportunity to inform Setshele that he wished "to be 

[i.e. Setshele's] instead of belonging to the 

sentiment which Setshele was happy to convey 

one of yours 

outch 11,
35 a 

to the SAR 

authorities. Faced with this response the Executive Council in 

Pretoria rejected the plan and pursued an alternative idea to site 

the town on the farm of a local Boer, Casper Coetzee. 36 

The second originated in a demand made by the veldkornet in June 

1864 for another 100 labourers from the Hurutshe. Moiloa wrote to 

President Pretorius expressing his unhappiness at having to provide 

men, pointing out that many Boer immigrants had arrived in the 

Marico since the agreement made to provide annual tribute in 

labour. Early in 1865 the case was discussed by the Executive 

Council and it was decided that the compulsory labour system would 

be abolished and replaced with a direct tax of two shillings on 

those Hurutshe not in labour with whites and one shilling for those 

already working. Moil.ea would collect this tax for which he would 

be paid £25 p.a. 37 'l'his decision provides a good example of the 
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way in which the "forms of exaction and adm.inistration (in the SAR] 

were shaped as much and probably more by local exigencies and 
lf 

possibilities as they were by state policy." By relinquishing its 

capacity to extract labour from the Hurutshe the Transvaal state 

allowed them a greater degree of control over their own productive 

activities. The massive effort required by colonial governments 

and capitalist farmers and mine owners in South Africa to close 

down these activities suggest just how difficult it was to gain 

control over rural producers. To conclude this point, though the 

Hurutshe were subjects of the SAR their subordination to white 

interests in many respects was formal rather than real. 28 J: The 

ability of the Hurutshe to reshape their political identity was due 

not only to their value as dependable allies of the Republic 

alongside an unstable border, but also to the disunited and 

sectarian nature of Tre.kker society. 

on the Marica frontier were twofold. 

The sources of factionalism 

Firstly a "Hunter's faction" 

led by the indomitable Jan Viljoen and comprised increasingly of 

English Hunters such as Selous, Westbeech and George "Elephant" 

pursued interests at variance with the farming Phillips, 3 9 

community. The route to the trans-Limpopo hunting grounds, 

pioneered by the Marica hunters, depended on access through the 

territory of the Kwena and Ngwato. 40 Peaceful relations with 

these communities were therefore esse.ntial and bellicose act.ions or 

sentiments by local farmers or officials were regarded as 

potentially damaging to the ivory trade and were usually followed 

by recriminations against those responsible and the immediate 

repudiation of such expressions by the leaders of the "Hunter's 
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faction". 41 Such divisions oblige one to question how 

intergrated and coherent capitalist interests were and how the 

capatilist system managed so spectularly to, in Cobbin g's words, to 

"[break) down and explodJ' 42 African states in the period shortly 

before. 43 

The second source of division lay in political and religious 

differences within the Transvaal. Conflict arose when Pretorius' 

attempts to unify the SAR and the Orange Free State was challenged 

in the Transvaal by those who feared his machinations might promote 

British intervention in the affairs of both Republics. In this 

"Civil War" of 1863-1864 the Marico was a district that lent its 

support mainly to the "revolutionary" government, headed by 

Stephanus Schoeman under Pretorius' direction. This division 

coincided with a schism between the fundamentalist Gereformeerde 

Church and the parent Dutch Reformed Church (NGK). Headed by 

Viljoen a party of Marico trekkers (named the Volkslaer or "army of 

the people) attacked Kruger's opposition force at Potchefstroom in 

January 1864. The importance of the Hurutshe was underscored yet 

again when rival Boer groups rode into Dinokana to "mislead .the 

Ka.firs to attack and rob their opponents". 44 Furthermore during 

the strife several Boers and their farm workers sought protection 

in Dinokana leading to a shortage of food and an escalation of 

prices in the town. Religious disagreements lingered on in the 

Marico long after political differences had been overcome; in 1868 

Viljoen assaulted and imprisoned clerics of the Gereformeede Church 

when they attempted to establish a branch in Zeerust. 45 
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Trekker factionalism in the Marico was nowhere more apparent than 

in competition for public office. This in turn provided a means of 

land accumulation, the SAR frequently being forced to reward 

officials in land grants rather than salaries. 46 Acrimonious 

exchanges, petitions, counter petitions and wild allegations fill 

the Zeerust records, especially in the 1870s when no less than five 

landdrosts were appointed between 1873 and 1876. As a result no 

taxes were collected from the Hurutshe between 1874 and 1876. 47 

The inability of the SAR to implant a durable state on the highveld 

was recognised all too well by the Tswana chiefdoms to the west of 

the Hurutshe. In 1868 brazen attempts by the SAR to put forward 

claims to the Tati Gold fields were rejected out of hand by the 

Ngwato regent 

their land were 

Macheng. Two years later attempts to beacon off 

resisted by the Ngwaketse, and later, at a meeting 

of Rolong and Ngwaketse chiefs with President Pretorius, the 

territorial integrity of the Tswana bordering the SAR was 

affirmed. In 1875 Khama of the Ngwato refused Boer hunters passage 

through his territory. 4 8 The determination of their independent 

Tswana neighbours to the west to keep the Boers at bay in turn 

strengthened the Hurutshe in their relationships with the SAR. 

