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(Abstract) 

As anti-colonial nationalism and postwar decolonisation undermined the global legitimacy of South 

Africa’s settler colonial order, the apartheid government sought new ways to rationalise and 

entrench white minority rule. The Afrikaner nationalist regime mimicked the global discourses of self-

determination and development to justify tightening its regimes of repression and colonial exclusion: 

instead of the full political representation demanded by African nationalists, the Black majority 

would instead be granted nominal ‘self-government’ in one of ten ethnic ‘homelands’ or bantustans. 

Through an examination of the changing historiography on the bantustans, this chapter examines 

the context, evolution and consequences of these policies over the course of the twentieth century, 

from the creation of a national scheme of ‘native reserves’ in 1913, to the creation of apartheid-era 

bantustan states. Drawing on a recent historiography, it explores the dynamics surrounding the 

making of these ethnic regimes, their social and economic milieu, and the mass displacement, 

relocation and militarised repression that were integral to the bantustan project. It explores 

escalating resistance to apartheid as it played out in the bantustans, traces their demise and 

eventual reincorporation in 1994, and surveys their profound and lasting legacies in post-apartheid 

South Africa. 

Keywords: Apartheid, bantustans, homelands, ethnicity, self-government, decolonisation, indirect 

rule. 

 

Introduction 

As nationalist governments came to power in the wave of decolonisation following the Second 

World War, in South Africa the white minority regime sought ways to entrench settler colonial rule. 

In the face of an escalating liberation struggle, the white supremacist, Afrikaner nationalist 

government simultaneously tightened existing modes of racialised colonial exclusion through influx 

controls and mass relocation, while parroting the global discourses of self-determination in the 

scheme for self-governing ethnic ‘homelands’ for Black South Africans. Under the governments of 

H.F. Verwoerd and B. J. Vorster, ten ethnic ‘homelands’ were created in which Black South Africans 

would be governed under a regime of African ‘tribal authorities’. Four such ‘homelands’ were 

granted ostensible ‘independence’.1 

 
1 The ten ‘self-governing’ bantustans included Transkei, Ciskei, KwaZulu, Bophuthatswana, Lebowa, Venda, 
Qwaqwa, KwaNdebele, Gazankulu, KaNgwane. Those granted ‘independence’ from South Africa were Transkei 
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White politicians hoped that these bantustans, as they were more pejoratively known, might offer 

avenues to deflect and contain the intensification of the liberation struggle, undermining African 

nationalism by limiting African political representation to these ethnic enclaves. This was a tall order, 

for the bantustans were highly dependent on South Africa.2 These densely populated rural reserves 

lacked infrastructure and local employment: their residents relied on migrant remittances earned in 

the mines and industries of ‘white’ South Africa, for agriculture in the reserves had long collapsed 

under the weight of land shortage, population pressure and an exodus of young people, men 

especially, to the mines and cities.3 Being largely rural, they lacked an industrial base and were 

poorly connected by transport infrastructure. With meagre tax revenues, the bantustans remained 

dependent on funding from the government in Pretoria. The lands of the proposed ethnic 

‘homelands’ were scattered and highly fragmented, being comprised of unconquered territories, 

Crown and mission reserves designated for African occupation, and land purchased by Africans. Thus 

lacking a viable economic basis, bantustan independence would be highly circumscribed, amounting 

to the denial of South African citizenship for Black South Africans, while offering instead limited 

representation through authoritarian regimes dominated by salaried chiefs and with little power to 

do, or to fund, much at all beyond political repression. It is little surprise, therefore, that Vorster’s 

bid for international recognition of the bantustans ultimately failed, amid the growing influence of 

the international anti-apartheid movement, the scrutiny of the UN Committee on Apartheid and the 

radical escalation of protest in South Africa, especially from 1976. But if the bantustan project was 

ultimately doomed, historians should be wary of teleology: these institutions and the scheme of 

which they were part remained in place for thirty years, and, for a short while, there remained the 

possibility that the ‘homelands’ might gain accommodation at home and recognition abroad.4 

Activists condemned the bantustans as repressive and illegitimate institutions, complicit in 

reproducing the impoverishment of the African majority. Govan Mbeki understood better than 

perhaps anyone the intricacies of the ‘great deception’ of self-government for the Transkei, the first 

 
(1976), Bophuthatswana, (1977), Venda (1979) and Ciskei (1981): these four states became known as the 
‘TBVC’ states. 
2 In keeping with current convention, throughout this chapter the term ‘homeland’ is used uncapitalised and in 
inverted commas, to denote rejection of the repressive and colonial agenda of these ethnic enclaves. The term 
bantustan, used as a pejorative by contemporary critics of apartheid, is employed similarly here, without 
capitalisation. The term bantu authorities is not capitalised for these same reasons. See Shireen Ally and 
Arianna Lissoni, “‘Let's Talk About Bantustans,”’ South African Historical Journal 64, no. 1 (2012): 4. 
3 Charles Simkins, “Agricultural Production in the African Reserves of South Africa, 1918-1969,” Journal of 
Southern African Studies 7, No. 2 (1981): 256-283; Helen Bradford, “Peasants, Historians, and Gender: A South 
African Case Study Revisited,1850–1886,” History and Theory 39, no. 4 (2000): 86-110. 
4 Dag Hammarskjöld encouraged Verwoerd to further develop the plan for independent ‘homelands’. 
Hermann Giliomee, The Afrikaners: Biography of a People (London: C. Hurst & Co., 2011.): 531–2. It was never 
a foregone conclusion that the bantustans would fail to gain international recognition: for many years leaders 
in the UK and US refused to rule out recognition of the bantustans for they presented a conservative, 
‘consociational’ alternative to majority rule. Meanwhile, the South African government and bantustan leaders 
were encouraged in their project by various state visits to London and Washington. See James Ferguson, 
“Paradoxes of Sovereignty and Independence: ‘Real’ and ‘Pseudo’ Nation-States and the Depoliticization of 
Poverty,” in K. F. Olwig, and K. Hastrup (eds) Siting Culture: The Shifting Anthropological Object (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 1997): 123–141. Israel remained a prominent supporter of the bantustan regimes. Arianna Lissoni, 
“Africa's ‘Little Israel’: Bophuthatswana's Not-So-Secret Ties With Israel,” South African Review of Sociology 42, 
no. 3 (2011): 79-93; Jane Hunter, “Israel and the Bantustans,” Journal of Palestine Studies 15, No. 3 (1986): 53-
89. 
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apartheid bantustan.5 Steve Biko famously denounced the bantustans as the ‘greatest single fraud 

ever invented by white politicians…’, which could find ‘no moral support from any quarter,’ 

condemning these states as instruments of oppression along with the ‘collaborators’ working within 

them.6 But the histories of the bantustans and their creation were not uniform nor their politics 

always as polarised as Biko suggested. While Biko and Mbeki hailed from parts of the Eastern Cape 

where the reinvention of the chieftaincy was widely opposed,7 in some other parts of the country 

the politics of ethnicity found greater popular appeal and were shaped by local mobilisation as well 

as by government ethnologists.8 

The Marxist revisionism of Harold Wolpe and Martin Legassick saw the bantustans as little more 

than puppet regimes that were functional for reproducing and repressing cheap labour to serve 

capitalist accumulation.9 Meanwhile, those who worked for the bantustan states – chiefs, 

bureaucrats and civil servants – were regarded by Southall, and Innes and O’Meara, as a 

‘collaborationist’ middle class, whose politics stemmed logically from their relationship with the 

state.10 However, the structural emphases of these perspectives were challenged by social histories 

during the 1980s and 1990s, which sought to restore African agency in analyses of the social 

dynamics of agrarian change, industrialisation and segregation.11 Gendered histories brought to life 

both the perspectives of women, who predominated in the bantustans, as well as the differentiated 

and contested meanings of social change.12 They traced the gendered and patriarchal dimensions of 

the migrant labour system underpinning the later bantustan project.13 Social historians also 

examined the reinvention and fabrication of ethnic identities fostered by the imposition of bantu 

authorities and bantustan self-government.14 Moreover, these social historians showed that 

 
5 Govan Mbeki, South Africa: The Peasants Revolt (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964): 15. Mbeki had served in 
the United Transkeian Territories General Council (UTTGC), or ‘Bunga’, prior to its replacement by the 
Transkeian Territorial Authority. 
6 Steve Biko, ‘Let’s Talk About Bantustans,’ SASO Newsletter (September-October 1972): 18-21. 
7 Jeff Peires, “Ethnicity and Pseudo-Ethnicity in the Ciskei,” in William Beinart and Saul Dubow (eds), 
Segregation and Apartheid in Twentieth Century South Africa (London: Routledge, 1995): 256– 284; Mbeki, 
Peasants’ Revolt. 
8 Sekibakiba Peter Lekgoathi, “Chiefs, Migrants and North Ndebele Ethnicity in the Context of 
Surrounding Homeland Politics, 1965-1978,” African Studies 62, no. 1, (2003): 53-77; Shireen Ally, “‘If you are 
hungry, and a man promises you mealies, will you not follow him?’ South African Swazi Ethnic Nationalism, 
1931- 1986,” South African Historical Journal 63, no. 3 (2011): 414-430. 
9 Harold Wolpe, “Capitalism and Cheap Labour Power: From Segregation to Apartheid,” Economy and Society 
1, no. 4 (1972): 425-456; Martin Legassick and Harold Wolpe, “The Bantustans and Capital Accumulation in 
South Africa,” Review of African Political Economy 3, no.7 (1976): 87-107. 
10 Duncan Innes and Dan O’Meara, “Class Formation and Ideology: The Transkei Region,” Review of African 
Political Economy 3, no. 7 (1976): 69-86; Roger Southall, “The Beneficiaries of Transkeian Independence,” 
Journal of Modern African Studies 15, no. 1 (1977): 1-23. 
11 William Beinart, The Political Economy of Pondoland, 1860– 1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982); Timothy Keegan, Rural Transformations in Industrializing South Africa: The Southern Highveld to 
1914 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987); Peter Delius, A Lion Amongst the Cattle: Reconstruction and Resistance 
in the Northern Transvaal (Oxford: James Currey, 1996). 
12 Anne Kelk Mager, Gender and the Making of a South African Bantustan: A Social History of the Ciskei, 1945– 
1959 (Oxford: James Currey, 1999); Belinda Bozzoli and Mmantho Nkotsoe, Women of Phokeng: 
Consciousness, Life Strategy and Migrancy in South Africa, 1900– 1983 (London: James Currey, 1991); Thomas 
V. McClendon, Genders and Generations Apart: Labor Tenants and Customary Law in Segregation-Era South 
Africa, 1920s to 1940s (Oxford: James Currey, 2002). 
13 Cherryl Walker, “Gender and the Development of the Migrant Labour System, c.1850– 1930: An Overview,” 
in Cherryl Walker (ed), Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945 (London: James Currey, 1990): 168– 196. 
14 Articles by Jeff Peires (Anon.), Patrick Harries and Shula Marks in Leroy Vail (ed), The Creation of Tribalism in 
Southern Africa (London: James Currey, 1989). 
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economic and social life in the bantustans - and in South Africa at large - was not only shaped by 

capitalism and the state, but by African people and societies as agents of historical change. 

