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    THE THREE WISE MONKEYS IN IMPERIAL AND COLONIAL SOUTHERN AFRICA


    The origins of the three wise monkeys, some speculate, lie in Hinduism, and the maxims surrounding them made their way into the wider world via the Silk Road. Confronted with the choice of going east or west, the monkeys went east, where, they believed, they were more likely to find succour than in the west. Their wisdom was readily adopted, perhaps adapted, by Confucius, making an early appearance in his Analects hundreds of years before the Christian era. In the 16th century, Buddhist monks, valuing their lessons, ferried them silently across the South China Sea to take up residence in Japan.


    By then seasoned travellers, the monkeys moved easily through the forest of ancient religions abounding on Honsh¯u Island. It was with Koshin, God of the Roads, a friend to Buddhist, Shinto and Taoist wanderers alike, that they felt most at home. Fittingly, they are honoured on a carved wooden panel at the Toshogu Shrine, at Nikko¯, in the region where they were widely respected.


    How, why or by whom the three were smuggled into the Anglophone world is unclear, but it took some time. Only in the 20th century did they put in an appearance in Western popular culture. An air of mystery clung to them and, perhaps incongruously, they were occasionally reported as having been seen in military arenas where notions of discipline and obedience are always de rigueur. By then, however, their wisdom may already have undergone a rather subtle cultural twist.


    In their earliest Eastern setting, the messages of the primates may have come across as a positive proactive injunction to those seeking to live the good life and cultivate a sense of tranquillity. Evil in its many forms existed; it was rooted in place, totem-like. Those in search of wisdom should be pre-emptive and do something to avoid it by averting their eyes, not listening to it or speaking of it. Evil was fixed, but intelligent people could navigate their way around it. By acknowledging its existence and acting, the potential for evil could be minimised.


    But something had been lost in translation by the time that Mizaru, Kikazaru and Iwazaru got to whisper to English speakers in their customary hushed tones. Wickedness still existed, as it did, always, everywhere, but it was no longer static; it was mobile and on the move towards people. And so, instead of being proactive and doing something, as back in the East, folk needed to sit tight and do nothing – see no evil, hear no evil and speak no evil. It was as if people were urged to recognise the presence of evil, and then promptly to deny its existence.


    The wisdom of the Three Wise Monkeys came to southern Africa via English, from the West, replete with a cultural coding that encouraged settler ideologies of denial, rootedness and silence when confronted by moral ambiguities. In a setting where colonialism and imperialism posed questions of profound ethical importance about issues of conquest, occupation and gross dispossession, the willingness to see no evil, hear no evil and speak no evil held some appeal. How those ancient directives – in both their old active and new passive form – helped shape the deeply entangled social history of 20th-century South Africa and Mozambique is the subject of these three volumes. Only by seeing, hearing and speaking honestly about the past can we hope to understand a troubled present.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION TO THE TRILOGY


    INTERSECTIONS OF CHURCH, NATION AND STATE: SOUTH AFRICA AND MOZAMBIQUE, CIRCA 1650–1970


    We must be strict with ourselves and lenient with our neighbours. For we know not their difficulties and what they overcome.
MK GANDHI


    … a union of government and religion tends to destroy government and to degrade religion. 
JUSTICE H BLACK, US Supreme Court, 1964 


    Historians, unlike scientists, do not preside over laboratories. Because their findings cannot readily be replicated, their results can be dismissed as being subjective and ideologically, or politically, tainted to a degree determined by the competence of the practitioner of what remains more of a craft than a science. Scientists tend to collaborate in research teams more readily than do historians, which adds to the rigour of the scientific method and militates against the easy dismissal of their findings. Historians are far more likely to pursue their craft individually, which often renders them more vulnerable to subjective criticisms.


    But that superficial description of the difference between the practitioners of science and the arts, or science and the social sciences, will not withstand too much interrogation. It eventually collapses beneath the weight of unstated similarities, including such elusive elements as creativity and the imagination, discipline and patience, or knowledge and wisdom. So, before we abandon the comparison entirely, let us pause briefly to slow down, if not stop, the implosion, albeit just enough to outline a few of the complexities that come with writing history.


    Historians, too, engage in ‘experiments’ using evidence, the authenticity of which can be verified independently. But because there is no single, universally accepted methodology governing historical research, historians can be loath to invite outsiders into the laboratories of the mind to witness their ‘experiments’ before they arrive at an assessment of the value of their always contested findings. Professional historians are reluctant to explain how they go about their work.


    What follows is an invitation into a historian’s ‘laboratory’, to catch a glimpse of how the experiment around the Three Wise Monkeys originated, and of the struggle to isolate the critical variables capable of achieving two objectives. First, to demonstrate that there are advantages to be gained by abandoning the customary use of the ‘nation-state’ as a primary unit of analysis, even when attempting to understand its development on its own terms. Second, that by placing two ‘nation-states’ side by side and exploring the explicit or implicit ways in which their institutions and structures competed with or complemented one another, it is possible to emerge with a heightened appreciation of how regional history helped shape some dynamics and structures of colonial rule.


    The historian’s laboratory


    First, an admission of guilt. The full list of charges is much longer than that which appears here; those cited relate almost exclusively to the Three Wise Monkeys.


    A historian is trapped within the four points of a quadrilateral from which escape is impossible. First, the author is, to a greater or lesser measure, confined to the existing historiography and the inherited explanations and interpretations of ‘the past’ that this offers. Second, chronicling the past can only be done from the vantage point of the present, which, consciously or unconsciously, invites the historian into seeing ‘real’, or ‘imagined’, links between the past, remote or proximate, and the present.1 Third, because historians cannot avoid linking the past to the present, they cannot – in the mind’s eye – avoid extrapolating and sneaking a glimpse, ‘true’ or ‘false’, at what they think the future might hold. Like the past, the present crowds in on the future. All three form part of a single continuum. Fourth, and we will return to this challenge directly below, the historian consciously or unconsciously sets his narrative within a real or imaginary spatial dimension that influences explanation.


    The situation may be dispiriting but is not hopeless. All historians are confined to the same quadrilateral, but within it they are seldom held communally, and a prison is not a cell, even if a prison is collectively constituted of its cells. Within the diminished space and seclusion of a cell, an inmate with a historical imagination can interrogate, manipulate and play with the fixity of the four points of the quadrilateral that define the limits of his or her experimental freedom. He or she is free to create an expanding or contracting universe capable of generating new questions that may inform different ways of seeing and, in so doing, help add to the expanding store of historical knowledge.


    Historians are at liberty to define the time span of their experiments as they see fit, hence the use of the prefixes ‘ancient’, ‘medieval’ or ‘modern’ history in publishers’ catalogues even before casting them within subdisciplines such as ‘political’, ‘economic’ or ‘social’ history and then, ultimately, delineating the specific topic that falls within the ambit of such boldly stated parameters. But, as Fernand Braudel reminded us, time itself is a complex concept and, if necessary, can be disaggregated into ‘a geographical time, a social time, and an individual time’.2


    Braudel’s greatest misgiving, if not scorn, about the way that time is deployed by most conventional historians, in what he terms ‘traditional history’, lies in their preference for tightly bracketed, chronologically restricted histories. For him, short-span studies tend to elevate the transitory, to lift ‘events’, which, in turn, encourage historians to indulge in narrative to the detriment of deeper understandings of what transpired. ‘The historian’, Braudel writes, ‘is naturally only too willing to act as theatrical producer. How could he be expected to renounce the drama of the short time span, and all the best tricks of a very old trade?’3 His stark warning is, for obvious reasons, of special importance for social historians, who have an understandable tendency to foreground human agency in events.


    One of the more trusted ways of guarding against the intrinsic appeal that events and narrative hold for authors and readers alike, Braudel suggests, is to slide out the interlocking compartments of the historian’s spyglass until they are fully extended, and then to take in the longer sweep of history: ‘[T]he way to study history is to view it as a long duration, as what I have called the longue durée.’ ‘It is not’, he cautions, ‘the only way, but it is one which by itself can pose all the great problems of social structures, past and present.’4 His willingness to concede that the longer view allows the historian to address the great problems of social structures, past and present, holds out the prospect of social historians’ being able to use the longue durée to situate events and narrative in a more accurate and persuasive context. In theory, it should be possible to reconcile long and shorter time spans in ways that ultimately deepen and enhance historical explanation.


