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5 Sources of Conflict in
Southern Africa c. 1800-1830

The ‘Mfecane’ Reconsidered

ELIZABETH A. ELDREDGE

During the 1820s the entire region of southern Africa was affected directly or
indirectly by tremendous demographic upheaval and revolutionary social and
political change. The period was marked by massive migrations, sporadic raids and
battles, and frequent periods of privation and famine for many people in the region.
This ‘mfecane’ has been explained in many ways by historians, but never
adequately. The sociopolitical changes and associated demographic turmoil and
violence of the early nineteenth century in southern Africa were the result of a
complex interaction between factors governed by the physical environment and
local patterns of economic and political organisation.

Increasing inequalities within and between societies coupled with a series of
environmental crises at the beginning of the nineteenth century transformed
long-standing competition over natural resources and trade in south-eastern Africa
into violent struggles for dominance and survival. Trade at Delagoa Bay, involving
primarily the export of ivory, had allowed some Africans to accumulate wealth and
consolidate power, leading to political amalgamation at the expense of 'the weak.
Increasing political inequality between chiefdoms and increasing socioeconomic
inequality within societies made weaker people, with fewer entitlements to food,
more vulnerable to famine in times of drought-induced food scarcity. When the area
was struck by severe droughts and other ecological problems in the first two decades
of the nineteenth century, competition became keen over fertile, well-watered land.
Those who had already consolidated their power prevailed over weaker groups in the
open contests that emerged. The weak found themselves incorporated into the lower
echelons of stronger societies, either conquered involuntarily or submitting
voluntarily for the sake of survival. The stage was set for the emergence of various
strong leaders, some, like Shaka, who ruled with terror and others, like Moshoeshoe,
who won the voluntary devotion of their followers.

The resulting period of state formation, often involving initial stages of conquest
by force, was prolonged into two decades of violence because of the activities of
Europeans encroaching from both east and west. In the east, slave traders found a
new supply of ready victims in the area around Delagoa Bay and fostered continued
violence to meet their demands for slaves. Similarly, across the northern border of
the Cape colony, white frontiersmen supplied renegade Griqua and Kora with the

123



et Ak h & 4K LA AAASINLLAINT L,

>z

S
Rolong A\ e

¢ D::E&:m
._._g_wq_..m
Kuruman

Cape Colony

Graham's Town N

Kilometres

Cartographic Unit, Uriversity of Natal, Pletermaritzburg

Map 2. South-eastern Africa, c. 1830




SOURCES OF CONFLICT ¢.1800-1830 125

guns and ammunition they needed to raid neighbouring Africans for cattle and slaves
which they traded back to the farmers. With the massive migration of Dutch Boers
into the interior to escape British rule in the 1830s and 1840s, white intrusion became
overt and direct, and any African hope of political stability and peace was lost
forever.

This essay uses a multidimensional approach to analyse these processes and
events. There is no simple, monocausal explanation for these disruptions: neither
great leaders, nor environment and ecology, nor overpopulation, nor trade (including
the slave trade and raiding) alone set off the wars and migrations that plagued the
area through these decades. The wide range of the one-dimensional interpretations
which have been offered to date indicates the difficulties for historians posed by this
problematic period. Each historian has furthered our understanding of the causes of
these revolutionary disruptions, but all have provided only partial explanations for
the events of early nineteenth-century southern Africa. Here I offer a critique and
synthesis of earlier interpretations, and I reassess the controversial prominent role
given European slavers in the interpretation of the ‘mfecane’ recently proposed by
Julian Cobbing.' Recent syntheses, though useful, have failed to relate information
about the environment to the economy and to sociopolitical change. In addition,
most studies have focused on specific people, places or periods, whereas I attempt
to present a more comprehensive picture by looking at the entire region, both
east and west of the Drakensberg mountains, and by identifying changes over time in
the dynamics of sociopolitical change and the generation of competition and
conflict.