More recently there has been a renewal of interest in the bantustans, to examine the histories of 

these states, their institutions, politics and dynamics in more detailed and specific ways. Building on 

a rich tradition of rural social history, the newer historiography diversely examines the makings and 

the meanings of the bantustans in the apartheid period, as these political formations shaped lives, 

livelihoods, social identifications, and patterns of power and privilege. Large scale relocation; land 

consolidation; the development of new bureaucracies; and bantustan development initiatives had 

significant and uneven consequences, as individuals and groups engaged with these changes at local 

levels and new elites emerged.15 Ethnicity was not only constructed by state officials: Africans also 

imagined and mobilised around ethnicity to access resources and garner influence, in turn shaping 

official discourse and the making of the bantustans.16 Whereas there has existed a more established 

literature on the Cape and Natal, the new historiography also addresses the relative lack of 

scholarship on bantustans in the north of the country.17 

Africans were not passive bystanders as the settler state took shape, neither were they simply 

‘resisting’ or ‘collaborating’ with it. If Africans were all but excluded from the process of legislating, 

they nevertheless exerted some agency upon the evolution of ‘native policy’ and its successor in the 

bantustan project. Interactions between African elites and the colonial state around the theory and 

practice of ‘native policy’ in turn impressed on the former, as colonial administrators sought durable 

solutions to the ‘native question’. Beyond a simple question of ‘collaboration’, African elites and the 

white men of the colonial state found areas of accommodation around common concerns and 

ambitions, albeit in uneven and sometimes contradictory ways.18 As the state sought legitimation for 

segregation by incorporating chiefs into the colonial state, the institution of the chieftaincy retained 

an uneven but surprisingly durable perception of precolonial ‘authenticity’ which the Pretoria regime 

tried to harness. 

The ‘homelands’ policy was not a new invention by the Afrikaner nationalist regime, nor was it 

distinct from the established practices of British imperial governance. If apartheid racism was once 

regarded as an Afrikaner construction distinct from the British ‘liberal tradition’, historical consensus 

now emphasises the significance of British imperial ideologies and the many continuities between 

segregation (1910-48) and apartheid (1948-1994) policy.19 Following rapid urbanisation during the 

Second World War, the Nationalist government set about tightening the established regime of influx 

control and replacing the last vestiges of African representation with ‘tribal’ authorities, building 

upon segregationist policy of the interwar years. But until the ‘high apartheid’ years of the 1960s, 

segregation was more about ordering social relations on the land between white ‘masters’ and black 

‘servants’ than it was directed towards limiting daily contact between black and white.20 If 

 
15 See the following special issues: South African Historical Journal 64, no. 1: Let's Talk About Bantustans 
(2012); Journal of Southern African Studies 41, no. 5: Homelands as Frontiers: Apartheid's Loose Ends (2015); 
African Historical Review 50, no. 1-2: Bantustan States (2018). 
16 Ally, “‘If you are hungry…’”; Lekgoathi, “Chiefs, Migrants and North Ndebele Ethnicity”. 
17 For example, the works of Shireen Ally; Sekibakiba Lekgoathi; Laura Phillips; Anne Heffernan. 
18 Jeff Guy, “An Accommodation of Patriarchs: Theophilus Shepstone and the Foundations of the System of 
Native Administration in Natal,” Journal of Natal and Zulu History 32, no. 1 (2018): 81–99. 
19 Martin Legassick, “British Hegemony and the Origins of Segregation,” in Beinart and Dubow, Segregation 
and Apartheid, 43-59; Paul Maylam, South Africa’s Racial Past: The History and Historiography of Racism, 
Segregation and Apartheid (London: Routledge, 2001): 232-233. 
20 William Beinart and Peter Delius, “The Historical Context and Legacy of the Natives Land Act of 1913,” 
Journal of Southern African Studies 40, no. 4 (2014): 671. 
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Verwoerd’s promotion of ‘separate development’ in ethnic ‘homelands’ for the African population 

came to constitute a central feature of apartheid rhetoric after he came to power in 1958, it 

unfolded not from a ‘blueprint’ but in a blundering and piecemeal manner, in relation to local 

African mobilisation as well as pressure from capitalists, and was shaped by global and late-imperial 

practices of statecraft.21 

This chapter traces the foundations of the apartheid-era bantustan scheme through the evolution of 

‘native’ policy during the segregation period and accounts for the uneven processes through which 

ethnic bantustans were created under apartheid. It details the deleterious consequences of this 

project of exclusion, which precipitated large-scale displacement to barely-provisioned rural 

townships in the bantustans. This ‘displaced urbanisation’ as Colin Murray dubbed it, intensified 

impoverishment in rural areas already suffering from the impacts of migrant labour, state neglect 

and land shortage as a consequence of colonial dispossession.22 It explores the political dynamics 

and consequences of the bantustan scheme, as new elites, bureaucracies and patterns of patronage 

were created, and traces the militarisation of these enclaves as zones of decentralised repression. 

Ultimately, it argues that if state expansion and repressive governance in the bantustans generated 

partial accommodation for a time, the bantustan project ultimately failed to contain resistance or 

resolve the contradictions at its heart. The banishment of political exiles, the experience of 

repression under bantu authorities, rising unemployment and the expansion of education in the 

bantustans all contributed significantly to youth politicisation and the explosion of resistance that, 

by the late 1980s, came ultimately to undermine the bantustan regimes and apartheid itself. 

 

Segregation and the reserves, 1910- 1948 

The apartheid government’s project of self-governing and later ‘independent’ ethnic ‘homelands’ 

had a long backstory: if its rhetoric was shaped by the global politics of post war nationalism and its 

praxis by late-imperial statecraft, its ideological and legal foundations emerged in the ‘segregation’ 

period (1910- 1948). After the South African wars, the Union government fused settler interests and 

set out to legislate for the promotion and protection of white supremacy.23 Key pieces of legislation 

passed in this period - the 1913 Natives’ Land Act; the 1923 Urban Areas Act; the 1927 Native 

Administration Act and the 1936 Native Land and Trust Acts - established many of the principles and 

practices of governance that underpinned the bantustan scheme. The bantustan policy was thus 

overlaid onto a long-established history of segregationist governance.24 

 
21 Deborah Posel, “The Apartheid Project, 1948– 1970,” in Robert Ross, Anne Kelk Mager and Bill Nasson (eds), 
The Cambridge History of South Africa, Volume 2, 1885– 1994 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012): 
319– 368; Laura Evans, “Contextualising Apartheid at the End of Empire: Repression, ‘Development’ and the 
Bantustans,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 47, no. 2 (2019): 372–411. 
22 Colin Murray, “Displaced Urbanization: South Africa’s Rural Slums,” African Affairs 86, no. 344 (1987): 311–
29. 
23 Stanley Trapido, “Landlord and Tenant in a Colonial Economy: The Transvaal 1880–1910,” Journal of 
Southern African Studies 5, no. 1 (1978): 53, 26–58. 
24 This history was regionally specific owing to the uneven histories of colonial expansion and the different 
administrative histories of the British colonies and Boer republics. Segregationist legislation drew on earlier 
precursors too: for example, the Masters and Servants Act; the ‘Shepstone system’ in Natal, and the Glen Grey 
Act in the Cape. Saul Dubow, Racial Segregation and the Origins of Apartheid in South Africa, 1919-36 (New 
York: St Martin’s Press, 1989), p. 99-107; Anne Kelk Mager, ‘Settler Colonialism in the Eastern Cape and 
beyond, 1800–1880s', in Daniel Magaziner (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of South African History (online 
edn, Oxford Academic, 8 June 2020); T.J. Tallie, 'Conquest, Continuity, and Creation: Contesting Identities in 
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African nationalists such as Sol Plaatje and Richard Msimang highlighted the ‘revolutionary’ impacts 

of the 1913 Land Act and its precipitation of African dispossession and impoverishment, depicting 

the plight of tenants and sharecroppers forced from white-owned farms in the Free State as white 

landowners, emboldened by the Act, anticipated its implementation.25 Plaatje famously wrote that 

‘[A]waking on Friday morning, June 20, 1913, the South African Native found himself, not actually a 

slave, but a pariah in the land of his birth’.26 But the 1913 Act, often understood as the keystone 

supporting racialised land dispossession, had limited immediate impact: Beinart and Delius argue 

that it was ‘a holding operation and a statement of intent about segregation on the land’.27 

Following the end of the South African war, the Act reasserted the norms of settler colonial 

governance in a period of considerable contestation: for example, in the Transvaal, white landlords 

struggled to force African tenants to work for them, while African communities rebelled against their 

white landlords, claiming back land only recently dispossessed.28 Following centuries of colonial 

expansion and indigenous land dispossession, the Land Act recognised and formalised colonial land 

alienation. Marxist revisionists saw the Act and its demarcation of native reserves as shaped 

principally by a lobby of mining capitalists eager to secure a system of cheap, migratory African 

labour.29  However, the more recent historiography holds that the Act was shaped significantly by 

farmers eager to suppress competition from African producers, as well as by imperial 

‘humanitarians’.30 

Although the Act did hasten evictions in the Free State, as documented by Plaatje and Msimang, 

elsewhere it had limited impact, at least in the short term.31 If the Act was a statement of intent for 

racial segregation, its focus was on managing social relations on the land. Principally, the Act aimed 

to constrain the independence of African producers by proscribing African sharecropping on white 

owned land, outlawing cash rental, regulating tenancy, and limiting the possibilities for Africans to 

purchase land outside of the African reserves. The Act was ‘remarkably permissive’, flexible and 

unevenly implemented. In practice it laid down the intention to regulate tenancy, but did not end 

sharecropping or African land purchase outside the reserves, which continued for many years 

thereafter albeit in ways that were constrained by the state.32 As Van Onselen has shown, the 

 
Nineteenth-Century Natal', in Daniel Magaziner (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of South African History (2020); 
Tara Weinberg, ‘Segregated Landscapes in South Africa, 1800–1994', in Daniel Magaziner (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of South African History (2020). 
25 Sol Plaatje, Native Life in South Africa (Northlands: Picador South Africa, 2007) first published 1916; Richard 
W. Msimang, Natives Land Act 1913: Specific Cases of Evictions and Hardship Etc. (Cape Town: Friends of South 
African Library, 1996) first published 1913. 
26 Plaatje, Native Life, 21. 
27 Beinart and Delius, “The Historical Context,” 668. 
28 Trapido, “Landlord and Tenant,” 45-46; Maanda Mulaudzi, “‘U Shuma Bulasi’: Agrarian Transformation in the 
Zoutpansberg District of South Africa, up to 1946,” (PhD thesis, University of Minnesota, 2000): 72-4. 
29 Shula Marks and Stanley Trapido, “Lord Milner and the South African State,” History Workshop, no. 8 (1979): 
71-72; Legassick, “British Hegemony”; Wolpe, “Capitalism and Cheap Labour Power”; Marian Lacey, Working 
For Boroko: The Origins of a Coercive Labour System in South Africa (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1981). 
30 Keegan, Rural Transformations; Beinart and Delius, p. 682. Feinberg emphasises the influence of farmers 
from the Orange Free State on the passage of the Act, while he finds no evidence at all for a lobby by mining 
interests. H. Feinberg, “The 1913 Natives Land Act in South Africa: Politics, Race, and Segregation in the Early 
20th Century,” International Journal of African Historical Studies, 26, No. 1 (1993): 65-109. On imperial 
humanitarians see R. Skinner, The Foundations of Anti-Apartheid: Liberal Humanitarians and Transnational 
Activists in Britain and the United States c. 1919- 1964 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010): 12-29. 
31 Beinart and Delius, 668; Keegan, Transformations. 
32 Beinart and Delius, 670, 677; Harvey Feinberg and André Horn, “South African Territorial Segregation: New 
Data on African farm purchases, 1913–1936,” Journal of African History 50, no. 1 (2009): 41-60; Harvey 
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proliferation of undercapitalised and absentee white landowners left space for African 

sharecroppers to farm both productively and profitably into the mid-twentieth century.33  

Further segregationist legislation sought to extend greater control over African urbanisation (1923 

Urban Areas Act), to shape chiefly rule in the reserves (1927 Native Administration Act) and to 

further develop the project of territorial segregation and ‘differential sovereignty’ envisaged in 1913 

(1936 Land and Trust Acts): these key pieces of legislation provided much of the crucial framework 

on which the subsequent project of self-governing ‘homelands’ was built. The outgrowth of radical 