    But if the longue durée helps historians situate when events and narratives that interest them unfold in a putatively causative, chronologically informed sequence, then it does not simultaneously address the question of where the determinative processes and structures were located. For Braudel, like Edward Said, history and geography are inextricably linked. Geography is not ‘an end in itself but a means to an end. It helps us to rediscover the slow unfolding of structural realities, to see things in the perspective of the very long term’.5 In this, Braudel’s thinking was akin to that of David Hume, who argued that notions of space and time should remain coupled when searching for persuasive explanations.6


    But this raises as many questions as answers for historians intent on testing the strength of the hinges of their cell doors. The cartographic representation of the space occupied by a continent or a country, for example, can vary over time according to the ‘changing constellations of power, knowledge and geography’ that influence patterns of cognition.7 The radical changes that places undergo over time for any number of reasons, ranging from the environmental to a myriad of interventions attributable to human agency, thus demand a spatial as well as a historical imagination from the analyst. For the dislocated and the disrupted, the exiled or the homecoming, the migrant or the visitor, time, space and liminality all combine to necessitate and inform ‘imaginative geographies’.8


    The contemporary chronicler is locked into time and space just as surely as was Marco Polo when he recorded his experiences on the Silk Road. And just as Polo had to engage the 13th-century world of kings and kingdoms, tribes and territories, warriors and women, while moving through space and time, so historians in the post-Napoleonic world must deal with presidents and parliaments, borders and bureaucrats, a few trappings of the modern ‘nation-state’. But what exactly is that?


    In its purest form, Eric Hobsbawm argues, the ‘nation’ precedes the ‘state’, the latter of which, by the 20th century, also necessitated ‘a totally independent, territorially and linguistically homogeneous, secular – and probably republican/parliamentary state – for each “people”’.9 For those championing the idea of the ‘nation-state’, he suggests it also has to be cast as being ‘progressive’, that is, ‘capable of developing a viable economy, technology, state organization and military force’.10


    But, since modern nationalism underwent its most significant ideological and political development between 1880 and 1914, and acquired additional momentum outside Europe as the Western imperial powers waned, there have been instances where the ‘state’ has preceded the ‘nation’.11 Thus, on the old imperial margins and elsewhere, where the terms ‘nation’ and ‘state’ are now often used interchangeably in the mistaken belief in the existence of the nation-state, the underlying problems are often exposed through programmes of ‘nation-building’. In truth, ‘nations’ can, and do, give rise to ‘states’, but in newly independent countries, erected over former arbitrarily defined colonial territories, ‘states’ are more frequently called upon to construct ‘nations’ than the other way round.


    In countries in the making, the eldritch voices of nationalists in pursuit of a nation-state or state-nation emanate from two swamps that grip the patterns of latter-day thinking about how space and time relate to the present. The first is how convenient it is to forget that the often-contrived borders of ersatz states were a parting gift from the imperialists. Braudel has a warning for historians and nationalists alike: ‘To draw a boundary around anything is to define, analyse, and reconstruct it … [to] select, indeed adopt, a philosophy of history.’12 Nationalists may be wise to speak no evil of the borders and maintain a discreet silence about the origins of their inheritance, but historians hoping to understand the social dynamics of a region need to be mindful of the hidden philosophy that comes from an uncritical acceptance of borders recently drawn, and how they shape and inform structures and processes that play out in real or imagined geographies.13


    Second, in old and new states alike, ‘the nation’, as Benedict Anderson reminded us, is ‘an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’, and is ‘conceived of as a deep, horizontal comradeship’. For such ‘limited imaginings’, he tells us, millions are ready ‘willingly to die’.14 The present is at least as dangerous for the historian as the past. Historians need to be deeply suspicious of the ‘nation-state’ and the ‘state-nation’; they are neither self-standing nor are their inner workings self-evident.


    These theoretical concerns and warnings are of some importance to those who, within the confines of their cells in the quadrilateral prison, wish to erect makeshift laboratories of the mind in which they can conduct historical experiments. The real test, however, comes when abstract notions are forced to address the evidential realities that make for a convincing epistemology. How far can these theoretical considerations be turned into a workable methodology, and can cultural, social history be spatialised in the manner after Edward Said?


    From abstraction to practice


    Rendering time and space tractable for the purposes of writing history calls for choices with political implications for the practitioner. Undefined, the longue durée is of variable length, and so defining it becomes the historian’s choice. So, too, with determining how time and space will be linked. ‘Africa’, that integrated, mythical entity that slides so easily off the tongues of some American tourists and nestles so tightly in the minds of nationalists intent on constructing an ideological entity, has a history that predates, and that will postdate, European imperialism.


    There is, however, a crude logic in commencing a historical study in the age of imperialism and confining it to southern, as opposed to South Africa. From the 16th to the 20th century, southern Africa, a land mass pressed between two oceans, with a reasonably mountainous and better-watered east coast, was a poorly defined zone for a few competing and expanding European powers. For centuries a mere geographical footnote on an intervening continent for those in search of the greater prizes that lay to the east or west, it was, at various moments, of but passing interest to British, Dutch, German and Portuguese imperialists.


    In southern Africa, the earliest imperial interventions along the east coast were by-products of explorations to discover a route to India and dated back to the 15th century. But it took two more centuries of trading in the Indian Ocean for the Cape of Storms – or ‘Cape of Good Hope’, if you are that way inclined – to be taken seriously as a potentially viable point for permanent European settlement. The extent, intensity and nature of rival European interventions, however, accelerated in the 19th century as the economic potential of the mineralised African interior was reassessed for possible realignment with the needs of the industrialising northern and western hemispheres. These fundamental settings of geography and history had enduring consequences for later developments in southern Africa that extended into the colonial era, and that will persist long into the post-colonial.


    The same realities, truths of the longue durée, account for how ‘different empires emerged, competed, and forged governing strategies, political ideas, and human affiliations’, before the emergence of accepted and formalised boundaries of colonies, let alone nation-states.15 Without an imperial perspective it is difficult to account for some of the features and historical dynamics that put the region on the path to modernity in the 20th century. How else is one to account for the ways in which, say, capital and labour were mobilised in southern Africa?


    In what eventually became ‘South Africa’, capital was drawn into the country via the European and Atlantic Ocean networks, from the northern and western hemispheres. By contrast, unskilled and semi-skilled manual labour came from the Indian Ocean and beyond, from the near northern and eastern hemispheres. Slaves and indentured workers of colour were dispatched to the Cape, Natal and Transvaal from Madagascar, Mozambique, India, Indonesia, Malaysia and China in their hundreds of thousands to augment relatively small and pricey domestic sources of labour, long before the settlers joined economic forces to become the ‘Union of South Africa’. The Union then manufactured its own black proletariat.


    When thus viewed by social historians, over the longue durée and through a wider-angled lens, a slightly different perspective of contemporary southern Africa emerges. It allows one to see the cultural complementarities and conflicts between ‘nations’ and ‘states’ in a deeper and more meaningful context. It renders the brutal, short 20th century in episodic fashion that allows for a fascinating reconciliation of the historical concerns of Braudel and Hobsbawm.


    For those examining regional dynamics, 20th-century southern Africa is best viewed not as a latticework of ‘nations’ and ‘states’ or free-standing, independent entities, as the finished products of an imperial history that has not yet passed. It is not the borders of ‘states’ that have failed, or are in the throes of failing, that should be taken too seriously but what happens across and between them, covertly and overtly. Southern Africa should be viewed, primarily, as a zone of transactional economic activity where interconnectedness and interdependence over the longue durée have given rise to asymmetric cultural, demographic, social and political exchanges. Transitional in nature, those exchanges, and especially those that took place ‘despite rather than because’, those that were less formal or institutionalised and more hidden than manifest, also contribute to its being seen as a liminal zone, a place squirming in the present, one forever in the making but never arriving. And to understand more fully how that applied to the proximate past, we need first to examine more closely the properties of the hollow colonies, ‘nations’ and ‘states’ that determined their modes of interaction over the troubled 20th century.


    ‘Nation’ and ‘state’ as reagents in South African history


    For purposes of the Three Wise Monkeys collection, ‘southern Africa’ comprises what is now South Africa, Mozambique, Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Namibia and Zimbabwe. But since dealing with so large an expanse over the longue durée is not feasible for a single researcher, the focus is drastically reduced. Our inquiry will be confined to an examination of the dynamics of the historical relationship that developed between the post-1910 Union of South Africa and the republic that followed it – an aspirant ‘nation-state’ – and southern Mozambique, part of a Portuguese colony that later acquired a few severely restricted nation- and state-like features before winning its own version of a full ‘nation-state’ in 1975. As we shall see below, this foundational asymmetry between the two territories was in and of itself of some significance.


