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This collection of essays focuses on the meaning of home and its historical
transformations in what is now KwaZulu-Natal. What has survived from all
the legal, material and structural changes affecting the house and the
homestead over two centuries is the idea of home – including nostalgia for
what has been lost – and the reassertion of the homestead today. Discussion
of how European models of the family and domesticity were transformed and
promoted in the colonial period provide interesting points of comparison
with how Africans developed new domestic solutions to the challenges of
apartheid and the difficult economic conditions since then.

The editors in their introduction refer to the ‘Nkandlagate scandal’ about
the expensive refurbishing of President Zuma’s homestead at South African
taxpayers expense. The politics of home is a very contemporary issue. Their
aim is to show that the home – as an idea and as a material place – does not
remain the same throughout history, an idealised site of tradition contrasted
with the street where modernity is made. The home is at the same time an
indicator and incubator of social transformation. The chapters are grouped
in a chronological sequence: domestic space and political organisation in
the nineteenth century before the mining revolution; notions of home in the
period of white home rule; and in post-apartheid times. Most chapters are
quite narrow in their scope; but two, by Jeff Guy and Jason Hickel, have a
wider historical range.

Guy’s ‘Colonial transformations and the home’ does not offer much that
is new for readers who already know his work, but he provides a very
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thoughtful and illuminating account of the transformations of house, home
and homestead in Zululand under the impact of colonialism. Starting from the
pre-conquest period, he shows the nature and extent of the changes that
took place later, when the home became fragmented and lost its role as a place
which situated and integrated life, labour and livelihoods, on its way to
becoming a subsistence base when productive work was over. Drawing on
archaeological and anthropological studies, Guy outlines the ‘central cattle
pattern’ and argues that this concept fails to identify the far-reaching
changes that occurred immediately after the colonial conquest, especially
when we consider reconstructions of the homestead. He argues that social
forms persisted, but their aim was now the accumulation of things, not
people as before.

Hickel, in ‘Engineering the township home: domestic transformations and
urban revolutionary consciousness’, argues that resistance to apartheid
was focused on the region’s townships and not in the countryside, because
of their specific forms of social organisation and domesticity. He shows how
the colonial administration limited urbanisation by trying to keep the African
population in rural homesteads under indirect rulers, exercising patriarchal
power. Urban growth in response to industrial demand for labour disturbed
the contrast between an African population conceived of as being traditional
and rural, and modern urban ‘white’ society. The answer to this perceived
threat found by the colonial and apartheid regimes was first to construct
single-sex barracks for African workers; and then to relocate urban Africans,
from informal settlements into modernist, planned townships. In the process,
what Hickel calls ‘an African indigenous urbanism’ was undermined by
European bourgeois norms of kinship and domesticity. Taking the example
of Durban (with a focus on Cato Manor/Umkhumbane), he shows how its
early residents developed a new, more democratic organisation of domestic
space and new egalitarian forms of sociality (the example of the sorghum beer
trade).

There are striking similarities between South African town planners’
discourses on modernity and hygiene, informed by the belief that residential
environments have a direct influence on the mental and social dispositions
of their inhabitants, and the ideology underpinning the construction of huge
suburban housing developments in post-war France for a working class
whose members included immigrants. Monitoring and controlling what the
powers consider to a ‘dangerous class’ or ‘unruly group’ take very similar
forms everywhere, but not always with the same degree of violence. Jason
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Hickel makes this comparison explicit when showing how the models of
European architects like Le Corbusier were confronting them with urban
reality – as, for example, when accounts of the new township of KwaMashu
hid the violent relocation of people there. He makes a convincing case that
this social engineering, the ‘making of the ideal urban African’, had a
revolutionary effect. The new spatial regime subverted established structures
of gender and hierarchy and encouraged the development of new forms of
consciousness, linked to modern individualism and working class identity.
The revolutionary movement of the 1980s was led by people who were born
and raised in the townships: as Foucault knew, resistance is always an effect
of power.

Three contributions, all by female authors, focus on the status and role
of women: Eva Jackson’s ‘Family authority, political authority and the life
of a female chief in colonial Natal’; Lauren V Jarvis’s ‘Gender, violence and
home in the Nazareth Baptist Church, 1906-1939’; and Judith L Singleton’s
‘House and home: changing meaning and practices in a post-apartheid
township’. Jackson explores women’s political leadership in pre-colonial
and colonial Natal, focusing on Vundlazi who ruled from 1838 to 1880 but
remained politically influential until her death in 1890. She was the widow of
Frank Fynn, an early British trader in Natal who became chief of his African
wives’ families and some of their political adherents. Vundlazi’s standing
among her own people is described vividly, but we also learn how she built
up relationships with the colonial power to ensure her own political survival
and that of her community. This chapter shows that the British were often
more dismissive and patriarchal in dealing with female chiefs than was the
case within the Zulu communities that they led. Indeed the colonial authority
set out to deny women the possibility of wielding political power.

Jarvis tries to go beyond the ‘zero-sum game’ described by scholars of
the early twentieth century between the relative autonomy that women
gained from the disintegration of precolonial social structures and their loss
of security. African women over a considerable period renegotiated
relationships with their homes through involvement in religious communities;
and they used the projects of foreign missionaries to escape from difficult
situations at home, notably by running away. The Nazareth Baptist Church,
from its early years (I Shembe, the founder, arrived in Natal around 1906),
gave women somewhere to stay when they no longer wanted to – or could
– live at home. The author shows that this congregation was very attractive
to women especially for its emphasis on land ownership, inspired by the idea
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of making Zion on earth. Her history of this community shows how they dealt
with disgruntled African men whose female relatives had joined the church,
by offering an advance on lobolo, for example. And by the 1940s, the church
community no longer received women who left home, choosing rather to help
them make homes in the townships home.