African politics in South Africa during the 1920s, most notably in the form of the Industrial and 

Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) which mobilised across the countryside and the reserves as well as 

in urban areas, underlined to those in power the imperative of securing a stable, conservative 

resolution to the ‘native question’, for they feared a politicised, unified African working class.34 The 

1927 Native Administration Act introduced a swathe of repressive measures and sought to restore 

‘tribal’ authorities as a bulwark against supposed ‘detribalisation’ and politicisation.35 It defined 

distinct administrative and legal structures for Africans according to an authoritarian perception of 

chiefly rule, undermining the accountability of chiefs to commoners by eroding the influence of local 

advisory councils and assemblies, and asserted the ultimate power of the white regime to appoint or 

dismiss such authorities.36 In step with British imperial thinking around indirect rule, and, reflecting 

the ‘Natal system’, it was a crucial initiative to incorporate and redefine the chieftaincy ‘as an 

instrument of administration with power devolved from above.’37  

In 1936 Herzog’s three ‘Native Bills’ were passed after a decade of frustrated attempts by Africans, 

especially in the Cape, to moderate their segregationist substance.38 If the 1913 Land Act had laid 

down a set of ideals about segregation, this vision was significantly expanded in 1936. Following the 

Beaumont Commission’s recommendations, the 1936 Native Land and Trust Acts identified land for 

purchase that when added to the reserves would, in theory, improve their economic viability: these 

‘Released Areas’ would increase the total area of the reserves to a still-meagre 13% of the Union’s 

land area. Crown and other Trust land in the reserves would be held by the new South African Native 

Trust and governed under proclamation according to the 1927 Native Administration Act.39 

Contradicting its segregationist emphasis, the 1936 Land Act entrenched and regulated the system 

 
Feinberg, “Black South African Initiatives and the Land, 1913-1948,” Journal for Contemporary History 34, No. 2 
(2009): 39-61. 
33 Charles Van Onselen, The Seed is Mine: The Life of Kas Maine, a South African Sharecropper, 1894–1985 
(Oxford: James Currey, 1997); Charles Van Onselen, “Race and Class in the South African Countryside: Cultural 
Osmosis and Social Relations in the Sharecropping Economy of the South Western Transvaal, 1900-1950,” 
American Historical Review 95, no. 1 (1990): 99–123. 
34 Saul Dubow Racial Segregation, 69. 
35 Helen Bradford, A Taste of Freedom: The ICU in Rural South Africa, 1924-1930 (London: Yale University Press, 
1987): 114; Laurence Stewart, “‘I See You’ in the Soil: The Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) in 
the Western Transvaal, 1926-1934” (MA Dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand, 2021). 
36 Lungisile Ntsebeza, “Structures and Struggles of Rural Local Government in South Africa: The Case of 
Traditional Authorities in the Eastern Cape” (PhD Thesis, Rhodes University, 2002): 52-53; Tshidiso Maloka and 
David Gordon, “Chieftainship, Civil Society, and the Political Transition in South Africa,” Critical Sociology, 22, 
no. 3 (1996): 40. 
37 Peter Delius, “Contested Terrain: Land and Chiefly Power in Historical Perspective” in Aninka Claassens and 
Ben Cousins (eds), Land, Power and Custom: Controversies Generated by South Africa’s Communal Land Rights 
Act (Cape Town: UCT Press, 2008): 223; Thomas V. McClendon, Genders and Generations Apart: Labor Tenants 
and Customary Law in Segregation-Era South Africa, 1920s to 1940s (Oxford: James Currey, 2002): 137- 145. 
38 Dubow, Racial Segregation, 131- 176. 
39 Delius, “Contested Terrain”, 228. 
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of labour tenancy: a concession to white farmers who pressed the state to protect them from 

competition for labour from mining and industry.40  

African nationalists had hoped that a developmental form of segregation and state sponsorship of 

the African reserves might improve the social condition of Africans. In the absence of alternatives, 

and against a tide of settler segregationism that eroded the existing provisions for Black 

representation, members of the African middle class mobilised to protect their political influence 

through political lobbying and organised land purchases.41 J.T. Jabavu was not in favour of the Act on 

the whole, but supported the idea of reserves as a protection against further dispossession, 

reflecting the acceptance among various of his contemporaries of the principle of segregation.42 

Clements Kadalie, leader of the ICU, opposed Herzog’s Bills but accepted the principle of segregation 

as ‘natural’.43 

Crucially, the 1936 Representation of Natives Act abolished the franchise for Africans in the Cape, for 

which an increasingly small number of the middle class qualified. Instead, African voters would be 

represented to the whites-only parliament by white officials informed by a body with a mere 

advisory role, the Natives Representative Council (NRC). Removing the African franchise was the 

crucial step in establishing the ‘differential sovereignty’ envisaged by segregationists, cementing the 

South African settler colonial project by unifying the ‘white nation’ in the constitutional order of the 

settler state while excluding Africans from representation in this order.44 If members of the African 

National Congress (ANC) and Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) hoped that the remaining 

avenues for African representation – such as the Transkei and Ciskei General Councils (‘Bungas’) and 

the new Natives Representative Council (NRC) - might provide a political platform and enable work 

towards incremental improvements, the Unity movement took a stance of ‘non-collaboration’ and 

boycotted participation in such bodies.45 

By the 1930s, amid urbanisation, the widespread collapse of reserve agriculture and heavy reliance 

in the reserves (as among communities of labour tenants) on the remittances of migrants,46 

administrators in South Africa, like those elsewhere in British colonial Africa, were concerned to 

establish social control and to ‘stabilise’ rural African society in the reserves, to prevent permanent 

urbanisation through rural ‘conservation’ initiatives.47 The 1936 Land Act provided for the 

 
40 Lacey, Boroko, 6-7; 290. For an examination of state support for agriculture in this period see Alan Jeeves 
and Jonathan Crush, “Introduction”, in Alan Jeeves and Jonathan Crush (eds), White Farms Black Labour: The 
State and Agrarian Change in Southern Africa, 1910-1950 (Oxford: James Currey, 1997): 1-28. 
41 Feinberg and Horn, “South African Territorial Segregation”; Feinberg, “Black South African Initiatives.” 
42 Beinart and Delius, “The Historical Context”, 682-684. J.T. Jabavu did not oppose the Act in Parliament as 
most of his contemporaries did (e.g. Dube, Plaatje), for he had faith in J.W. Sauer, the white liberal who guided 
the Act through Parliament, as a protector of African interests. Jabavu was ostracised by his contemporaries as 
a consequence. Harvey Feinberg, “The 1913 Natives Land Act in South Africa: Politics, Race, and Segregation in 
the Early 20th Century,’ International Journal of African Historical Studies, 26, No. 1 (1993): 83, 88. 
43 Dubow, Racial Segregation, 155. 
44 Dubow, Racial Segregation, 131. 
45 Allison Drew, “Govan Mbeki’s The Peasant’s Revolt: A Critical Examination” in Thembela Kepe and Lungisile 
Ntsebeza (eds), Rural Resistance in South Africa: The Mpondo Revolts After Fifty Years (Leiden: Brill, 2011): 70. 
46 Simkins, “Agricultural Production”; Bradford, “Peasants”; Mbeki, Peasants’ Revolt, 65-72. 
47 William Beinart, “Soil Erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development: A Southern African 
Exploration, 1900-1960,” Journal of Southern African Studies, 11, No. 1 (1984): 52-83; Peter Delius and Stefan 
Schirmer, “Soil Conservation in a Racially Ordered Society: South Africa 1930-1970,” Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 26, No. 4 (2000): 719-742; J. M. Hodge, “Colonial Experts, Developmental and Environmental 
Doctrines, and the Legacies of Late British Colonialism,” in C. F. Ax, N. Brimnes, N. T. Jensen, and K. Oslund 



9 
 

implementation of so-called ‘betterment’ planning in the reserves, which ostensibly aimed to 

improve agricultural production by dividing residential, arable and grazing land, and by grouping 

households in village settlements.48 

There is not space here to examine the expansive debates concerning the influence of mining, 

agrarian and industrial capital on segregationist policy. Suffice to say that by the post-war period 

(1945-), as farmers competed for labour with expanding manufacturing industries, and then, amid 

mechanisation, as well-capitalised farmers sought to remove tenants from white-owned land, it was 

principally the lobby of farmers’ unions that shaped the tightening of influx control and anti-

squatting legislation, which in turn resulted in the characteristic apartheid dynamic of mass 

relocation in the bantustans during the following decades.49 It is worth noting that if mining 

capitalists were always concerned that the state protect their interests and their labour supply from 

within South Africa (particularly from the Cape Province and Lesotho), from the interwar years the 

gold mines drew more heavily on labour from ‘tropical’ Africa (especially Mozambique and Malawi) 

to circumvent local competition for labour.50 

 

Apartheid, bantu authorities and ‘self government’, 1948-1959 

The National Party had no grand plan for ‘independent homelands’ when they came to power in 

1948: ‘apartheid’, meaning ‘separateness’ in Afrikaans, was an electoral slogan. After the wartime 

suspension of urban influx controls, D. F. Malan’s party promised to extend more rigorous control 

over African labour to support white farmers, while promoting the interests of the white Afrikaner 

working class.51 Wolpe’s influential contention that territorial segregation was principally driven by 

the mining industry and its imperative for cheap labour, subsidised by the ‘precapitalist’ ‘mode of 

production’ in the reserves, has had enduring influence on popular and historical understandings of 

apartheid and the bantustans.52 If the interests of mining capital were always protected, historical 

research shows that the more clamorous lobby was that by well-capitalised white farmers in 

agricultural unions. Having won the 1948 election by a small margin of votes, principally among 

white farmers in the Transvaal, the focus of the NP’s policy became a drive to undermine the 

independence of African tenants and sharecroppers. To do so administrators implemented existing 

influx control measures and anti-squatting legislation, contributing to a process of dispossession and 

 
(eds), Cultivating the Colonies: Colonial States and their Environmental Legacies (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2011): 300–325. 
48 Lacey argues that the 1936 Act, and the specifically abolition of the Cape African franchise, was shaped by 
the determination of mining capital, in the mould of the Glen Grey System, to proletarianise Africans in the 
reserves. Lacey, Working for Boroko, p. 283. If her argument around the franchise is more contentious, the 
legacy of the Glen Grey Act in shaping rural planning is evident. 
49 Mike Morris, “Apartheid, Agriculture and the State: The Farm Labour Question,” SALDRU Working Paper No. 
8 (Cape Town: South African Labour and Development Research Unit, 1977). 
50 Francis Wilson, Labour in the South African Gold Mines, 1911- 1969 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972): 71-2; David Yudelman and Alan Jeeves, “New Labour Frontiers for Old: Black Migrants to the South 
African Gold Mines, 1920–851,” Journal of Southern African Studies 13, 1 (1986): 101–24. 
51 Deborah Posel, “The Meaning of Apartheid Before 1948: Conflicting Alliances and Forces Within the 
Afrikaner Nationalist Alliance,” in Beinart and Dubow, Segregation and Apartheid, 206- 230. 
52 Wolpe, “Segregation and Cheap Labour Power”. 
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proletarianisation that took place both on the land, and through eviction and resettlement in the 

bantustans.53 

Only three years after the NP’s victory, with Verwoerd as the new Minister of Native Affairs, the 

Bantu Authorities Act of 1951 set out the intention to resurrect chiefly authority in the reserves. Ivan 

Evans argues that the Act was no ‘harbinger’ of the scheme for ‘independent homelands’ as is often 

claimed: rather, it was ‘unclear and skeletal’.54 If this move towards ‘retribalisation’ has often been 

attributed to the influence of the Shepstone system and indirect rule in Natal,55 the diversity of 

administrative tradition in the country, and the enduring question of African representation, 

prevented any straightforward implementation of the 1927 Act.56  

Govan Mbeki saw the emergence of bantu authorities as a direct response to the collapse of the 

NRC. Staffed by educated and politicised members of the African middle class, and frustrated by the 

farce of representation, the Council became fiercely critical of segregation: there was 

‘dissatisfaction, disillusionment and growing revolt’ within the NRC. ‘The whole Council system had 

given up hope of sharing in the government of their people and their country,’ Mbeki explains; 

‘[T]hey were talking loudly of independence… open defiance was looming.’ Its own members 

described the Council as a ‘toy telephone’: ‘though it talked and talked, nothing of what it said 

seemed to reach the ears of government’.57 African nationalists challenged the paternalist colonial 

framework of representation embodied in the NRC, but if elsewhere colonial regimes looked to 

moderate nationalists as allies in a retreat from empire, in South Africa opposing nationalist claims 

collided.58 Forming an accord with the ANC, the NRC terminated its work indefinitely in 1946 unless 

Prime Minister Smuts agree to an overhaul of racial legislation and proper African representation. 