    Of the many temporal divides possible to draw when studying the history of southern Africa, few if any transcend the seminal distinction that can be made between the period prior to the mineral discoveries of 1867–1886 and the industrial revolution that they unleashed. Before Kimberley and Johannesburg, the future of the region lay on the land, in agriculture, and thereafter deep beneath it, in mining and in the emerging connections between the sectors.


    In agrarian, pre-revolutionary southern Africa, in the late 1830s, several thousand indigenous Afrikaners, propelled by the schismatic politics that grew out of their strong dislike of the ‘enlightened’ Cape Colony, moved on to the Highveld, manifesting some of the cultural, religious and linguistic unity capable of informing a nation in the making. Indeed, if the black majority is ignored, then the Boer republics of the mid-19th century – agrarian and financially weak – vaguely resemble the more integrated ‘nation-states’ that emerged in Europe. A shadowy status, as ‘states’, was tacitly conceded by British imperialists who, after the discovery of diamonds and for much of the 1870s, sought, unsuccessfully, to coax the Boer republics into a confederation of white southern African states.16


    It was British imperial military intervention, after the emergence of Kimberley and Johannesburg, in what Afrikaners cast as two ‘wars of independence’, that separated the Boer ‘nations’ from their ‘state’, thereby fuelling renewed nationalist resentment and the desire to re-establish an expanded, integrated republic in which the nation – ethnically defined – would be reunited in a stronger state.


    After the British defeat of the republicans in the Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 (also known as the South African War), the division between rurally based Afrikaans/Dutch-speaking nationalists and city-dwelling, imperial-sympathising English speakers bedevilled white ‘nation-building’, except when it could be advanced at the expense of the marginalised African majority. But while sinister imperial music left politics and nation wary of attending any dance promoting unity, economics and the state soon got close enough to risk a waltz. The unlikely matchmaker was the recession of 1906–1908.


    Imperial proconsul Alfred Milner’s hope for the unification of southern Africa had not been achieved by the time he left the Transvaal, in 1905, but the idea was alive if not well. His former assistant colonial secretary, Lionel Curtis, embraced the idea, spelling it out in a memorandum in 1906. It was followed, in 1907, by an even more famous memorandum by Milner’s successor, Lord Selborne, that pointed in the same direction. By then, financial realities flowing from seriously faltering customs and railway revenues right across southern Africa, and cross-threaded by the ongoing regional threat posed by a competitive rail outlet at Delagoa Bay, in Mozambique, trumped many softer political imaginings. Curtis launched ‘Closer Union Societies’ across the country, along with a monthly journal named, significantly, The State.17 The Union of South Africa, born in 1910, was neither a white ‘nation’ nor a ‘state’, just a swampy foundation for both.


    For those Afrikaners believing that they were, if not already a ‘nation’ sharing a culture, language and religion, then one well in the making, the emergence of a ‘nation-state’, in republican form, would remain elusive until the ‘state’ was shorn of all constitutional links to the resented imperial order. In 1919, in the aftermath of World War I, they sent a ‘freedom deputation’ to Paris to seek ‘complete independence’ for a country not yet ten years old. In the 36 months that followed, the country acquired a gold refinery, a branch of the Royal Mint and a reserve bank – all signs of hurried state-making. Another big push and limited progress were achieved when, in 1926, the country gained autonomy through the Dominion status accorded it at that year’s Imperial Conference.18


    But, for hard-core Afrikaner nationalists, on a quest for sovereign independence, Dominion status was only one more shaky step on the long road to the republican state they aspired to. It took 35 years for them to reach their destination. Whites of differing inclinations were persuaded to provide the mandate for the declaration of a republic that eventually came in 1961. South Africa, or at least the white part of it, had the sovereign independence that it desired, along with a republican constitution. But even within that racially exclusive format, it was not yet supported by an identifiable culturally homogeneous ‘nation’. Indeed, so profound was the challenge to this contrived republic from African nationalists that by the late 1960s, and in the decades that followed, South Africa, economically prosperous and politically bankrupt, was, arguably, more ‘police state’ than state.


    An increasingly diversified and successful economy, backed by modern, sophisticated technology, an impressive transport infrastructure, a tolerably competent and reasonably uncorrupt civil service and a much-feared police force, along with an air force, army and navy fit for purpose, made for a strong state. As Simon Schama once noted, in a different context, ‘States are built with hardware, but nations run on software.’19 South Africa’s first three state-building prime ministers had all been generals, and a militaristic sequel was not out of keeping with its historical trajectory. A country with a name derived only from its geographical position was still a state in search of a ‘nation’. It had long since lost its way.


    Like a dachshund wobbling along behind a whippet, the idea of ‘the nation’ – always conceived of as white – could never keep up with the ‘state’ through a revolutionary century that started with the bloodiest imperial war Britain had known. ‘Unification’ was followed by a rural rebellion by Afrikaner nationalists in 1914, mobilisation for the imperial war effort in 1914–1918 and an urban revolt by radicalised, mainly English-speaking miners in 1922. Collectively, these events failed to lay some of the groundwork necessary for the emergence of a broader ‘national’ identity underpinned largely by a common racial identity.


    It took decades to wear down the sharper edges of angular imperialist and nationalist sentiments that continuously rubbed up against one another. In 1925, 15 years after Union, Afrikaans received official recognition as a national language and the following year saw the publication of ‘Die Stem van Suid-Afrika’. Eighteen years after Union, in 1928, the country acquired a national flag. Ten years after that, in 1938, it adopted ‘Die Stem’ as a national anthem that could be sung along with ‘God Save the King’ to the irritation of both parties. Some union, some nation! The country was being held together by mere dabs of state glue.


    The core of an authentic idea of a white ‘nation’ sharing a common culture, language and religion rested almost exclusively in Afrikaner hands. It remained part of a project to gain political power in ethnically exclusive fashion, which would facilitate growing racial separation in ways that their secretive ginger grouping, the Afrikaner Broederbond, and the Dutch Reformed churches never let go of. And the more strident they became in their demands and ideals, the less were the chances of cultivating a more organic, socially rooted national identity among whites, let alone their African, Asian or coloured countrymen and -women.


    Except for brief moments of pride deriving from great sporting triumphs, or from closer involvement in two world wars, it was difficult to detect the voice of a truly national choir rising above parties singing from different song sheets. It was, still is and may always be like that. In 1941, amid the travails of World War II, an author with an eye on the nationalist vanguard in a racist whites-only ‘democracy’ published a book under the provocative title There Are No South Africans.20 When asked, in 1952, how they self-identified, Broederbonders came up with the wisdom of Solomon. They were both ‘Afrikaners’ and ‘South Africans’, but what distinguished them from English speakers was a ‘strong Calvinist character’.21


    After 1990, some urban black South Africans began referring fondly to the country of their birth as Mzansi – now a term much loved by African radio personalities. For those hoping that the word might have moved beyond the familiar prison of geography, it may have come across as a touch disappointing. The term has little inherent emotional or linguistic resonance. It means ‘south’ in isiXhosa. Not surprisingly, militant African nationalists looked to a more distinctive name, advocating ‘Azania’, perhaps not realising that Evelyn Waugh had used it for a fictional east African country in his 1932 novel Black Mischief.


    Nor did the advent of democracy, in 1994, sow the seeds for a more encompassing, lasting national identity other than for a transient moment after a Rugby World Cup triumph that was put to good use by Nelson Mandela, in 1995. Beneath all the bonhomie of a ‘new’ South Africa lurked profound old ethnic, if not racial, sentiments. Archbishop Desmond Tutu sought to square the circle for a fevered press with his idea of a ‘rainbow nation’. The preferred national anthem of African nationalists had long since been ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’, a plea for God to bless Africa that had, conveniently, tagged on to it part of a hymn in Sesotho. A year later, in 1996, Mandela’s successor, Thabo Mbeki, made his famous ‘I am an African’ speech to a ‘nation’ composed of those of African, Asian, coloured and European descent. Not much evidence of a primary loyalty to South Africa there, prompting yet another frustrated author to ask, Do South Africans Exist? at a time when the state was already clearly failing.22 Things had, apparently, not gone all that well.


    A historian of southern Africa may therefore be forgiven for not taking the concepts of ‘nation-state’ and ‘state-nation’ too seriously when examining the arc of regional political dynamics in the 20th century. Neither is a consolidated, self-evidently meaningful notion capable of yielding definitive, stand-alone explanations. For sceptics, they are perhaps better understood as liminal longings. And if that is true for South Africa, then how much more so for Mozambique?