Determining the causes of the upheaval of the early nineteenth century is not
merely an academic exercise, as the political ramifications of interpreting it are
manifest in South Africa today. It has generally been assumed that the emergence of
the Zulu kingdom under Shaka was the key event responsible for the ensuing
devastation of southern African societies. It has been convenient for white South
African defenders of apartheid to blame the Zulu for the chaos and destruction,
because this interpretation falsely characterises Africans as inherently divisive and
militaristic and thereby justifies the imposition and continuation of white rule in
South Africa.

Rejection of the myth of Zulu culpability thus raises the question of why these
conflicts arose in the first place. Recent work by Cobbing on the so-called ‘mfecane’
has appropriately refocused attention on the more fundamental causes of conflict in
this period, especially in the role of slaving in the upheavals. Cobbing’s
reinterpretation is seriously flawed, however, by a distortion of chronology and
misreadings of the evidence. I first demonstrate that an extensive slave trade at
Delagoa Bay did not begin until after the regional conflicts broke out in 1817.
Slaving there could not have initiated this violence. In the second part of this essay

1. J. Cobbing, ‘“The Mfecane as Alibi: Thoughts on Dithakong and Mbolompo'’ Journal of African History,
29 (1988), 487-519.
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challenge Cobbing’s thesis that missionaries were engaging in systematic slave-
raiding and slave-trading on the north-eastern Cape frontier. However, I support
Cobbing’s contention that Griqua and Kora allies of the white frontier farmers were
themselves conducting an illicit slave trade and identify them, not Zulu or other
Nguni-speakers, as the main sources of violence in the region throughout the 1820s
and 1830s. In the third part I examine the conflicts of the 1810s and 1820s in terms of
their environmental and sociopolitical contexts. However, initially I outline the
economic and sociopolitical setting in which droughts resulted in famine and
consequent competition for arable land and labour among Africans east of the
Drakensberg. I then use the same approach to analyse disruptions among the Sotho-
and Tswana-speaking peoples west of the Drakensberg and to reinterpret the early
migrations and raids in light of the natural environment of the region.

‘The Delagoa Bay Slave Trade: A Reappraisal

So startling and compelling are Cobbing’s arguments that readers who have no
independent basis for judgement may wonder what to make of his evidence and
conclusions. Cobbing has attributed the violent disruptions of the early nineteenth
century to slave trades organised by Europeans, both at Delagoa Bay and on the
northern frontier of the Cape colony, and has taken historians to task for failing to
discuss this slave trade as the source of regional violence in this period.” However,
the sources regarding Delagoa Bay indicate that the slave trade there was heavy only
by 1824, several years affer the early migrations and wars of the ‘mfecane’. They
show no extensive slave-trading out of Delagoa Bay before 1823, while disruptions
associated with the regional violence of the period began in 1817.

Cobbing removes ultimate responsibility for the ensuing period of violence from
Shaka and the Zulu by correctly pointing out that the earliest conflicts involved the
Mithethwa, the Ngwane and the Ndwandwe prior to Shaka’s rise to power. He draws
on David Hedges’s work to pinpoint the attack of Zwide’s Ndwandwe on
Matiwane’s Ngwane in 1817 as ‘initiating the Mfecane’.’ The beginning of the
‘mfecane’ thus predated the emergence of the Zulu under Shaka, who were then still
subordinate to the Mthethwa; this battle also moves the locus of violence northwards
away from the site of the later Zulu state to the banks of the Mzinyathi River.
Ndwandwe attacks on Sobhuza’s Ngwane (later known as the Swazi) on the
Phongolo River date from this period as well and also occurred further north.*
Cobbing identifies slave-raiding as the cause of these early conflicts:

. Cobbing, “The Mfecane as Alibi’, 489.

. Cobbing, “The Mfecane as Alibi’, 503—4 ; cf. D.W. Hedges, ‘Trade and Politics in Southern
Mozambigue and Zululand in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries’, Ph.D. thesis, University
of London, 1978.

_ This information also appeared in Omer-Cooper and has been repeated by both Hedges and P. Bonner;
J.D. Omes-Cooper, The Zulu Aftermath: A Nineteenth-century Revolution in Bantu Africa, London,
1966, 29, 49, 86; Cobbing, “The Mfecane as Alibi’, 504, n.83.