This stalemate became irrelevant after the NP came to power for in 1951, as Minister of Native 

Affairs, Verwoerd abolished the NRC.59  

Verwoerd and W. W. M. Eiselen (as Secretary of Native Affairs) were also encouraged by some 

enthusiasm among members of the African middle class, and members of the NRC, for the 

restoration of regional chieftaincies.60 Shortly before his death, Pixley ka Isaka Seme urged 

Verwoerd’s Department of Native Affairs (NAD) to adopt ‘tribal’ authorities, fostering conservative 

and patriarchal institutions to instil social control and to prevent radicalisation. Verwoerd’s 

Department had no need for Seme’s encouragement, but as an African leader his endorsement was 

 
53 Alan Jeeves and Jonathan Crush (eds), White Farms Black Labour: The State and Agrarian Change in 
Southern Africa, 1910-1950 (Oxford: James Currey, 1997); Mike Morris, “The Development of Capitalism in 
South African Agriculture: Class Struggle in the Countryside,” Economy and Society 5, no. 3 (1976): 292–343; 
Mager, Gender and the Making, 32-40; Laura Evans, Survival in The ‘Dumping Grounds: A Social History of 
Apartheid Relocation (Leiden: Brill, 2019): 75-81. 
54 Ivan Evans, Bureaucracy and Race: Native Administration in South Africa (London: University of California 
Press, 1997), 249. 
55 David Welsh, The Roots of Segregation: Native Policy in Colonial Natal, 1845-1910 (Cape Town: Oxford 
University Press, 1971); Shula Marks, “Natal, the Zulu Royal Family and the Ideology of Segregation,” Journal of 
Southern African Studies, 4, No. 2 (1978): 172-194. 
56 Paul Rich, State Power and Black Politics in South Africa, 1912-51 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), p. 79. 
57 Mbeki, Peasants’ Revolt, 36-37. 
58 Frederick Cooper, “The Dialectics of Decolonization: Nationalism and Labour Movements in Post-War French 
Africa,” in Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (eds), Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois 
World (London: University of California Press, 1997): 406- 435. 
59 Ivan Evans, Bureaucracy, 187-9, 189. 
60 Monica Hunter, cited in David Welsh, “The Cultural Dimension of Apartheid,” African Affairs 71, no. 282 
(1972), 44. 
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something administrators hoped to utilise.61 If politicians such as Seme wished for a restoration of 

the chieftaincy to defend African interests, the 1951 Bantu Authorities Act, which would make chiefs 

answerable to the white regime and project its power, was a repressive ‘vulgarization’ of traditional 

authority.62 The Act looked to systematically incorporate chiefs into the state bureaucracy through 

the creation of ‘tribal authorities’.63  

Ideas about ethnic nationalism and self-government were implied but at this stage little developed: 

in 1951 as Minister of Native Affairs Verwoerd neither foresaw nor desired to bring about ethnic 

self-government.64 By the end of the decade, however, there was a much greater clarity. The 

Tomlinson Commission, appointed in 1950, would examine the viability of total racial segregation as 

per the preoccupations of the segregationist Volkekundiges in the South African Bureau for Racial 

Affairs (SABRA).65 Key among the Commission’s 1955 recommendations was for extensive 

government investment to support agricultural and industrial development in the reserves in order 

to improve their viability. To the disappointment of the racial ‘idealists’, ‘pragmatist’ Verwoerd 

refused to sanction industrial development of the reserves on the scale of investment deemed 

necessary by Tomlinson.66 Even fulfilment of such technicist recommendations could not have solved 

the fundamental structural inequalities of the settler colonial order. If Verwoerd ultimately rejected 

its key recommendations, the legacy of the Commission was the emergence - through engagement 

with global postwar development discourse - of a more sophisticated rationale for racial segregation 

through self-government in ethnic ‘homelands’.67 

If a tradition of ‘tribal’ authority in Natal provided an ideology for segregation, it could not provide a 

practical solution to the crisis of legitimation faced by the state. The government had at first thought 

that the Zulu ‘homeland’ could be constructed around the Zulu kingdom as the archetype of 

precolonial African legitimacy. However, the difficulties faced by the Department of Native Affairs in 

managing competing claims to the Zulu paramountcy in the 1940s cast a long shadow over this 

project.68 Amid the official uncertainty, and Eiselen’s growing doubt in the suitability of Bhekezulu’s 

leadership,69 the government’s attention focused on the Transkei. Unlike the NRC, the Transkei 

Bunga had refrained from criticising the government and became the subject of the NAD’s attention 

in the 1950s.70 Chiefs in Transkei were not enthusiastic about the Bantu Authorities Act when it was 

first introduced: Kaizer Matanzima was one of the very few who praised the agenda.71 Yet in 1955, 

 
61 Rich, State Power, 79-83, 91-93. 
62 Ivan Evans, Bureaucracy, 246-275. 
63 These ‘Tribal Authorities’ would comprise a wider ‘Regional Authority’, which made up the ethnic ‘Territorial 
Authority’. See Mbeki, Peasants’ Revolt, 39-42. 
64 Verwoerd, cited in Wolpe, “Capitalism and Cheap Labour Power,” 82; Deborah Posel, The Making of 
Apartheid, 1948-1961: Conflict and Compromise (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991): 231. 
65 SABRA played a significant role in setting out the agenda for the Commission and shaping its findings, which 
drew upon the ideas of ‘culture contact’ fashionable in the postwar period. Rob Gordon, “Apartheid's 
Anthropologists: The Genealogy of Afrikaner Anthropology,” American Ethnologist 15, no. 3 (1988): 546; John 
Lazar, “The Role of The South African Bureau of Racial Affairs (SABRA) in the Formulation of Apartheid 
Ideology, 1948-1961,” Collected Seminar Papers, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, vol. 37 (1988): p. 101. 
66 John Lazar, “The Role of SABRA”, 101. It is worth noting that in its technicism, the Commission did not 
challenge the structural realities of settler colonialism, which, even had its full programme been supported, 
would have undermined meaningful ‘development’ for the African majority. 
67 Laura Evans, “Contextualising Apartheid,” Joanne Yawitch, Betterment: The Myth of Homeland Agriculture 
(Johannesburg: South African Institute of Race Relations, 1981): 27. 
68 Paul Rich, State Power, 86-93. 
69 Ibid., 92. 
70 Ivan Evans, Bureaucracy, 187-9, 189. 
71 Ibid.,, 249 
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the chiefs of the Bunga, courted by Verwoerd and Eiselen and tempted by promises of funding and 

greater autonomy, agreed that the bantustan policy should be implemented ‘in its entirety’. A bill 

was rushed through which would dissolve the Bunga, making way for the implementation of bantu 

authorities across the Transkei.72 

The expansion and radicalisation of the liberation movement, postwar decolonisation and growing 

hostility at the United Nations created a crisis of legitimation for the South African state. Afrikaner 

nationalists repackaged white rule, envoking a mix of contemporary political discourses that held 

weight among the global powers, most notably the protection of minorities. They cast Afrikaners as 

one of many ethnic minorities requiring protection, while, in the face of African nationalism, the 

white government claimed to protect African ethnic minorities through ‘separate development’ as 

an inflection of imperial trusteeship. South Africa’s relationship with the British High Commission 

Territories (HCTs) of Basotholand (later Lesotho), Bechuanaland (Botswana) and Swaziland critically 

informed the evolution of the bantustan scheme.73 

The promotion of ethnic self-determination in the bantustans was precipitated by Britain’s hasty 

pronouncement of self-government for the HCTs in 1959. In response, the government hurriedly 

passed the Promotion of Bantu Self Government Act.74 Setting out plans to create self-governing 

bantustan legislatures, the Act cemented legally what had already happened in fact: the complete 

abolition of African representation within the Union. The NRC would be replaced by the election of 

representatives to bantustan legislatures who would sit as a minority alongside appointed and 

hereditary chiefs in the territorial authorities.75 Verwoerd’s justification to parliament for the 1959 

legislation offered a final insult: if African representation in the NRC was ‘impracticable’, being 

hamstrung by its lack of meaningful power to shape legislation, self-government supposed to offer 

an authentic alternative. But he also declared the repressive intent of balkanising African politics, 

arguing that the NRC had acted as a politicising force ‘to create the wrong impressions in the minds 

of the Bantu masses,’ which the government had been unable to contain.76 Ethnic self-government 

promised to stem the continued rise of African nationalism by limiting the terms of debate and 

containing political mobilisation.  

The government set about establishing the legal, constitutional and bureaucratic foundations of self-

governing ethnic authorities in each of the bantustans. The form of the proposed Zulu bantustan 

provided further challenges to the officials of the NAD’s successor, the Department of Bantu 

Administration and Development (BAD), for its ethnologists came to realise that a Zulu bantustan 

under an excutive monarchy would alienate the many Zulu speakers within the proposed 
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Breckenridge, “Verwoerd’s Bureau of Proof: Total Information in the Making of Apartheid,” History Workshop 
Journal, 59, no. 1 (2005): 103-104. 
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bantustan’s territories who did not recognise the authority of Cyprian Bhekezulu.77 With the 

government eager to make progress it turned to Transkei, the largest and most contiguous of the 

reserves. Self-government was hurriedly imposed on Transkei with bare consultation, the 

government courting chiefs as before, while sidelining critics.78 The Transkei Constitution Act of 1963 

created from the territorial authority a legislative assembly whose new powers of self-government 

could be legitimated through the representation of continuity with the elected African council 

(Bunga), while in practice unelected chiefs dominated the new assembly.79 Britain’s promotion of 

independence for the HCTs encouraged a misplaced hope that the ‘homelands’ might be accepted 

globally, for Transkei compared favourably against the tiny enclaves of Lesotho and Swaziland.80 

Following the termination of the UN Mandate, South African rule in South West Africa involved a 

similar programme of ethnic self-government as per the recommendations of the 1962 Odendaal 

Commission.81 

From the earliest implementation of ‘betterment’ initiatives in the late 1930s, these interventions 

provoked opposition in rural communities across the reserves as the state impinged on rural 

livelihoods in unprecedented ways.82 As I. B. Tabata of the All African Convention argued, land 

shortage in the reserves was responsible for poverty and malnutrition, not overstocking as the 

technicist colonial discourse claimed.83 Rural resistance to betterment, later known as 

‘Rehabilitation’, was not spontaneous or parochial, but connected to urban political networks of 