    Mozambique: Ersatz colony, settler ‘state’ and ‘nation’


    The search for, and discovery of, a passage to India as a trading destination ensured that, for 150 years, from circa 1500 to 1650, tropical Mozambique was of greater interest to the European powers than was the remote, temperate Cape of Storms. In the age of sail, the inhaling and exhaling of the monsoon across the Indian Ocean presented Mozambique with a seasonal geographical advantage that the cooler Mediterranean climate of southern Africa, trapped between the Atlantic and the Indian oceans, could never match fully.


    While the spice trade was almost as important as that in gold, if not more so, Portugal had an enduring stake in coastal Mozambique but took, almost literally, only passing notice of southern Africa. Monsoon winds locked Mozambique and India into a trading template of inestimable value, while the stormy Cape, where ships paused for basic reprovisioning, led to nowhere of known interest. Initially, Portugal administered its would-be African colony from Goa, in India, and then, from the 16th century on, from a northerly fortress erected on Ilha de Moçambique (Mozambique Island).


    For centuries, Mozambique looked out over the Indian Ocean, to the northeast, when trading in ivory and other commodities, while over the same period it bled hundreds of thousands of African men, women and children as chattel slaves into the rapidly developing plantation economies of the Atlantic world. The 19th-century discoveries of diamonds and gold inverted the gaze of the still ill-defined coastal strip, and especially its southernmost part, the Sul do Save – the area south of the Save River. By the mid-1890s, once primary resistance by Africans had at last been fully overcome by the Portuguese, the territory had taken on more of the appearance of a colony and was governed from Lourenço Marques.


    Braudel leads the way to understanding what happened next. ‘Assuming that there are entities, economic zones with relatively definite boundaries’, he writes, ‘would not a method of observation based on geographical location prove useful?’ Mozambique’s historical flip, from looking to the north and east for its material benefit to looking to the south and west, may have been unusual but was not without historical precedent. Eighteenth-century France, turning its back on its Mediterranean trade, wheeled around and faced the Atlantic, transforming its ‘trade routes, markets, and cities’.23 What was unusual was that southern Mozambique was subjected to not one but two successive bouts of colonisation – the first by Portugal and commerce, the second by South Africa and industry. The Sul do Save became, in effect, South Africa’s fifth province, the subject of a form of sub-imperialism both bedevilling and retarding ‘state’ formation in a colony.


    The importance of the flip was not immediately evident to Lisbon’s commercially minded elite. Even as the South African diamond fields began attracting significant fixed investment, and tell-tale urban patterning became evident on the Highveld, the government in Portugal continued to see Mozambique as little more than a coastal strip distantly linked to its own fortunes in Goa. Indeed, were it not for hesitancy on the part of Lord Kimberley, Britain could have acquired Delagoa Bay for £12 000 in 1872. Twenty-five years later, Cecil Rhodes arrived in Lourenço Marques, cheque book in hand, still believing that he could buy the finest harbour on the east coast. The idea of perhaps selling parts of the continent or, if not, subletting huge swathes of it to chartered companies on a scale that beggared belief remained central to thinking in influential Lisbon circles well into the 20th century. Mozambique was so much African real estate.24


    The illusory western borders of a territory more actively imagined than presided over by the ambitious Lisbon Geographical Society acquired slightly more meaningful proportions a decade or more later. It was the great continental carve-up by the imperial powers, at the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885, that settled on ‘effective occupation’ as being the sine qua non for legitimate colonisation. Even then, not much happened on the ground, and it took the infamous British ultimatum of 1890 for Lisbon to prompt more rigorous demarcation of the western boundaries of a ‘colony’ that the African majority often chose to ignore.


    A ribbon of coastline of indeterminate standing, aspiring to become a colony comparable to others on the continent, meant that a vulnerable Mozambique continued to occupy a prominent place in the political imaginations of imperial powers and the increasingly assertive state on its southwestern border well into the 20th century. Even before World War I, Germany and Britain had reached a cynical agreement that, should Portugal ever fail, they would split Mozambique in two, with the United Kingdom appropriating the southern half, abutting South Africa, and the Germans the northern half. For its part, South Africa was quite open about its desire to acquire Delagoa Bay well into the 1920s. Indeed, that decade was marked by several intense – bullying, unequal – economic, diplomatic and financial exchanges between South Africa and the Mozambican administration.25


    The Mozambique ‘state’, financially starved for much of the 20th century, was all bone and no muscle. It lacked the resources to make the transition from a spectre-like ‘colony’ to something more closely approximating a ‘state’. Throughout the interwar years, the South African Police (SAP) regularly sent detectives to Lourenço Marques to monitor what it considered criminal activity, without so much as a by-your-leave to the local administration. Until the threat posed by insurgent African nationalists in the mid-1960s, Lourenço Marques lacked the capacity to enforce its authority or laws evenly across the vast domains that it laid claim to. In the closing decade of colonial rule, it was the PIDE, Portugal’s feared secret police, that provided the state with the increased powers of surveillance necessary for more widespread control and oppression of a functioning colony destined to become a different type of ‘state’.26 The armed forces, too, struggled.


    In 1895, a Portuguese military force defeated Ngungunyane, an exceptional effort putting paid to the last of the Gaza chiefdoms, but successful mobilisation and victory on that scale was unusual. Quotidian rule, even in the heart of the Sul do Save, was difficult to maintain with any conviction. The disturbances in Lourenço Marques in 1895 may have been unusually challenging given what was happening elsewhere, but Stanley Hollis, the veteran United States consul, described army, police and navy attempts to enforce some order as ‘quite useless’.


    Lacking anything approaching a modern rail or road transport network in the countryside, the administration’s hold on the Sul do Save was largely fictional, other than when collecting taxes. For many decades the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA), the recruitment agency for the Transvaal mines, had more uniformed personnel on the ground than did the colonial administration. A Portuguese official readily conceded that the WNLA ran a ‘parallel administration’ and constituted ‘a state within a state’.27 From the turn of the 20th century and into the 1920s, South Africa ‘stole’ the province’s black male labour by paying wages that declined steadily in value, while at least a third of all cash remittances to the Sul do Save sent by black migrant miners were misappropriated or simply purloined by postal officials or other corrupt, poorly remunerated civil servants.28


    Without a central bank that accounted solely to the Lourenço Marques administration, the colony’s financial fortunes were overseen by a privately owned bank, in Lisbon. It was a financial drain and contributed to the chronic weakness of local and metropolitan currencies, which could not compete successfully with their British and South African rivals. It took the 1926 coup in Portugal, and the long-term dictatorial rule of António Salazar, to provide the colony with a better-regulated regime of poverty. By the late 1950s, Mozambique had barely acquired the stark outline of a severely underdeveloped colonial state. The ‘state’, resented by settlers for its inbuilt metropolitan bias, was poorly positioned to build a ‘nation’.


    There was, in any case, insufficient by way of economic progress and urban development to nurture a positive identification with the colony by many if not most Portuguese settlers. They were more inclined to have negative sentiments directed at far-off Lisbon, or at South African predations in the regionally skewed market for cheap black labour. In 1911, there were fewer than 10 000 Portuguese in the colony, a number that did not grow markedly during the interwar period when a few thousand women – always at a premium – chose Mozambique as their destination. By 1955, the number of settlers had crept up to around 110 000 and by 1970, probably at its peak, stood at just about 200 000.29


    In the opening decades of the 20th century, complaints of neglect by Mozambican settlers and the political shortcomings of the Lisbon or Lourenço Marques administrations tended – in order of preference – to be ignored, suppressed through the deportation of individuals or, when all else failed, inadequately accommodated.30 Organised settler resentments were at their most pronounced throughout the financially strained 1920s. Small-scale farmers resented the WNLA’s recruitment practices, while others, such as the ‘fascist-like’ Liga de Defesa e Propaganda de Moçambique, hoping to promote agriculture on a much larger, commercial scale, objected to the dominance of the chartered companies.31


    In urban Lourenço Marques, poorly remunerated state railway employees led the resistance to a parsimonious administration, culminating in a notably violent strike in 1925–1926. But it was the dictator, Salazar, who effectively put paid to organised political resistance by local whites. Between 1961 and 1974 Salazar and his successors in the Estado Novo resolutely refused to delegate political powers to the Mozambican settlers, contributing to escalating political tensions throughout the empire.32 When the Armed Forces Movement overthrew the Lisbon government in the Carnation Revolution of April 1974, it heralded the end of Portuguese colonialism in Africa. In Mozambique, it helped set off an unsuccessful settler countercoup in which the state’s former law enforcement officers were prominent, resulting in the loss of 3 000 lives – mostly African.33


    Violent settler eruptions in the urban south were, however, few and far between. A weak sense of national identity usually went hand in hand with transient political organisations that tended to come to the fore only during periodic crises, such as in the 1920s, or in other moments of extremis.34 Distance, isolation and small numbers simultaneously undermined and contributed to the social solidarity of a confused, inchoate, part-Mozambican/Portuguese, part-colonial/national identity.