As the Hurutshe found political openings to reduce the level of 

exploitation by the Boers, so they were able to build and expand 

their economy. The extent and diversity of Hurutshe economic 

activity between 1860 an 1875 is fully recorded by the missionaries 

of the Hermannsburg Missionary Society (HMS)~ho arrived in 1859 and 
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by visitors to Dinokana. Productive growth was founded on 

irrigation, the introduction of new crops and an increase in cattle 

holdings. When the HMS missionaries arrived one reported that the 

Hurutshe "already know how to use waterducts; they are engaged in 

fairly extensive agriculture". 4 9 Four years later, after 

visiting Dinokana, Behrens, the superintendent of the HMS reported 

approvingly of conditions in the town: 

The Bahurutshe... have so much corn as they 
haven't had for years. Here in the town of 
our Moiloa there are five wagons and about 
200 oxen. You can easily imagine how much 
work can be done with them. In addition, 
chiefs, deputies and all who own oxen use the 
plough and sow wheat, like the farmers 
(Boers). Hunti.ng provides one of the main 
branches of food. They hunt in great numbers 
and shoot... wild animals and ostriches, and 
bring back on their pack oxen - meat, skins 
and feathers. The skins are cured and 
various items are made of them, for their own 
use as well as for sale. The feathers are 
sold to dealers... Hunting is made a lot 
easier by guns of which there are many among 
these people. Here in Moiloa's stadt are 
several thougsnd guns, a man without a gun is 
a poor man". 

By l.868 citrus fruits and wheat were being extensively cultivated. 

In 1875, the year of Moiloa's death the Czech naturalist Emil Holub 

wrote that the: 

"Bahurutshe in Dinokana gathered in as much 
as 800 sacks of wheat, each containing 
200lbs, and every year a wider area of land 
is being brought under cultivation. Besides 
wheat they grow maize, sorghum, melons and 
tobacco, selling what they do not require for 
their own consumption in the markets of the 
Transvaal and the diamond fields... they have 
become the most thriving ~~riculturists of 
all the Transvaal Bechuana~"· 



- l.7 -

This view was confirmed by the hunter Parker Gilmore who noted in 

the mid-l.870s that there was "a great deal of cultivation in this 

neighbourhood, Indian corn and kafir corn growing for miles along 

the approach to this town 11
•
52 During Moiloa's reign Dinokana 

became an important trade centre. Many Boers, acting as middlemen 

for agencies in the small Transvaal towns, came to Dinokana to 

purchase hides, livestock or ostrich feathers. Roger Price, the 

LMS missionary with the Ngwato at Shoshong, twice visited Dinokana 

to obtain supplies in the early l.860s. 53 The rapid switch to 

commercial agriculture sets Moiloa's Hurutshe apart from several of 

the Tswana communities to their south and west, such as the Tlharo 

and Rolong near the Langeberg mountain range, whose economy 

"continued to be based on pastoralism and hunting right through the 

nineteenth century". 54 

conclusion 

Cobbing is correct to point out that the making of the highveld 

states and kingdoms cannot simply be attributed to on-going 

currents of the difagane. The character and very existence of the 

Sotho and Swazi Kingdoms for example owes much to Anglo-Boer 

relations 

1840S. 55 

and economic struggles in South Africa from the 

However a proper perspective needs to be maintained on 

the African role in shaping the highveldf's demography, especially 

in the preceeding decades. It was the Ndebele who were responsible 

for propelling the large Hurutshe faction from Mosega, for 

stripping them of most of their cattle and for forcing them into an 
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ambulatory existence along the Harts river. 56 Even after their 

return to the Marica the Hurutshe lived in dread of Mzilikazi's 

possible return to the region, a prospect suggested by continued 

attempts by the Ndebele to control events among the Ngwato. In 

fact the willingness of the Boers to ally with Sekhomo of the 

Ngwato against Mzilikazi in 1847 probably influenced Moiloa's 

decision to return to the Marica in 1848. 57 The Ndebele pre~ence 

on the western highveld may have been ambiguous, imposing peace and 

stability upon a region accustomed to endemic raiding and violence, 

but the benevolence of Mzilikazi's rule should not nevertheless be 

exaggerated in an attempt to understate black agency. 58 

By contrast though initially the Transvaal Boers appeared unlikely 

abettors of Hurutshe reconstruction and regeneration, ultimately 

they provided the conditions that allowed the Hurutshe to remake 

their identity between 1848 and 1875. Politically the community 

was welded together by Moiloa to reach a level of political 

cohesion that by 1870 matched the unity of the early nineteenth 

century chiefdom. 59 Access to land in the reserve, on white 

neighbouring farms and to cattle posts in Ngwaketse territory 

provided the basis for economic security. The commercial 

activities of itinerant traders and local trekkers provided the 

dynamic impetus for economic expansion. At a social level Moiloa 

was able to rebuild the essential props of traditional society that 

had broken down during the difagane. 60 
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These developments arose not only out of the contest between two 

societies arriving in the western Transvaal at an almost identical 

period. By presenting themselves as "allies" a small and 

relatively weak community like the Hurutshe was able to exploit 

divisions within the Boers and to re-negotiate terms with the 

Transvaal state. 

a con sentient 

This confutes the impression given by Cobbing of 

white society determining its locality and 

relationship with African groups on the South African highveld. If 

the Trekkers, as representatives of at least a "quasi-capitalist" 

society, struggled to establish these relations of production when 

settled on the. high veld how tenable is Cobbin g's claim that the 

early forerunners of this system, the colonial agents and frontier 

traders and raiders, could have been largely responsible for the 

upheavals and depopulation associated with the difagane? If, on 

surer emperical ground, we are forced to reassess the destructive 

impact of white penetration, historians must continue to take 

seriously the former Afrocentric explanation of a "self-generated 

revolution" among African societies in Southern Africa. However, 

it needs to be an explanation stripped of its fantasies and 

individualistic mythological elements and one which permits a role 

for white agency. 
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