African nationalism, communism and non-collaboration.84 Throughout the 1950s and into the 

following decade, resistance to bantu authorities became bound up with opposition to the 

implementation of intrusive and oppressive ‘Rehabilitation’ measures (which included stock culling, 

the fencing of common land, villagisation, relocation and forced labour) as the former became 

responsible for implementing the latter, and authoritarian interventions further radicalised 

resistance. As chiefs were incorporated more thoroughly into the state, they were not always self-

interested collaborators or necessarily loyal functionaries. Walking the ‘politics of the tightrope’, 

chiefs adopted a variety of strategies to weigh accountability to their followers against the heavy 

hand of the state as their patron.85 Some chiefs threw in their lot with the white regime, while 
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others defended their followers and refused to implement the measures, but, where the regime was 

unable to co-opt them, dissident chiefs were most often removed and replaced.86 Increasingly 

determined resistance was met with violent state repression. Perhaps the most tumultuous, and 

certainly the best known, of these episodes are the Sekhukhuneland Revolt (1958) in the northern 

Transvaal and the Mpondo Revolt (1960) in eastern Pondoland (Transkei). Local communities in 

these areas, whose livelihoods depended on migrant labour and modest rural accumulation, waged 

sustained struggles against the imposition of bantu authorities which would subvert chiefs’ local 

accountability, and against the implementation of state rehabilitation measures that undermined 

local autonomy and access to land.87 

Little recognised is the fact that women were often at the forefront of rural resistance, for 

Rehabilitation impacted heavily on their lives and livelihoods, and the state, also intent on 

introducing reference books to women, intruded on their lives as never before. As Bruchhausen 

argues, if rural women were excluded from leadership and decision-making - as they were from the 

mountain movement in Pondoland - they nevertheless mobilised as vocal opponents of state 

repression.88 Women in Lebowa during the 1940s and 1950s mobilised to retain control over 

common resources, including land, resisting their dispossession by cutting the fences of Trust farms 

and ploughing land regardless, often with the support of local chiefs.89 Social differentiation shaped 

a variety of responses to state intervention, informing resistance to as well as accommodation of 

state planning initiatives. For example, those with precarious livelihoods and looking for greater 

autonomy - tenants, as well as women dependent on male relatives for access to land and housing - 

were more likely to willingly seek a stand in new government townships established through 

Rehabilitation measures.90  

Through the 1950s, pressure upon land and residential sites in the reserves grew as urban influx 

controls were tightened and anti-squatting measures dispossessed sharecroppers and tenants. Since 

expanding the land area of the reserves was out of the question for the government, rural villages or 

‘closer settlements’ for ‘landless’ people were to be created.91 The progress of rural planning to 

establish resettlement sites in the bantustans was critical if the government were to succeed in their 

drive against African urbanisation. If the introduction of the dompas (‘stupid’ reference book) 

promised a streamlined process of conviction under the pass laws,92 the NAD struggled to ‘endorse 

out’ people to the bantustans, for many had no familial place in a rural ‘homeland’. In order to 

implement colonial urban exclusion, and to evict African tenants from farms and so-called ‘black 

spots’, the state required a more throughgoing and authoritarian planning regime. Only once rural 

planning was addressed, and rural resettlement villages hastily established in the reserves, could the 
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state engage in its authoritarian, violent and impoverishing project of mass relocation to the 

bantustans.93 

 

Repressive development and relocation in apartheid’s ‘second phase’ 

The turbulent events of 1959-1960 - in Cato Manor, Pondoland, Sharpeville and Cape Town - 

together undermined the confidence of the regime at a moment of imperial anxiety.94 The state 

responded with an intense period of repression, marking the start of a ‘distinct second phase’ of 

apartheid that was characterised by a tightened influx control regime and its draconian 

implementation through forced relocation. Although the government failed to remove the legal 

provision for permanent African urbanisation, forced relocation (often in the course of Group Areas 

removals) enabled the regime to expel those deemed ‘unproductive’ – the unemployed, women, 

elderly and young people – from urban areas to the bantustans.95 Simultaneously, responding to 

concern among unionised white farmers over the presence of African tenants, the state embarked 

on a drive to remove so-called ‘squatters’ from white farmland.96 Relocation to the bantustans was 

thus driven by the implementation of influx controls to achieve racial segregation and the expulsion 

of ‘unemployed’ Africans (or those not employed in white-owned industries) from urban areas and 

white farmland, through an attack on African tenancy on white-owned farms. In the implementation 

of such measures, political repression was foremost in the minds of administrators, and rural 

planning became infused with the repressive developmentalism of imperial counter insurgencies, 

resulting in militarised relocation and rural villagisation in the bantustans.97 The bantustan scheme 

and its rhetoric of ethnic separation, self-government and representation provided the discursive 

rationale to legitimate this regime of repression and exclusion. 

Between 1960 and 1980, an estimated 2.5 million people were relocated into new, barely-

provisioned settlements within, and on the fringes of, the bantustans.98 Mass relocation on this scale 

transformed the social and economic life of the bantustans, whose populations more than doubled 
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between 1960 and 1980.99 If the government failed to prevent African urbanisation, through 

repressive planning and authoritarian resettlement in the 1960s and 1970s it made significant 

headway in temporarily suspending - even reversing - this trend, manufacturing ‘displaced 

urbanisation’.100 Mass relocation effected exponential population increase and the emergence of 

very densely settled rural areas in the bantustans. The tiny enclave of Qwaqwa became an extreme 

example of this dynamic, experiencing a population increase of 2000 percent from 24,000 people in 

1970 to 400,000 in 1982, largely as a consequence of relocation from white-owned farms.101 

As in Qwaqwa, the greatest number of people relocated to the bantustans from ‘white’ South Africa 

did not move over great distances: they came from farms, often in relative proximity, amid agrarian 

change and a state-supported drive to dispossess African labour tenants and so-called ‘squatters’ 

from white-owned farmland. With little alternative, evicted farm dwellers sought a place to live in 

the new bantustan resettlement areas. Others looked to pre-empt eviction by leaving the farms for 

the resettlement areas. This was not ‘voluntary’ relocation but shaped by the highly circumscribed 

options of a rural working class vulnerable to eviction and destitution. Duplicitous officials promised 

that a ‘land of milk and honey’ awaited, exploiting the idioms of Zionist Christianity that resonated 

among African farm dwellers negotiating eviction and displacement.102 People forcibly relocated 

from urban areas amid tightening influx controls and Group Areas removals comprised the second 

largest group. Very often, their experiences of relocation were traumatic and violent, as police 

rounded up households, sometimes at gunpoint, and ordered them to board ‘Government Garage’ 

(‘GG’) trucks and trains, often to a destination unknown.103 

Relocation was often distressing and the consequences for livelihoods were dire, for the new 

resettlement areas were rural, far from employment and were not provisioned with the services 

necessary to sustain life.104 There was no healthcare, running water or sanitation, while rudimentary 

one-roomed dwellings barely protected from the elements and were crowded, having been 

allocated to large multi-generational families. Poor access to amenities and widespread destitution 

left households reliant on meagre government rations and soup kitchens. Malnutrition and related 

illnesses were endemic and were responsible - along with contaminated water, poor sanitation and a 

lack of healthcare - for high rates of infant mortality. It is little surprise that such places - as Sada, 

Dimbaza and Ilinge in the Ciskei, or Weenen, Limehill and Osizweni in KwaZulu, to name just a few - 

became known by critics as the ‘dumping grounds’ of apartheid. Women, children and elderly 

people predominated among the new residents of bantustan resettlement areas, for state influx 

controls targeted the removal of those deemed ‘superfluous’ to the labour market and targeted 
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African women, who were now forced to carry passes.105 Families who had been living in urban areas 

were torn apart, as men eligible for contract work on mines and in urban areas left, and many never 

returned. 

The impacts and experiences of relocation were uneven. The first households arriving in hastily 

demarcated settlements with no facilities to speak of faced immeasurable hardships. Women, often 

charged with caring for young and old amid extreme deprivation, and prevented by these 

responsibilities and the pass laws from seeking work elsewhere, experienced great suffering. Those 

households able to depend on support from remittances fared better, while others, forced to rely on 

seasonal farm work, rations or local menial employment in township construction and maintenance 

faced a daily struggle to make ends meet. Nevertheless, as resettlement areas expanded more 

rapidly through the late-1960s and state services – while always insufficient – were developed, some 

younger adults moved from farms to resettlement townships to access schooling and housing that 

was independent of their elders. To this extent, there were marked gendered and generational 

differences in the experiences of resettlement over time.106 In remote settlements with little in the 

way of local employment, households relied on remittances from migrant labour alongside seasonal 

farm work. Unable to access better-paid contract work, many younger women circumvented the 

pass laws and sought livelihoods in urban areas. Less remote resettlement areas became 

‘dormitories’ for commuters in larger urban centres, who travelled on buses for many hours a day to 

reach their places of employment in ‘white’ South Africa.107 These brief insights point to the great 

complexity of the social dynamics of relocation, its diverse meanings and the various strategies that 

individuals, families and households adopted in order to survive and remake their lives and 

livelihoods amid great adversity.108 

Political banishment to the bantustans comprised another dimension of this mode of ‘repressive 

development’. If banishment had long been long used to stifle dissent, after 1960 this form of 

repression was used more systematically and on a larger scale.109 The mass arrest and incarceration 

of political leaders and activists during the early 1960s required an expansion of the regime’s 

carceral capacity. After the end of custodial sentences, or sometimes instead of them, political 

prisoners were, in significant numbers, exiled under banning orders to resettlement areas in the 

bantustans. In the Ciskei, a great many activists and leaders, members of the banned ANC and PAC, 

were banished to Sada, Dimbaza and Ilinge, where they were subject to harassment by the Special 

Branch and persecution by the bantustan authorities. These men were often joined by their families, 

including many women who were committed activists in their own right, and who, by way of 

repression, were forcibly removed from urban areas. If the dissolution of the liberation movement 

was the aim of this programme, its repressive intent was undermined: despite surveillance, exiled 

activists continued to operate underground and engaged in covert activities to politicise a new 

generation of comrades. For example, in Sada and Ilinge networks of ANC and PAC members, 
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banished from Port Elizabeth and elsewhere in the Eastern Cape, were involved in establishing the 

ANC’s underground operations run by Chris Hani from Maseru, and undertook covert political work 

with young people under the cover of sports clubs and education initiatives.110 Women played an 

active and crucial role in the establishment of these networks, in particular by hosting ‘educational’ 

meetings and establishing safe houses to shelter comrades, and as messengers and carriers of 

goods, including weapons. In doing so, they exploited as cover the prevailing official perceptions of 

their gendered domestic roles.111 Nevertheless, amid the adversities of life in the resettlement areas 

and the cohering repressive regimes of bantu authorities, which limited the possibilities for 

organised resistance, the ‘emancipatory actions’ of many women focused on defending their 

autonomy and their livelihoods against economic uncertainty through networks and practices of 

communal support such as self-help groups and Manyano church organisations.112 

The suffering caused by resettlement, and its large scale across the country, could not be hidden 

away in rural areas as politicians might have hoped. The publication of Cosmas Desmond’s book, The 

Discarded People, by Penguin in 1971 caused an international scandal and galvanised support for the 

liberation movement. Campaigns by the Black Sash and figures such as David Russell to protest the 

conditions of resettlement and shame the government into reform captured the attention of the 

liberal press. In 1974, the documentary film Last Grave at Dimbaza presented a damning account of 

apartheid, with distressing reportage of infant deaths amid the deprivation and destitution caused 

by resettlement at Dimbaza.113 The film was shown around the world and turned Dimbaza into a 

symbol of apartheid brutality. Domestic and international condemnation provoked the government 

to expand the programme of bantustan township housing and to shift its position on industrial 

development in the bantustans: in the wake of Last Grave, Dimbaza became a showcase for the 

expansion of labour-intensive industry in the bantustans.114 The development of such industries – 

textile production and other ‘light’ manufacturing – opened up a rare and precious avenue of 

employment for women in the bantustans. While these industries exploited high local 

unemployment and repressive labour legislation by paying very low wages, they nevertheless 

presented opportunities for women to earn independent incomes, shaping women’s autonomy and 

political consciousness, and challenging rural patriarchies.115 
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While Verwoerd is often popularly represented as having been the ‘architect of apartheid’, it was 

under his successor, Vorster, that the policy of independence for the ‘homelands’ was driven 

forward. The project had been roundly rejected at the UN, but, as Jamie Miller shows, regarding it as 

the crucial element that might revitalise South Africa’s foreign relations Vorster set about garnering 

support for the policy and thereby his government, seeking partnerships with African states.116 

Public relations and a programme of information were of course central to this: a raft of glossy 

publications intended for international audiences extolled the virtues of ‘tribal’ autonomy and the 

economic promise of self-development in ethnic ‘homelands’.117 Yet ‘Verkrampte’ hardliners within 

the NP were opposed to the ‘creeping liberalism’ of this policy.118 Reassuring such critics of his main 

priority, in 1966 Vorster told a private meeting of his party that ‘[T]he cardinal principle of the NP is 

the retention, maintenance, and immortalisation of Afrikaner identity within a white sovereign state. 