    White Mozambicans drew a distinction between those born and raised in the country, so-called naturais da colónia, and recent immigrants with stronger ties to metropolitan Portugal. To the extent that the former constituted the core of an emerging ‘national’ identity, it was rendered corporeal through widespread miscegenation. In the absence of large numbers of white women of marriageable age, many Portuguese males, urban and rural, acquired African mistresses or wives, giving rise to a sizeable coloured or mestiço population. The important ‘mixed race’ element within the population, authentically and indubitably Mozambican in nature, added a little stiffening to the weak settler nationalism.35


    Coloured females occupied an important subliminal place in the white male colonial imagination. Mulatto women were perceived as beautiful, seductive and sexually charged, contributing to the image of Mozambique and Angola as being places that were both exotic and erotic – a view shared by many white males across the region.36 It was part of the settler mindset and ostensibly directly at odds with the purported beliefs about race and sex held by white South Africans.


    The seemingly easy-going accommodation of the offspring of white male and black female couplings or marriages was never wholly incompatible with the pervasive racist beliefs and values of settlers. Miscegenation and racist attitudes were not necessarily drawn from different universes; in truth, they were blood brothers, coexisting uneasily alongside one another.37 In Mozambique, mestiços were often as readily marginalised in the wider society and the workplace as were Africans. At various historical moments the Lourenço Marques administration and settlers openly expressed their admiration for certain notoriously oppressive and racist South African institutions and practices, such as compounds, job reservation and segregation.38 Indeed, in some instances, they went out of their way to accommodate the prejudices and practices of their southern neighbours.


    Yet, for all their willingness to play host to South African visitors and, where necessary, pander publicly or privately to racist attitudes, the Portuguese administration and settlers remained officially committed to an ideology of assimilation and non-racialism. For much of the 20th century, then, and more especially so after the advent of apartheid in 1948, Portuguese and South African ideologies and political postures were – formally, at least – at variance. It meant that for the better part of half a century, but more noticeably so in the economically buoyant 1960s, some white South Africans, although lacking an easily identifiable national identity, became increasingly arrogant, demanding or openly racist when visiting ‘non-racial’ southern Mozambique.


    Cultural clashes and misunderstandings between Mozambican entrepreneurs and white South African visitors in the tourist sector over Portuguese bureaucracy, currency and exchange rates, a ‘Mediterranean’ lifestyle and race relations had long been features of their interactions.39 Two slowly developing, partly overlapping, partly conflicting ‘national’ identities rubbed up against one another, necessitating consistent reminders to the South Africans of the need to be more relaxed, tolerant and understanding of their Portuguese-Mozambican hosts. It was a reasonably constant theme in tourist guides through much of the century.


    Having alerted his readers to some of the awkwardness arising from different lifestyles in Johannesburg and Lourenço Marques shortly after World War I, the author of an article in the South African Railways & Harbours Magazine urged his countrymen and women to ‘be charitable and give our Latin neighbours the benefit of the doubt!’ Portuguese ways, it seemed, needed to be tolerated rather than embraced. By 1960, the difference in the professed political outlooks and national identities of the two countries had become sufficiently stark for the officially endorsed Lourenço Marques Guide (which ran to several editions) to devote an entire chapter to ‘Human Relations in the Portuguese World’.40


    Confronted by visitors from an industrial powerhouse, the Guide acknowledged that although the Portuguese were ‘sometimes unable to compete with others in material progress’, this did not equate to ‘moral progress’. A poor translation from the original Portuguese reminded apartheid-supporting white South Africans that they were increasingly out of step with the modern world. They were now in a particular time and place, in ‘a global society where there will be no place to dominative exclusivisms’ (sic) and in which Mozambique was a part of Portugal, where ‘the colour of an individual does not count in human relations’. In cafés, restaurants and tea rooms, visitors would have to sit ‘side by side’ with ‘different races’ who would be served ‘without the least distinction’. But tourists need not be too fearful; colonial culture had not completely disappeared: ‘Observe also the correctness of the Portuguese African with his frank and respectful smile.’41


    But, if the guidebooks are to be believed, South African visitors appear to have learnt little if anything. A decade after assuming republican status, and in the face of growing international isolation, their individual and collective behaviour towards civil servants, the police and operatives in the Mozambican tourist industry seems to have deteriorated. To the extent that they were manifesting a ‘national’ identity, there were several troublesome characteristics on display that needed curbing. In 1971, Holiday in Mozambique: A Guide to the Territory contained a few explicit warnings to tourists from across the region.


    It was asserted that the ‘Portuguese, like all Latin people, are a cheerfully philosophical and unhurried lot’, but resented being pushed too far. It was ‘a crime to use words offensive to Portuguese currency’ and ‘impolite South Africans had faced such charges’. ‘Impatience and discourtesy’, especially by young people, caused friction, and ‘insulting the local constabulary’ had seen a few adolescents being sent to the cells for the night. Indulged to excess, even a playground for the imagination could result in some psychological damage.42


    The racist beliefs shared by Mozambican settlers of Portuguese origin and white South Africans were insufficient to guarantee good relations among people of European descent drawn from across the region. Obviously, most interpersonal or group clashes could be attributed to manifest differences of class, culture and language among the whites. But, important as those considerations were, they could not account fully for several other mass-based interactions and phenomena that characterised the simultaneously accommodating and rejecting historical relationship between South Africa and Mozambique. There were other things at work, things that now seem obvious, things hidden within plain sight.


    Hidden catalysts in a regional dynamic


    If the history of Protestant southern Africa commenced with the arrival of Jan and Maria van Riebeeck at the Cape, in 1652, then that, too, is an event that requires placing within the longue durée. It was not yet 150 years since Luther had nailed his 95 theses to the Castle Church door, in Wittenberg, signalling his break from the Roman Catholic Church and the start of the Reformation. In 1688, only 36 years after the van Riebeecks had landed, the first Huguenots, refugees from a resentful Catholic France, arrived to bolster the number of Christians as encouraged by the VOC, the founding Dutch East India Company,


    The European settlement at the Cape of Storms came with an open and official invitation to Protestantism, and a sullen rejection of Catholicism, which had first appeared on the Mozambican coast with the Portuguese explorers in 1498 – 200 years earlier. For 400 years, from the 17th to the 20th century, and on into the present, Protestants and Catholics have held different views about God’s earthly dispensation, the strengths and weaknesses of human nature and the one route to salvation. Differing mindsets, formal and informal, shaped the ways (of which there could only ever really be one) that ‘true believers’ cast one another and their colonised African subjects, behaved towards each other and found business opportunities that were in accordance with their theological tenets.


    Religious beliefs, catalysts of greater or lesser strength, acting singly or reacting collectively, preceded 19th-century attempts at constructing nation-states or state-nations. The questions that then arise for historians of southern Africa are how, when and where did the Afrikaner ‘nations’ and ‘states’ of the 19th and 20th centuries accommodate, entrench or promote the legal standing of Protestantism on the Highveld, and Portuguese colonialists Catholicism on the east coast? Furthermore, how well, or poorly, did the resulting legal dispensations articulate with the subsequent revolutionary arc of economic history across the region?


    Calvinism and the long march north


    For a century and a half, as post-Reformation Dutch settlers moved slowly inland, neither their Netherlands Reformed Church, heavily influenced by the teachings of Jean Calvin (1509–1564), nor the less long-lived VOC (until 1795), tolerated the public expression of other faiths in the colony, Christian or non-Christian. In effect, the colony for some time had all the makings of a slowly expanding, Dutch, Protestant ‘state’ supported informally by an ‘established’ church. The annexation of the Cape by the British in 1806 did little to change two sets of underlying Calvinist beliefs for adherents, one ‘positive’ and dangerous, the other negative, deriving from fear of Napoleonic France and any residual Catholicism.


    First, most Cape Dutch colonists had confidence in Calvinist notions of the elect and predestination. These inherently problematic ideas carried within them the potential for assuming greater importance and a different, more overtly political trajectory when confronted by non-believers in contested colonial situations.43 Second, a fear of the Catholic Church might be transported north by those moving beyond the colony’s borders, manifesting itself as religious intolerance.