Apartheid and separate development is merely a means to achieve and to perpetuate this.’119  

The Black Homeland Citizenship Act of 1970 signalled the refiguring of the pass system in ethno- 

national terms, stripping all Black South Africans of their legal domicile in the Republic and forcing 

citizenship within ethnic bantustans upon a significantly urbanised African population, many of 

whom had no discernible links with a supposed ‘homeland’. However, more than a veneer, 

bantustan policy aimed to shore up and legitimate white supremacy by giving substance to the new 

political structures of the self-governing entities. If the provision of state funding for development in 

the bantustans was woefully inadequate, even to provide the most basic services to the rapidly 

expanding settlements within the bantustans, it was nevertheless historically significant. Funds for 

housing developments; infrastructural projects and industrial developments were channelled 

through the new bureaucracies, creating new political and social dynamics at local and regional 

levels. ‘Self-government’ led to the growth and Africanisation of the bantustan states and the 

expansion of their civil services, while chiefs gained new opportunities to grow their patronage 

bases, to extract levies from their subjects and to ‘gatekeep’ access to resources such as land, 

residential sites and migrant contracts, the latter controlled through ‘tribal’ labour bureaux.120 New 

state bureaucracies exercised control over trading licences, government infrastructural projects and 

government-supported business opportunities, which, through bantustan development 

corporations, supported the growth of a small, powerful and politically-connected business class in 

the bantustans, whose influence outlived these states.121 New capitals were built to house the 
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nascent bantustan legislatures and civil services as, for example, at Bhisho (Ciskei) and Mmabatho 

(Bophuthatswana).122 

Plans to ‘consolidate’ the fragmented bantustans were among the central aspects of the scheme 

under Vorster. One of the main criticisms of the bantustan project was that they were unviable 

because they were comprised of many scattered areas of land. Unlike Transkei, which was largely 

contiguous, many of the bantustans - such as Ciskei, Lebowa, Bophuthatswana and KwaZulu - were 

highly fragmented: ‘homeland’ consolidation initiatives proposed programmes of removals, land 

purchase and resettlement.123 Through land consolidation, and by suggesting further land transfers 

to the bantustans, the government hoped to bolster their legitimacy, for bantustan leaders and 

aspiring chiefs claimed further land to shore up their support base through patronage. Meanwhile, 

the government responded to the clamour by white farmers who opposed the independence of 

African tenants settled on so-called ‘black spots’ surrounded by white farmland. ‘Homeland 

consolidation’ thus cut to the heart of struggles over land, power and livelihoods, and generated 

new politics of ethnicity as the boundaries of bantustans were defined and redefined amid 

contestation and claims to land, while ‘alien’ groups faced removal in the name of ethnic 

homogeneity.124 Territorial segregation was shaped by bantustan elites as well as by African 

landholders and tenants, who fought tenacious struggles against removal from their land. Although 

residents of some so-called ‘black spots’ were unable to prevent their forced removal despite 

resistance - as, for example, the Bakwena Ba Magopa - other communities, such as those in the 

Eastern Cape’s ‘Border corridor’ had more success and, in the face of  these struggles, various 

aspects of the government’s consolidation proposals were never implemented.125 

Where the 1959 Act, in line with Tomlinson’s proposals, identified eight ethnic national units, this 

number increased eventually to ten, largely as a consequence of the politics of ‘homeland 

consolidation’ and population relocation. Matanzima had aspired to rule over one Xhosa ‘homeland’, 
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encompassing the Transkei and Ciskei reserves. But as influx controls were tightened in the Western 

Cape and evictions proliferated as a consequence of the attack on farm tenants, Matanzima publicly 

objected to mass resettlement in Transkei. Since the government would not countenance forcing 

white farmers to relinquish profitable dairy farms in the ‘Border’ corridor between the Ciskei and 

Transkei,126 it was thus accepted that the Transkei and Ciskei reserves would remain separate, and 

that the second Xhosa ‘homeland’ of Ciskei would bear the brunt of mass resettlement from across 

the Cape.127 In the Transvaal, no separate ‘homeland’ had been envisaged for the Transvaal Ndebele 

in the proposals of the 1950s but the new entity of KwaNdebele was eventually created as the 

politics of land consolidation and ethnic mobilisation played out through the following decade (see 

below).128 

Throughout the 1970s, bantustan leaders maintained that by organising through a federal bloc of 

self-governing bantustans and refusing independence, they could represent African interests and 

pressure the government into more meaningful ‘power sharing’ and economic development. Led by 

Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the ambitious chief minister of KwaZulu, this position was supported by most 

of the bantustan leaders at one point or another, before Kaizer Matanzima (Transkei) and Lucas 

Mangope (Bophuthatswana) opted for independence in 1976 and 1977 respectively, making a rapid 

turn away from federalist pledges.129 Bantustan leaders voiced opposition to aspects of apartheid 

governance, such as influx controls, although they lacked the capacity, and probably the political 

will, to have much influence in this regard.130  

Buthelezi accepted ‘self-government’ for KwaZulu in 1977, but he claimed that in resisting 

independence he was opposing apartheid. A shrewd politician, Buthelezi used his place at the head 

of the KwaZulu bantustan to stake out a position in national politics, appealing to South African 

whites and politicians in the West as a conservative African leader, while simultaneously, through 

the Zulu nationalist movement of Inkatha, styling himself as a leader of the liberation movement 

with claims to traditional authority.131 During the 1960s and 1970s he maintained a cordial 

relationship with the ANC, capitalising on this association at a time when the ANC lacked a local 

powerbase, even going so far as to claim that he was a legitimate representative of that body.132 

Meanwhile, Black Consciousness leaders had since the early 1970s condemned Buthelezi’s 

collaboration with the regime. In 1979, Buthelezi’s relationship with the ANC soured after he 

exposed meetings with the ANC that Congress leaders had wished to remain secret. The ANC’s 

courting of Buthelezi proved an embarrassment, while the bantustan leader lost a valuable source of 

legitimation following the fiasco. No longer able to claim himself a conduit linking white nationalists 

to black, Buthelezi moved decidedly to the right.133 
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The forms of ethnic nationalism created and fostered through the bantustan project were various 

and historically contingent. In the Ciskei reserves, where the chieftaincy had been largely displaced 

through colonial conquest, the introduction of bantu authorities demanded an elaborate invention 

of tradition, not least for Lennox Sebe, Ciskei’s chief minister, whose claim to a chieftaincy was a 

gross fabrication. Having first exploited Rharhabe identity, Sebe shifted to promoting a ‘Ciskeian’ 

ethnicity that was ‘wholly bogus’, having no historical basis whatsoever.134 In contrast, Buthelezi’s 

claim to power rested on a narrative of Zulu nationalism whose symbols held wider popular appeal, 

both in Natal and among Zulu migrants on the Rand. As a hereditary chief he had, like Matanzima 

and Mangope, risen to prominence for his willingness to cooperate with the government. As the 

political head of KwaZulu, he cast the bantustan as the restored polity of the Zulu Kingdom and 

claimed for himself, as leader of Inkatha, a role as protector of the Zulu nation.135  

Lucas Mangope pursued a curious set of narratives about Bophuthatswana nationhood. Presenting 

himself as the modernising leader of the Bophuthatswana nation, he appealed to the developmental 

promises of self-determination and claimed to lead a Tswana revival, reproducing the rhetoric of 

separate development.136 After Independence in 1977, he raised his aspirations further, appealing to 

a supposed common ‘Tswana’ identity, hoping to build a ‘pan-Tswana alliance’ with Botswana. This 

historical rhetoric nevertheless fell flat, for Seretse Khama rejected Bophuthatswana as a ‘child of 

apartheid’.137 Despite claiming that Bophuthatswana was ‘a place for all’, thus appealing to displaced 

farm dwellers, Mangope presided over a regime of Tswana chauvinism, where non-Tswana 

minorities were marginalised and persecuted.138 In response, Chief Mopeli, head of the tiny Qwaqwa 

bantustan, eschewed an exclusivist Sotho nationalism and instead encouraged different language 

groups to settle: the authorities of Qwaqwa, effectively a rural ghetto housing Africans displaced 

from the Free State, relied upon the dynamic of resettlement to grow their patronage and their 

power. More than an ethnic affinity, Sotho-speakers persecuted under Mangope’s regime saw in 

Mopeli’s appeal the promise of better access to the most basic means for survival- a place to 

reside.139 
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Claims to nationhood in the bantustans invented ethnic traditions - if not always or entirely - but 

Africans were not passive bystanders or simply victims of opportunistic chiefs in the creation of the 

‘homelands.’ For example, two of the later bantustan creations, Kangwane and KwaNdebele, were 

created amid ethnic mobilisation ‘from below’. KaNgwane came about in response to mobilisation 

for a South African Swazi ‘homeland’: amid consolidation proposals that would see the reserves that 

comprised the bantustan incorporated within Swaziland, these ethnic politics proved malleable and 

changeable, as Ally has shown.140 A comparable dynamic played out in the creation of KwaNdebele. 

Largescale farm evictions, pressure to consolidate reserve land and clear ‘black spots’, and the 

persecution of non-Twana speakers amid the independence of Bophuthatswana all propelled the 

government’s move to establish a separate Ndebele ‘homeland’.141 Yet if the idea of an Ndebele 

‘homeland’ was stimulated by apartheid policy, Lekgoathi argues that a ‘deepening of ethnic 

consciousness’ among the Transvaal Ndebele also shaped its creation, as individuals and groups 

mobilised to define their identity and challenged the state’s characterization of ‘Ndebeleness’. 