    The freeing of the enslaved in the Cape by the British, in 1838, combined with other factors to provide added impetus for those Dutch settlers intent on creating new lives for themselves by trekking north and onto the plateau that dominates the southern African interior. The resulting small-scale scattered populations encouraged parochialism and political conflict among the trekkers, tensions that were occasionally also overlain by developing religious schisms. By 1860, the mother church, the Cape-centred Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk (NGK), had seen the emergence of two new northern sister churches, the slightly less dogma-driven Nederduitse Hervormde Kerk and the smaller, more sect-like, ultra-conservative Gereformeerde Kerk, whose adherents were popularly known as ‘Doppers’. All three churches, however, remained staunchly Calvinist in outlook.44


    Living up to the austere measures of social and self-discipline demanded by Calvinism, as first enforced and practised in Geneva, was never easy. Abstinence, frugality and sobriety, forgoing cursing, dancing and gambling, along with the need for strict Sunday observance, were demanding habits and virtues requiring great application by individuals, who were then subjected to communal surveillance and vigilance. The disciplinary revolution that Calvinism set off was predicated partly on ‘self-observation, mutual observation, [and] hierarchical observation’ that, over time, could also be harnessed for the purposes of ‘political power and domination’.45 The state, operating in a different sphere and plane, was God’s creation, one of its primary functions being to facilitate the salvation of the elect. Personal freedoms were less important than religious freedoms.46


    A daunting Calvinist regimen, along with its need to fend off the threat of its long-standing bogey, Catholicism – together with its English cousin, Anglicanism – was, arguably, more easily accommodated in agrarian, commercial, ethnically confined and sparsely populated southern Africa during the first half of the 19th century than it was in the latter half, when the country had to contend with challenges arising from industrialisation, urbanisation and an increase in population drawn from different faiths. Farms and hamlets such as Calvinia (founded in 1850) or small market towns were unlikely hosts to the most notorious vices to which humanity fell prey, and were more inclined to pulse to diurnal and seasonal rhythms than those of the clock or the calendar. Yet, despite the relative absence of temptation, small communities were subjected to rigorous moral policing by the dominee (pastor) and his deacons, reinforced through the twins of fear and respect that came with huisbesoek – regular home visits.47


    North of the Vaal River, the constitution of the South African Republic specifically forbade the establishment of Roman Catholic churches, a provision that was repealed in 1870, shortly after the start of the mineral revolution, then still well to the south.48 Self-regulation by Calvinists, in a rural universe, required little external intervention by the state in the form of legislation, but the rise of Kimberley, in the 1870s, and Johannesburg, in the 1890s, posed new challenges to the church, a Dutch-Afrikaner ‘nation’ in the making and the state.


    In the new mining towns of the interior, the Afrikaner-Dutch Reformed churches and the Anglophone Methodist, Presbyterian and Lutheran churches – each insistent on doctrinal specificities that could not readily be reduced to ‘Calvinist’ – met on a new battleground for souls. Yet, for all the differences between the various Protestant denominations, they frequently allied themselves with the militantly Calvinist NGK when it came to presenting a united front against the social excesses of an encroaching industrialising order. For good reason, the Afrikaner faithful of the late 19th century were wont to refer to Johannesburg as Duiwelsdorp – Satan’s City. For Protestant ministers, the most egregious and visible violation of the commandments, the Mosaic command most in need of reinforcement by the state, was the injunction to observe the Sabbath. Not only was it a self-serving canon that supposedly encouraged – when all it really did was to try and stabilise – attendance at church, but it lent itself to visible policing.


    Nowhere can the transition from Calvinism-of-the-countryside to Calvinism-of-the-city be tracked more readily than through the passing of Sunday observance legislation. The contrast between pre- and post-industrial legislation in this regard is as stark as it is revealing. Prior to the discovery of diamonds, in 1867, colonial white southern Africa was subject to but one law enforcing Sunday observance. Act 1 of 1838 in the Cape Colony dated back – perhaps not entirely coincidentally – to the year that saw the first exodus of Afrikaner-Dutch discontents and the freeing of the enslaved. Neither of the agrarian Boer republics, the Orange Free State or the Transvaal, saw the need for such a law.


    Once the country began pulsing to the beat of industrial time and machinery as demanded by continuous operation of diamond and gold mines, however, the need to safeguard the Sabbath proceeded apace across much of the country. True, in the farming towns of the Orange Free State, Calvinists slept on peacefully. Indeed, the legal klaxon only sounded there through Ordinance 21 of 1902. But in Natal, mills producing sugar destined for the diamond fields were governed by the new, selectively applied Law 24 of 1878. The original Cape Act was amended twice, in 1883 and 1886, and by 1895 things in Kimberley had reached such a pitch it took the Lord’s Day Observance Act 19 of 1895 to prevent dancing in public on Sundays. But it was at the heart of the new order, in the Transvaal, where the emerging gold-mining industry ran slap-bang into President SJP Kruger’s Dopper-dominated government, that legislation was demanded most urgently and passed in the wake of the boom of 1895 – the formidable Act 28 of 1896.49


    The importance of these late-19th-century enactments, which remained on the statute book for more than a century, and were enforced on a discretionary basis in the four provinces of the Union and republic, has attracted almost no attention beyond that of a few legal scholars.50 The Sunday laws have been studiously ignored by most historians and sociologists. Sunday observance and other legislation, born of the disquiet experienced by Afrikaner-Dutch ministers of religion accustomed to a Calvinism-of-the-countryside, came to occupy a position of some importance in shaping the industrial discipline, social lives and recreational preferences of South Africa’s mainly white, English-speaking urban proletariat in the 20th century, where they were widely resented, albeit quietly endorsed, by many of the leading Anglophone Protestant churches.


    The grip of the churches on the legislature and the agencies of the state was unrelenting until well into the 20th century. At the behest of the Calvinists, parliament passed the Prohibition of the Exhibition of Films on Sundays and Public Holidays Act 16 of 1977.51 ‘In the pre-1994 era of South African history’, writes a legal scholar, ‘its political authorities never even pretended to be religiously neutral; nor did the law of the country seek to isolate law from religion or to uphold the separation of Church and State.’52 More intriguingly, many strictures governing Sunday observance linger on in 21st-century statutes.53


    But, as Highveld Protestants discovered soon enough, applying Calvin’s precepts, as unfolded in commercial Geneva in the 16th century, was less easily achieved in the industrial cities of the 19th century. Underground mining and milling operations, pumping water out of shafts and other safety precautions were part of continuous, integrated, ceaseless production processes not readily compatible with rigidly enforced Sunday observance legislation. Nor could the mining industry’s requirements be isolated fully from ancillary activities, such as the generation of electricity or the running of rail services. In the countryside, ministers of religion and elected representative had relatively direct, unmediated access to small numbers of craft workers, farmers, shopkeepers and townsfolk when attempting to enforce respect for the Sabbath. But in cities they were confronted by a powerful third party when they sought to enforce Sunday observance – industrial capitalists who bent the knee to profit rather than prophet.


    In short, there was a world of difference between enforcing Calvinism-in-the-countryside and Calvinism-in-the-city. Strict Sunday observance in sparsely populated rural constituencies, where the proximity of ‘church’ and ‘nation’ made for a natural, almost organic alliance at election time, allowed them to speak with one voice to the state. In densely populated industrial constituencies, however, where the hold of the church was uncertain and the idea of the ‘nation’ contested, the ‘state’ was forced to pay additional attention to the capitalists and workers.


    The mining revolution confronted urban Protestants and their rural political allies with an insoluble problem. How were they to arrive at a coherent policy capable of reconciling the demand of the capitalists for continuous industrial production with the need to enforce Sunday observance, or for white employees who were, often simultaneously, struggling to limit the number of hours in the working week and increase their leisure and recreational time? The entire exercise required a double standard that ‘church’, ‘nation’ and ‘state’ came to be as willing to embrace as they found it awkward to manage. The Calvinists and their friends would see, hear and speak no evil when it came to the needs of industrial capitalists but would remain ultra-vigilant in ensuring the Sabbath was observed by white workers. It was a messy outcome that mirrored the Protestant churches’ approach to the issue of gambling. Horse racing, the sport of kings, and of the capitalists, would go largely unchallenged, but other forms of working-class gambling needed to be curbed.


    Calvinism was up against capitalism. From Kruger’s ultraconservative Doppers in the late 19th century to the belated liberalisation of the other Dutch Reformed churches in the later part of the 20th, Sunday observance legislation groaned beneath contradictions, exemptions and incoherence. The Doppers were at first as concerned with rural brethren as they were with urban interlopers. Law No. 2 of 1888, amended by Act 16 of 1894, informed burghers responding to new markets that they were not to shoot game on Sundays, attend to their gardens or fields needlessly, or transport goods across urban boundaries.