Northern Ndebele chiefs in Lebowa and Bophuthatswana feared their marginalisation in these 

bantustans and within the proposed Southern Ndebele bantustan, while, as ‘culture brokers’ and 

patrons, they mobilised ethnicity to shape access to state resources.142 In these examples and 

others, migrant communities and their social milieu were often crucial in driving such ethnic 

mobilisations.143 

The creation of new bantustan bureaucracies provided job opportunities, but the Africanisation of 

the civil service in the bantustans should not be reduced to an assumption that these employees 

necessarily comprised a ‘collaborationist’ class.144 If scholars previously sought to project historical 

process from material interests, Laura Phillips shows how the emergent Black ‘middle class’ in 

Lebowa was far from homogeneous: there was no uniform class of civil servants, and receipt of a 

state salary did not dictate political allegiance, nor produce a particular class consciousness. Rather, 

the expansion of the bantustan state was uneven: a variety of workplace experiences shaped the 

complex economic, social and political worlds of state employees.145 Amid high unemployment and 

widespread poverty, and as mining retrenchments further limited the option of migrant labour for 

bantustan residents, employment within the bantustan state – as clerks, administrators, nurses and 

teachers – offered a secure livelihood and opportunities for household accumulation.146 Given the 

absence of other such opportunities, employment in the civil service fostered the growth of a 

‘middle class’. Critically, such employment was often accompanied by the provision of state housing, 

which was no insignificant perk in the context of widespread housing shortages, for it provided 

stability that enabled modest accumulation of wealth and access to education for immediate 

household members and younger generations.147 

With mass resettlement arguably at the centre of the political economy of the bantustan project, it 

is no surprise that settlement planning and township development comprised the most significant 
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component of the bantustans’ budgetary allocations.148 Resettlement in the bantustans bolstered 

chiefly authorities, both through the allocation of residential sites and the distribution of new 

township housing.149 If resettlement formed new modes of patronage to shore up the power of 

chiefs, township development was also connected to the development of a ‘middle class’ who were 

by no means loyal to ethnic political projects, as Peires, and more recently Phillips, assert.150 

Township development in the bantustans also tested the established patriarchal practices of colonial 

administration, as authorities were compelled to grant housing to women endorsed out of urban 

areas and to ‘landless’ women from elsewhere in the reserves.151 Access to education was expanded 

significantly, as secondary schools were opened in the new bantustan townships, expanding literacy 

and contributing to the politicisation of a new generation against the injustice and violence of 

apartheid.152 

While many of the bantustans long exercised repressive governance - in Transkei, the emergency 

powers introduced to repress the Pondoland revolt had remained in place since 1960 - after the 

uprising of 1976-7, and as protest intensified by the mid-1980s, the bantustans became heavily 

militarised and integrated in Pretoria’s ‘total strategy’ to protect white supremacy in South Africa 

through limited reform and extensive repression.153 In the changed environment after Soweto, 

Vorster’s hopes for reimagining South Africa’s ‘federal’ project were all but lost, but the promotion 

of independence for the bantustans was already in motion (Transkei 1976; Bophuthatswana 1977; 

Venda 1979; Ciskei 1981; which together became known as the ‘TBVC states’). Popular protest – 

particularly to ‘homeland independence’ – underscored the illegitimacy of the bantustans, while 

‘homeland’ structures provided the government in Pretoria, now dominated by securocrats, with the 

means to develop decentralised zones of repression.154 Under the National Security Management 

System, the bantustans were to become military bulwarks to the liberation movement, through the 

development of militaries in the nominally-independent TBVC states, funded by and working in 

collaboration with Pretoria; through the establishment of SADF bases on the fringes of the 
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bantustans; and through the creation of the ‘100 battalions’: ‘ethnic’ African battalions 

corresponding with each of the bantustan ‘nations’.155 To quell to revolt of the mid-1980s, the TBVC 

states maintained continuous states of emergency, as in the rest of the country. Botha granted 

emergency powers to the self-governing states, permitting them to pass their own repressive 

security legislation, to ban individuals and organisations and to carry out forced removals.156 

The political economy of segregation and exclusion embodied in the bantustan scheme, and the 

state’s failure to invest in development and welfare within the bantustans, gave the project a short 

shelf life. By the late-1980s, the bantustan states were in crisis. The realities of mass relocation; 

rising inequality and unemployment; financial mismanagement and elite ‘state capture’; and the 

reliance of bantustans on bankrolling by Pretoria all exposed bantustan ‘development’ as a farce, for 

these regimes were unable to deliver the most basic services to their residents.157 Meanwhile, the 

expansion of secondary education in the bantustans, the rise of a new generation of political 

leaders, and the violent repression of protests and strikes under the bantustan regimes all served to 

harden resistance to them.158  Youth and student movements, workers’ unions, civic organisations 

and women’s associations formed the basis of the UDF as a broad-based movement, in Ciskei and 

Lebowa particularly, to undermine the bantustan regimes and their local authorities.159 For the brief 

period that bantustan states were able to expand their bureaucracies, with favourable salaries and 

perks for their employees, they were able to find a level of local accommodation, coupling this with 

repression by security forces. However, maintaining sufficient salaries to satisfy civil servants - 

including bantustan police and military personnel - became increasingly expensive, while the cost of 

maintaining security apparatuses to repress escalating dissent only grew.160 If the state’s formal 

lifting of the pass laws in 1986 was often regarded as an admission of their failure to prevent African 

urbanisation, the regime of influx controls did not disappear but was reconfigured in new ways.161  

From the mid-1980s, in response to the rise of the UDF and the revolt against the regime, vigilante 

organisations emerged in the bantustans, waging violence against activists with the support of 

bantustan elites. The SADF engaged in elaborate covert operations in various of the bantustans to 

foster and bolster such vigilante organisations.162 As Buthelezi built his powerbase in KwaZulu, first 

through the KwaZulu Police force and then through the development of Inkatha as a paramilitary 

organization, he presided over a violently repressive regime intolerant of political dissent and worker 

mobilisation.163 The South African security state provided covert funding, arms and training to 
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support Inkatha as a bulwark to the rise of the UDF in KwaZulu.164 White securocrats lauded Inkatha 

as a model for decentralized repression in the bantustans: in the Eastern Cape, vigilante 

organisations amaAfrika (1985-6) and the euphemistically-named African Democratic Movement 

(ADM, 1991-2) were established through SADF covert operations and modelled explicitly on Inkatha, 

to attack political activists.165 As civic organisations mobilised against the promotion of 

independence for KwaNdebele in 1986-7, lacking its own military, the bantustan regime fostered the 

vigilante organisation Mbokodo to repress dissent.166  

 

Transition, reincorporation and legacies 

During the late 1980, as secret dialogue and then bilateral negotiations developed between the 

white regime and the ANC, the latter, lacking strong networks within South Africa, began to seek 

alliances with bantustan leaders and members of the chieftaincy. With pressure for change 

mounting amid a cycle of civil service strikes, protest and repression, a series of military coups took 

place in the bantustans in Transkei (1987), Bophuthatswana (1988), Venda (1990) and Ciskei (1990). 

In Transkei, the December 1987 coup brought Bantu Holomisa to power, who aligned himself with 

the ANC. Soon after, in February 1988, South African troops intervened to overturn a coup against 

Mangope in Bophuthatswana. As political space opened up in early 1990, coups in Ciskei (March 

1990) and Venda (April 1990) heralded new bantustan allies for the ANC. KaNgwane, KwaNdebele, 

Lebowa, Venda and Transkei joined the ANC in a popular front.167 But if ANC leaders aspired to build 

a broad African alliance and to ‘speak with one voice’ with bantustan leaders, they could not always 

count on their loyalty, for such leaders were ambivalent supporters looking to secure their interests 

in a future dispensation.168 This ambivalence was epitomised in the rapid about-turn of Ciskei’s 

Brigadier ‘Oupa’ Gqozo in 1990, who, after unseating Lennox Sebe in the coup of March 1990, 

quickly turned against the ANC, aligning himself instead with a covert operation by SADF-MI to 

extend repression and reinstate headmen in the Ciskei.169 Ramushwana, who came to power in 
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Venda following the 1990 coup, aligned himself with the ANC. Yet he presided over the privatisation 

and plundering of the pensions of Venda civil servants before selection as the chief of the new 

National Peacekeeping Force (NPF): the protection of his cronies and his own self- interest appeared 

high on his agenda.170 

During the transition to democracy, if reincorporation, as demanded by the ANC, became 

increasingly likely, the death of the bantustans was not a foregone conclusion. While the 

government lifted political restrictions in the Republic in 1990, in the bantustans – especially in 

those that remained loyal to the government (Bophuthatswana, KwaZulu, Ciskei, Qwaqwa) – violent 

repression escalated. The NP government, still dominated by the military establishment, tried to 

preserve regional alliances in the bantustans to dilute the ANC’s success in a future election, and 

continued to employ covert repression in collaboration with the bantustan states. They had 

employed such a strategy in Namibia with some success, considerably denting SWAPO’s first 

electoral majority.171 This strategy came to light in the 1991 Inkathagate scandal, which unearthed 

the significant funding channelled by Pretoria into arming and training Inkatha recruits, who in turn 

were deployed against the UDF/ ANC in KwaZulu and Natal, resulting in the dramatic escalation of 

violence in that region.172 The ‘hostel wars’ between Inkatha and the ANC-aligned comrades that 

engulfed the Reef and Vaal in the early 1990s were connected to this same agenda, as state security 

forces bolstered Buthelezi’s national political ambitions through the expansion of Inkatha in these 

regions.173 Likewise, in Ciskei, and to some extent in Bophuthatswana, the South African security 

state continued to engage in covert operations to foster vigilante organisations engaged in the 

repression of democratic activity.174 

For more than three decades, the government had invested in building the politics and the 

architecture of self-government, so dissembling the realities constructed through that scheme and 

incorporating the ‘homelands’ into a unitary state was as difficult, to use a popular metaphor of the 

time, as ‘unscrambling an egg’.175 The questions concerning the future of the bantustans thus 

became the most intractable issue at the CODESA negotiations. If the principle of reincorporation of 

the bantustans might have appeared straightforward at first, as negotiations developed it became 

clear that this would not be so. Bantustan elites, eager to preserve their positions in a future 
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dispensation, sought to shape the negotiations accordingly and were reluctant to concede to 

reincorporation before they were able to shape the terms of the compromise.176  

In 1992, the question of the bantustans threatened to undo the negotiations entirely. Escalating 

violence, not least in the bantustans (KwaZulu, Ciskei, Bophuthatswana), exposed the uneasy 

compromises being made at CODESA, whose talks broke down in May. The massacre by Inkatha 

members of township dwellers at Boipatong in June was a consequence of Buthelezi’s expansion of 

Inkatha into urban areas to challenge the ANC.177 Meanwhile, the escalating crisis in the Ciskei/ 

Border region exposed the salience of bantustan politics, long neglected by ANC negotiators, who 

struggled to balance their bantustan allies and enemies. The long-standing campaign against 

repression in the Ciskei was exploited by national leaders to evidence their popular support and as a 

hard-ball negotiating opportunity. It ended in tragedy, as the troops of the Ciskei Defence Force 

opened fire on peaceful demonstrators at Bhisho, killing 29 people and injuring more than 200.178 In 

its wake, amid escalating violence, De Klerk snubbed Buthelezi, the government’s most powerful 

bantustan ally, signing the Record of Understanding with the ANC in September. While the 

government began to discipline the generals and their use of covert operations,179 attempts to do so 

were largely ineffective: the military establishment fought to preserve their bantustan allies late into 

the transition, engaging in more intricate covert operations as cover, until the generals of the 

military establishment finally capitulated out of self-preservation to the processes of 

democratisation in 1993.180 After the Record of Understanding, Buthelezi and his allies in the ‘white 

right’, alongside Bophuthatswana and Ciskei as the other bantustans still hostile to the ANC, formed 

the Concerned South Africans Group (COSAG), pursuing their interests in a lobby for federal 

concessions at the Multiparty Negotiating Forum in 1993 while opposing a unitary state.181 

Strikes by bantustan civil servants throughout the early 1990s, spearheaded by teachers and nurses 

who demanded equal pay with South African workers, undermined the viability of the bantustan 

regimes, as state services all but collapsed. Bantustan budgets could not afford these pay rises, but, 

to shore up these regimes, the government bankrolled them. Once the principle of parity had been 

established through such concessions, demands for parity and reincorporation only escalated. 
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Finally, police strikes and a mutiny in Bophuthatswana and Ciskei in March 1994 sealed the collapse 

of these intransigent regimes and thereby dissolved Buthelezi’s COSAG alliance.182 

Even as the ultimate reincorporation of the bantustans became an inevitability, being a precondition 

of any transitional deal, the government continued to foster bantustan structures in anticipation of 

multiparty elections. Land deals were pursued with various of the bantustans, rapidly transferring 

further land to foster the patronage and loyalty of elites to harness their influence in forthcoming 

elections and to stymie the efforts of the ANC, once in power, to shore up its power base through 

land reform. In the final months before the election, bantustan elites scrambled for spoils as state 

land was sold at slashed prices.183 Most notably, the creation of the Ingonyama Trust protected the 

power of the Zulu monarchy and chieftaincy in the post-apartheid state. The compromise forged at 

the Multiparty Negotiating Forum ensured that the self-governing and ‘independent’ TBVC states 

would be formally dissolved, their land to be governed under the new provisions of a unitary state. 

As such, Buthelezi boycotted the forthcoming elections, pushing for protection of his powerbase in 

KwaZulu thorugh a federal arrangement. His boycott, however, threatened to undermine the 

legitimacy of the elections, the possibility of peace and the entire transitional process. A last-minute 

deal, forged in secret in the final days before the scheduled election of 24 April, created the 

Ingonyama Trust as the concession to tempt Buthelezi to join the election: the territories of the 

KwaZulu bantustan would belong to the Trust, with the Zulu King as sole trustee, protecting the 

authority of the Zulu chieftaincy over land allocation and thereby Buthelezi’s powerbase. While the 

democratic compromise sealed the demise of the bantustans at large, the edifice of KwaZulu lived 

on in the form of the Ingonyama Trust.184 

For the fact that both the ANC and the NP saw rural chiefs as important brokers to bring in the votes, 

both parties recognised their future role in South Africa.185 The Ndzundza Ndebele royal family, who 

opposed independence for KwaNdebele in 1986-7, formed the Congress of Traditional Leaders of 

South Africa (CONTRALESA) in 1987, seeking alliances with other chiefs sympathetic to political 

change. The ANC, looking to expand its alliances, particularly in rural areas, cemented an alliance 

with CONTRALESA the following year.186 Kelly has shown how the Zulu ‘peace chief’, Mhlabunzima 

Maphumulo, who became CONTRALESA’s first president, sought to represent the interests of his 

followers whose majority were UDF/MDM supporters fleeing the war with Inkatha.187 However, as 

bantustan regimes collapsed in the later years of the transition, various other chiefs, facing 

opposition from civic movements, sought to preserve their interests by joining CONTRALESA which 
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they hoped would protect their power base through its alliance with the ANC.188 From 1991, 

Ntsebeza argues, CONTRALESA mobilised to contest the ANC’s position that the role of the 

chieftaincy should be ceremonial and advisory, and instead pushed for the recognition of traditional 

authorities - in the place of municipalities and elected councillors - as the principal level of 

government in rural areas.189 Having been excluded from the CODESA talks, chiefs were widely 

represented at the MPNF in 1993.190 This realignment suggested a favourable future for traditional 

authorities under a new ANC government, and was sealed by the deal struck with Buthelezi and the 

Zulu king on the eve of the election.191 

More than a post-apartheid ‘resurgence’, in the ‘new’ South Africa, as under apartheid, traditional 

authorities mobilised to assert their legitimacy and shape their relationship with the state, while the 

ANC government sought, like its predecessor, to submit traditional authorities to state control: as 

Buthelezi and Skosana argue, ‘to make them “the state”’.192 In the latter part of the 1990s, 

CONTRALESA transformed from a progressive ally of the ANC, to a conservative force representing 

the interests of traditional authorities in general. If effective civic mobilisation in the transition 

period acted to limit the powers of traditional authorities,193 in the late 1990s the civic movement 

struggled to maintain its momentum and influence, and traditional authorities consolidated their 

relationship with the ruling party.194 They were assisted by the fact that newly-elected rural 

councillors were denied the funding and support necessary to foster an effective system of 

democratic rural representation.195 Meanwhile, amid the proliferation of claims to chieftaincy - not 

least for the fact that chiefs were handsomely paid by the new government196 - the Nhlapo 

Commission was appointed in 2004 to establish ‘authentic’ claims to traditional leadership and to 

ostensibly ‘cleanse’ the chieftaincy of its colonial taint. Nevertheless, it acted much like the 

Ethnology Section of the apartheid-era Bantu Affairs Department, Buthelezi and Skosana argue, 

conducting surveys to trace hereditary lineage and disregarding the historical practices through 

which chiefs without popular support might be removed from office.197 Rural communities have 

consistently protested the legitimacy and the authority of the chieftaincy as the arbiters of rural 

governance, challenging the ANC’s support for the recognition of traditional authorities and 
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customary law for the fact that, in practice, forms of ‘traditional’ governance regularly undermine 

democratic rights enshrined in the constitution, particularly those of women.198 

Thirty years since the formal end of apartheid, the legacies of segregation and apartheid in the 

former bantustans are profound. Land reform, which was to be at the heart of post-apartheid 

transformation, has failed to change colonial patterns of land access and ownership or to improve 

the insecure tenure and low wages of agricultural work. Former bantustan areas continue to be 

among the most deprived in the country, with the highest rates of unemployment, child malnutrition 

and poor state provision of education and healthcare, particularly in areas most heavily impacted by 

apartheid-era resettlement.199 After 1994, as subsidies and tax incentives for bantustan industries 

were pulled, former industrial ‘growth points’ such as Dimbaza, Butterworth and Botshabelo were 

hollowed out: factory closures and mass redundancies pulled the rug from communities dependent 

on employment in these industries and undermined the livelihoods of women in particular.200 In 

their place, post-apartheid social grants, particularly pensions, have been one of the key successes of 

post-apartheid government, providing crucial support to women and elderly people in the former 

bantustans who are often caring for children.201 The administrative legacies of bantustan governance 

are profound in Mpumalanga, Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, where bantustan states and ‘white’ 

South African bureaucracies were amalgamated into the new provinces. Clientelist relations were 

thus reproduced in local government, contributing to the politics of ‘state capture’.202 

New patterns of social differentiation have emerged in the bantustans. One case that stands out is 

that of the Bafokeng, whose chiefly elites have profited handsomely since the end of apartheid by 
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securing mining royalties and corporate shares in the extraction of platinum from beneath the 

communal lands of the Bafokeng people. Formerly the source of the Bophuthatswana bantustan’s 

revenue and the relative power of Lucas Mangope, the collapse of the bantustan state opened up 

new claims on the rights to this wealth, successfully asserted by the Bafokeng royal house. Even with 

a minor stake in the multinational mining company Implats, by asserting their claim to mineral 

wealth in communal terms and by expanding and diversifying investments the Bafokeng chieftaincy 

grew into a wealthy, expansive and powerful ethnic corporation.203 Nevertheless while professing 

commitment to communal improvement and development, few people who identify as members of 

the Bafokeng nation can be seen to have benefited directly from the wealth beneath their lands, or 

from the corporation which holds claim as the traditional custodian of the land. A similar situation 

exists in other parts of the North West Province, such as the communal areas of the Bakgatla Ba 

Kgafela and Bakwena Ba Magopa, where platinum-rich land has been similarly exploited by 

multinational mining operations enabled by a chiefly elite who have assumed control of royalties. In 

these communities, such operations have enabled the enrichment of a powerful few, accompanied 

by growing wealth disparities, owing to widespread unemployment and high levels of poverty 

among the local population. Community activists in these areas have struggled to hold traditional 

leaders to account.204 In spite of governmental change, the reproduction of an apartheid-era mineral 

property regime has continued to enable rampant extraction by multinational mining corporations 

at the expense of the livelihoods of local people. Under communal property regimes, local 

communities own the surface rights, which in practice has presented little obstruction for mining 

companies who have continued to claim and extract the mineral wealth beneath..205 

 

Conclusions 

Whatever the official maps projected, the African reserves - later ‘homelands’, or bantustans - and 

the livelihoods, politics and cultures of the communities who resided in them, were inextricably 

connected to the social and economic life of ‘white’ South Africa. The white-owned ‘countryside’ 

was settled and worked by Black people who outnumbered whites, while urban areas, where 

Africans were denied residence rights, relied heavily on their labour. Exercising control over the 

labour of Africans to support the health of colonial agriculture and industry was at the heart of the 

settler project: amid urbanisation and white farmers’ clamour for support from the state, limiting 

opportunities for African producers, while controlling African settlement in urban areas and on 

white farms, concerned administrators and politicians throughout the twentieth century. But more 
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than an economic relation of labour exploitation, return labour migration from rural reserves to the 

mines and cities shaped rural politics, culture and society in profound ways. People, ideas, wealth 

and goods travelled across the urban-rural ‘nexus’, shaping rural politics and the meanings of ethnic 

identifications. 

The South African state sponsored a regime of African traditionalism in order to rein in the political 

impacts of rapid social change brought about by dispossession under a modernising settler colonial 

regime. They did this by accommodating and sponsoring one class of African patriarchs in the 

reserves - chiefs - first through the Native Administration Act and then through the Bantu Authorities 

Act. If the bantustan scheme was built upon the incorporation and co-option of ‘traditional 

authorities’ against the rise of African nationalism, it evolved into a modernizing project that saw the 

rapid expansion of the bantustan states and their bureaucracies. 

Widely seen as illegitimate, the bantustans were more than mere ‘frauds’ and ‘dumping grounds’:206 

they became complex social and political realities. The scheme for independent ‘homelands’ set in 

motion significant dynamics of historical change: state funding for ‘homeland development’ was 

channelled through new bantustan bureaucracies, while politics were reordered around ethnic 

identifications. And while chiefs, bantustan government officials and civil servants were ultimately 

paid by the government in Pretoria, their politics were not dictated by the white regime, nor their 

loyalty a given. Black South Africans were not merely victims of this repressive system, but played 

active roles in shaping the histories of the bantustans and of course, their demise. 

If protecting the interests of white farmers against competition for labour was a principal focus of 

reserve policy, by the 1960s the political economy of labour had changed considerably. The 

capitalisation of agriculture, population growth, mechanisation and technological development, and 

the mines’ reliance on alternative sources of labour all reduced conflict over labour among white 

capitalists. As white farmers became less reliant on labour tenancy and the state abolished it, the 

bantustan resettlement areas were to house evicted farm tenants and dwellers, as well as those 

people - women especially - forced from urban areas by influx controls. By the 1970s, the 

displacement of African urbanisation to the bantustans was driven significantly by the imperatives of 

racial segregation and political repression. After the Soweto uprising the bantustans became 

incorporated in the state’s repressive system as decentralised zones of militarized repression. 

Against a crisis of legitimacy for the white government, the rhetorical form of the bantustan scheme 

was shaped by the end of empire. As both Mbeki and Biko recognised, the enduring question of 

African representation drove the bantustan project, to silo African politics and blunt African 

nationalism.207 While the expansion of the bantustan states may have offered some economic 

consolation for political disenfranchisement - to chiefs, new political and economic elites, as well as 

a new middle class of civil servants - the contradictions were inescapable: with little in the way of a 

tax base, the bantustan states could not afford their own expansion and relied on funding from 

Pretoria. In the last years of apartheid, striking civil servants pressed this contradiction and pushed 

for higher wages and reincorporation. Radicalised by the experience of state repression, youth and 

civic organisations challenged bantustan authorities, in some localities displacing them entirely.208 
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Against this pressure the government and security state continued to bolster their bantustan allies 

throughout the late apartheid period and transition years and for this reason, the bantustans 

became the most intractable issue in the negotiations. 

While the ANC vowed an end to bantustans, its approach once in government was ambivalent. 

These institutions and their authorities were crumbling when the ANC came to power. However, 

while redrawing provincial and municipal boundaries to unify governance, the ANC government 

failed to support its own programmes for the democratisation of rural local governance, instead 

supporting the role of chiefs who were to play far more than a symbolic role in the new 

dispensation.209 The government’s continued focus, despite wide criticism, on building a class of 

Black commercial farmers as the solution to the land issue has failed to address the principal legacy 

of colonialism, segregation and apartheid: entrenched inequality and enduring poverty in the 

bantustans. 
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