    But the mining boom of 1895 witnessed such an increase in the tempo of urban capitalism that Kruger’s legislature felt the need for renewed intervention. Law No. 28 of 1896, which replaced the previous Sunday laws, reinforced provisions aimed at those Boer transgressors heading for the market but, grudgingly, accommodated a few of the needs of the new deep-level mining operations. Sunday observance no longer applied to ‘working with machinery in the public service, viz. on railways, and for lighting and for the pumping of water for public use’. The noisy crushing of quartz, which disturbed churches and citizens alike, was prohibited, but the pumping of water on mines was allowed. Social excesses were curbed when all public entertainments, including dog- and cockfighting, were banned.54


    Following the Anglo-Boer War, the Milner reconstruction administration, set on reviving the economy via the mining industry in the face of growing militancy on the part of Anglophone white miners, could not afford to intervene too directly in the question of Sunday observance. The birth of the Union of South Africa in 1910, however, provided rural Calvinists, well represented in the new parliament, with the opportunity of linking up with urban trade unionists to advance the cause of Sunday observance, to the disadvantage of mine owners and industrialists.55 The new parliament had been seated for barely a year when, in August 1911, it appointed a wide-ranging Sunday Observance Commission. It became a watershed moment in the clash between Calvinism-in-the-countryside and Calvinism-in-the city, giving rise to the historic compromise that we have already noted – going softly on the requirements of capitalists and hard on those of the workers.


    Under the chairmanship of HJ Hofmeyr, five commissioners were empowered to examine the existing legislation, determine the extent to which Sunday labour was being performed in the provinces and how changes in legislation might affect it and, if necessary, make recommendations ‘as to the necessity or otherwise’ of new legislation to govern the observance of the Sabbath. It was a fudge commission and, like most such commissions, came up with fudged findings two years later.56


    The commissioners reported that examining the subject ‘under modern industrial conditions’ in all its ‘ethical, humanitarian, religious, eugenic, and financial bearing might well occupy the time and energy of a number of commissions’ since it ‘bristles with difficulties’. Not the least of their problems was that the state was, by far, the largest employer of labour in the country. The private and public sectors of the economy simply did not lend themselves to ready separation. The commissioners were firmly of the opinion that while ‘there should be no direct connection between the Church and the State’, the religious aspect of the [Sunday observance] question could not be ‘a matter of indifference to the State’.


    They criss-crossed the country, convening 54 formal meetings and taking evidence from every major institution of relevance and 175 witnesses. Aware of the danger of speaking with too pronounced a Calvinist accent when addressing Christians, the commissioners were at pains to challenge the popularly rooted idea that ‘the Roman Catholic Church does not concern itself greatly with the observance of Sunday’, and were eager to receive the blessing of Pretoria’s Catholic bishop. There was no reason to sound out the opinions of Africans, Hindus, Jews or Muslims. South Africans were at work constructing a white Christian ‘nation’ and ‘state’.


    The most important vectors of an integrating economy were reported on, in laundry-list fashion, documenting the nature and quantum of labour engaged in Sunday work, from mining, railways and harbours to domestic service. The published report ran to 50 pages, with an appendix containing a ‘Declaration on the Observance of Sunday’, providing the churches with the authoritative voice demanded by Christians. The recommendations dished up little more than a tired old status quo stew, spiced so mildly that no one had cause to reach for water.


    ‘On the whole, the Sunday observance laws of this country have worked satisfactorily’, the report intoned. An ‘ideal law’ would stipulate that no person ‘be allowed to carry on his occupation for more than six consecutive days’, but the ‘chief difficulty of legislating on these lines is the financial one’. ‘The running of mills, or other machinery used for crushing ore, and erected before the Mines and Works Act No. 12 of 1911, [should] cease within a period of three years’ if any new legislation was forthcoming. No coaling of ships should be allowed on Sundays and the state should ‘endeavour’ to ‘limit the running of Sunday goods trains’.


    ‘Financial’ considerations determined that the functioning of the public and private sectors of the economy should not be jeopardised by proscribing Sunday work. But, in deference to Calvin and the other Protestant churches, the same tolerance was not extended to that part of the economy catering to the need for leisure, recreation or sport of white workers after six days of labour. In keeping with the already established, two-decade-old Dopper view of the world and that of their Anglophone Protestant church allies, it would be unlawful ‘to carry on, advertise, engage in, or be present at any public performance, spectacle, exhibition, game, contest, competition, or other entertainment of whatever kind at which any fee or payment is charged or demanded [on Sundays]’.57


    The recommendations and the spirit, if not the letter, of the Sunday laws shaped much of South African social life throughout the 20th century. Laws that underwrote the rhythm of the working week and helped ensure productive labour on Monday mornings were silently approved of by employers keen to eliminate the after-effects of any excesses among white workers arising from drinking or gambling over the weekend. Capital marched in lockstep with the churches.58 And, as the century unfolded, this and other notions of social discipline, pioneered by the Dutch Reformed churches and followed by English-speaking Protestants, became embedded in the fusion of neo-Calvinist ideas with Afrikaner nationalist political aspirations after World War II.59 They made for a ‘civil religion’ championed by the insurgent National Party intent on shaping a ‘nation’ within a republic.60


    And just as notions of stricter Sunday observance could be traced back to the Reformation, so, too, could the condemnation of idleness and the injunction to work – ideas central to Max Weber’s famous ‘Protestant ethic’. God, it was believed, smiled on work, and those who refused to engage freely in it could, if necessary, be forcibly subjected to corrective treatment. In England, the Bridewell Hospital was converted into a workhouse, of Dickensian fame, in 1557, and in the Netherlands, correcting indolence or vagrancy could be traced back to the House of Discipline, or Tuchthuis, founded in 1596.61 Both institutions, it might be noted, bore a passing resemblance to the kampong, or compound – a confined workspace, or a village – that entered the Cape lexicon via the southeast Asian slave trade in the 17th century and was later applied, primarily, to the housing of black workers in the labour-repressive diamond and gold mines of the north.


    Hard manual labour was almost exclusively the province of black men, as slaves, indentured labourers in the countryside and urban industrial or mine workers restrained by oppressive pass laws in the colonial economies. But, by insisting that work was the only legitimate way of acquiring the comforts of wealth, Calvin, if not God, had shown himself to be colour-blind. In southern Africa, the predestination of the self-elected imposed a burden on the governing classes, requiring them to set an example to ‘idle’ blacks that was beyond moral reproach.


    Flagrant, persistent white drunkenness or indolence was intolerable. In 1893, the ‘mother church’, the NGK, set up the first white work colony intent on rehabilitating those suffering from social pathologies attributable to the growing landlessness that accompanied the mineral revolution. Over time, the short-circuiting of neo-Calvinist religious precepts and political ideals dear to Afrikaner nationalists fused, giving rise to the same ‘civil religion’ that allowed the state to foreclose on space previously dominated by the church. Acts 20 of 1927 and 25 of 1949 saw the state assume control of the work colonies that were only abandoned in the 1960s, once the rise of the police state and the extension of military conscription for young men made new demands on white manpower.62


    The shortcomings of hundreds of work-shy individuals suffering from mental or physical inabilities paled, however, beside the lot of hundreds of thousands of ordinary men and women searching for way out of routinised drudgery, and for a life free of work, through the purchase of lottery tickets. It was not only the lottery that appealed to the mass of white workers and their wives and children but several other forms of gambling, including card-playing, chain letters, dog and horse racing, football pools and the detested pinball machines. Gambling, a ‘social evil’ once confined to the mining camps, had mutated and infected metropolitan areas, tormenting the Calvinist faithful in the cities. The war against gambling, led by Methodists and Presbyterians in Anglophone mining towns on the East Rand, was, as with their determination to enforce Sunday observance and restrict smoking and drinking, fought relentlessly and well into the mid-1960s.


    Again, Kruger’s Doppers had shown the way with the passing of the Gambling Act 6 of 1889, at a time when the goldfields were in their infancy. As with Sunday observance, legislation that originated from a small, essentially rural Calvinist church was pressed into the service of an emerging Afrikaner ‘nation’ and then an industrialising state intent on enforcing social discipline on an unruly, seemingly profligate white working class composed largely of English speakers who took the country to the brink of a revolution in 1922. By World War I the number of days on which horse racing was permitted on the Witwatersrand had been severely curtailed. In the late 1930s pinball machines offering cash prizes were prohibited. In 1947 dog racing was abolished, and in 1949 football pools were eliminated. But what Calvinist militants really craved was not piecemeal provincial legislation that discouraged financial windfalls, other than those earned through the sweat of the brow, but a consolidated law applicable nationwide. Act 51 of 1965 rendered all gambling, other than horse racing, illegal.


    Here again – as with the later banning of film shows on Sundays – the timing of the Calvinist dream come true is worth noting. It came about as the country slipped into an authoritarian state increasingly governed by ministerial diktat, so that playing cards for cash within the privacy of your home became an offence punishable by a fine. It was as if vociferous Afrikaner nationalists and a growing number of their silently thankful English-speaking supporters, both parties increasingly reliant on the army and the security police to protect the borders of ‘their’ nation and state, were intent on seeing the militarisation of the country being matched by a commensurate degree of social discipline on the home front.63


    Calvinist-contrived social fettering of the white working classes was a marked feature of white rule in South Africa during the first half of the 20th century. But the Protestant churches’ insistence on social discipline compatible with industrial capitalism never went uncontested by workers. Some of the roots of that everyday resistance to an increasingly joyless existence lay, as we will see, in nearby Catholic Mozambique. Afrikaner and English-speaking ministers of religion may have walked hand-in-hand down the aisle of history when it came to moulding the social lives of white workers already living in racially segregated areas, but from the mid-1930s that partnership – seldom celebrated too publicly or noisily – began to take strain for reasons born of politics derived from a skewed reading of the scriptures. Afrikaner nationalists, in alliance with the three Dutch Reformed churches, building on the civil religion that they had been cultivating assiduously over several decades, sought to advance and protect the white ‘nation’ and its privileged way of life through rigidly enforced social and political segregation. Activists moved freely between the Broederbond, the Dopper church and the National Party. Indeed, leadership of these organisations sometimes overlapped.64


    A decision by the synod of the NGK, in 1857, permitted converts of colour to be accommodated in segregated facilities where necessary. Although born of pragmatism and not intentionally formulated to enforce rigid racial separation, the ruling nevertheless created an opening for those wanting to see more distance between black and white Christians.65 The increasing industrial, racial and social separation of the races that scarred the mineral revolution provided added impetus to those Calvinists set on entrenching and legalising segregation. Afrikaans- and English-speaking white workers in mining towns and other urban areas provided electoral endorsement for a project that started out as a supposedly benign form of protective segregation in the first half of the 20th century, only to mutate into the consciously ultra-exploitative apartheid policies of the latter half.


    Before the widespread distribution of the Bible, first translated fully from the Dutch into Afrikaans in 1933, Protestant ministers had an important role in unpacking segregationist thinking not only for less-fortunate congregants but also for fiery nationalists in the Broederbond and other pressure groups. ‘A distinctive interpretation of Dutch neo-Calvinism’, notes one authority, ‘gave a theological underpinning to the ideology of apartheid.’ But, just as a take on the writings of the Dutch Calvinist theologian and prime minister (1901–1905) Abraham Kuyper helped propel apartheid thinking to its apogee, so did readings by other theologians of André Biéler and others later deny that Calvin had endorsed racial segregation.66


    Where precisely the tipping point in that theological dispute lay is a matter for debate. What is beyond doubt is that it was Calvinists, the church and white Christians who paved the way for a political ideology that helped set South Africa on a destructive path. On that we have the word of no less than National Party leader DF Malan, himself a minister of religion, who once said: ‘It was not the state but the church who took the lead with apartheid.’67


    But for those tracking the role that religion played in the regional dynamics of modern southern Africa, it is not only the way Calvinists underwrote the rising tide of racist politics that is of interest but how its socially oppressive forays were accompanied by sustained attacks on the old enemy, the Catholic Church. The Protestant onslaught followed a familiar trajectory, gathering steam in the first part of the 20th century and then petering out as authoritarian rule and a police state became the major source of oppression in the 1960s and 1970s.


    The NGK, the Cape Town-based Protestant Association and the Stellenbosch Theological Seminary were the boiler rooms from which issued a stream of hysterical pamphlets, constantly warning about Die Roomse Gevaar – the Catholic Menace. And since the Catholic Church was often portrayed as being almost timeless and unchanging, there was no reason to change or update the titles of pamphlets. Die Roomse Gevaar became dogma, a mantra within the church and Afrikanerdom. The NGK’s catechism manual, first printed in 1927 and reprinted 30 times, still contained two pages of warnings about supposedly sinister Catholicism in 1968.68


    That handbook for the true believers was an extension of a much older genre of anti-Catholic rhetoric going back to the 19th century, directed at the curious or those wavering in their faith. ‘The Roman Catholic Church’, a 1917 booklet announced, ‘is anti-Afrikaans.’ ‘Its whole bearing is foreign and in conflict with the Afrikaner tradition.’ The year of the Great Trek celebrations, 1938, was the occasion for more dark warnings about the imminent danger and ‘how to combat it’.69 In neighbouring Mozambique, it was alleged, Catholicism was by then so well protected by the regime that the NGK had effectively been expelled from the country. But all was not lost. Protection against papal influence could still be acquired through the outlay of one or two pennies by requesting tracts such as ‘Convent Life Unveiled’, ‘The Jesuits and their Crimes’ or ‘Why I am not a Roman Catholic’. By World War II, it was ‘The Romans and Our Children’ being threatened in Catholic schools, in small urban centres. In 1962, after the founding of the republic, the Rev Jeffree James warned any complacent English-speaking compatriots: ‘In South Africa the chief target of Rome’s new approach is the Dutch Reformed Church – the main bastion of Protestantism in our land.’70


    An underlying paranoia about the dangers that aggressive forms of Catholicism in general, and its sluggish Mozambican variant, supposedly held for white South Africa had a peculiarly dated ring to it. It was as if Calvin and Luther were alive and well and living in Cape Town. It was a perception difficult to align with the realities of the Catholic Church or the missionaries of Portuguese East Africa. Plateau Protestants and coastal Catholics were, by the mid-20th century, sparring in a hopelessly asymmetrical contest. Maybe the Calvinists needed to pause and ask the question attributed to Joseph Stalin: ‘How many divisions has the Pope?’


    The Catholicism of the coast – intermittent, scrambled defences


    The presence of Dominican and Jesuit missionaries in northern and central Mozambique dated back to the 15th century and the creation of a bishopric in Goa in 1534. But the modern history of Christian clashes in southern Mozambique can conveniently be traced to the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885 that rounded off the Scramble for Africa. The discoveries on the Witwatersrand 12 months later prised open further the minds, and coffers, of the imperial powers. But the deeper roots of the latter theological thrust harked back to the late 18th century.


    In Britain, the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 was driven largely by the churches. Thereafter, the space occupied domestically by imperialist politicians had, to an increasing extent, to be shared between the church and an electorate bolstered by the modest extensions of the franchise that came with the Reform Acts of 1867 and 1884. At the Berlin Conference, and at an anti-slavery conference in Brussels in 1889, and in other treaties entered into before 1919, ecclesiastical concerns were mirrored in the insistence that missionaries should enjoy freedom of religious movement in the African colonies.71 In Mozambique, the Protestant presence, born of imperialism, was underpinned by a nearby industrial revolution.


    The three-way link between religious fervour, imperialism and the mining upheaval expressed itself geographically; it was southern Mozambique, with its strong migrant labour links to South Africa, that called loudest to the missionaries. Not only were black Mozambicans the preponderant ethnic grouping among African mineworkers on the Rand, but the missionaries had access to them twice over – first within the prison-like compounds while they were at work and then back home, in their family villages, after they had completed their contracts. It was a privileged setting for carrying on an evangelical tradition born of the first industrial revolution, but here Protestant missionaries could speak to a black working class in the making both as peasants and as proletarians. And, in town and countryside alike, colonial authorities controlled and monitored the faithful.


    In the shadows of industry, Methodists, Presbyterians and other lay preachers and missionaries relayed the linked virtues of discipline, literacy, thrift and work to black men whose earnings were destined for investment in the sandy soils of the Sul do Save. Back home, in Gaza and Inhambane provinces, and in and around Lourenço Marques, the missionaries preached other virtues – chastity, monogamy, patriarchy and sobriety – compatible with the emergence of a domesticated, urban, working-class nuclear family, which, in that case, would not be allowed to root or reproduce itself at its place of employment.72


    In this state-cultivated and -entrenched twilight world, halfway between an increasingly impoverished peasantry and a proletariat whose cash earnings from mine labour declined for most of the 20th century, Protestant missionaries worked away for the love of their God. In the first half of the century, despite many breakaways by African evangelists seeking indigenous pathways to salvation for their communities, and despite the disapproval of the Portuguese administration, American Congregationalists, Dutch Reformed Calvinists, Swiss Presbyterians and Methodists of at least three stripes made modest gains south of the Save River.
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