These two contributions offer an inside view on African women’s status
from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries, revealing in particular
how patriarchy and racism go together. It makes me long for a collection that
would compare how women from all Natal’s communities – Zulu, Indian,
British and others – have dealt with violence and machismo, using the social
means available to each.

Singleton shows how the meanings of house and home allow us to
understand changes in social organisation and gender relations, based on
a study of a township in post-apartheid KZN. For the first time, many Zulu
women in the townships have gained direct access to housing (RDP houses)
in their own right, thanks to a national housing policy that now promotes
female home ownership, whereas in the apartheid era securing rights to
housing required having a working male in the household. Singleton suggests
that this new freedom has provoked a backlash from the men who have
intensified efforts to control young unmarried women. Her ethnographic
evidence does not allow us to assess how the balance of male control and
female agency compares with the situation described for the Shembe church
earlier, especially when changing levels of demand for men’s labour are
taken into account. We can agree with the author, however, that it is difficult
to consider the ‘household’ as a social and political unit in the black South
African context. Economic conditions in most townships today, especially
high levels of unemployment, require young men and women, for the sake
of survival, to move between their own residences and living at home with
their families. They are unable to transform their current residence into a
proper ‘home’ by establishing an independent household – a place for a
married couple and their children. Without the resources to pay lobolo, no
proper marriage is possible. On the other hand, this is also a place where
women can escape from domestic violence and find some freedom and
bargaining power.

Emily Margaretten, in ‘Parting homes in KwaZulu-Natal’, shifts the focus
to street youth living in a condemned building in Durban centre, examining
what the Zulu home means for those who have left it. Kinship is a system of
intense conflict and antipathy for these young people who repeatedly run
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away from home and renounce their filial responsibilities. The author recalls
that kin ties in Zulu culture include not only the living but also the dead, the
ancestors (amadlozi). The traditional homestead included a dwelling for the
ancestors. Today, descendants find it hard to bring the amadlozi close, both
structurally and symbolically. Nevertheless, the parents of the young
people interviewed by Margaretten mentioned conflicts with the ancestors
as a reason for their children leaving home, refusing to attribute their
departure solely to their own actions. Family reunification requires a rite of
reconciliation involving the intercession of the ancestors.1 Several vivid
vignettes of these young people and their families are provided here. Two
cases of new-born babies show how belonging to a lineage is important and
through it attachment to kin including the ancestors. Youths who left home
to seek new associations return home to protect the lifeline – babies – whose
recognition by the ancestors unites the generations. Home in this instance
is a place where your lineage is anchored, a place shared by both the living
and the dead.

Two chapters are more concerned with the transformation of power
relations from a personal to a territorial basis, thereby highlighting the
political foundations of ‘home’.

Percy Ngonyama, in ‘Bounding chiefly authority in colonial Natal’,
shows how the colonial state introduced a ‘ward system’ with the aim of
redefining chiefly power in Natal’s Lower Thukela Division and in the
Maphumulo region after 1906. In this new system, the chief’s authority is
linked to the territory where he resides and his followers could only establish
their homesteads within the boundaries of that territory. Previously, chiefs
– in a ‘mutually beneficial’ relationships – were expected to provide land,
where homesteads were set up and farming took place, to anyone who came
to pay allegiance. This inherently ‘personal’ relationship between chiefs
and adherent did not follow territorial boundaries – two homesteads in the
same area could have political allegiance to different chiefdoms. The colonial
power sought to undermine the authority of amakhosi (chiefs) by
transforming the basis of relations between chiefs and their followers,
leading to many homesteads (imizi) switching their allegiance.

Nevertheless, as Jeff Guy shows here, economic insecurity and land
shortages had already undermined chiefly and patriarchal authority, fostering
tensions between chiefdoms, in the precolonial period. Now, with conditions
getting worse, the ward system couldn’t stop people from moving in search
of better places to establish their homestead, thereby undermining its
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efficiency. Ngonyama’s chapter, which demonstrates that the contrast
between impersonal states with personal domesticity finds a sort of synthesis
in the Zulu homestead, receives unlikely confirmation in Mark Hunter’s,
‘Beneath the ‘Zunami’: Jacob Zuma and the gendered politics of social
reproduction in South Africa’ (reprinted from elsewhere). The evolutionary
theories of Morgan and Maine opposed kinship societies to territorial states
and these were taken to justify colonial empire. Yet, throughout this volume,
we see that politics and domesticity interact everywhere. Hunter discusses
President Zuma’s rise in terms of what he calls ‘the political economy of
gender and intimacy’. According to him, Zuma’s success, especially in 2009,
lay in his ability to connect the personal and political in ways that speak to
South Africa’s ‘crisis of social reproduction’. He tries to show that Zuma
appeals in a highly personal way to young people and women in townships
because he epitomises social reproduction through marriage and parenthood.
He reinforces the achievement of respectability through marriage and
fertility by providing material support for his wives, unlike most young men
in townships. In his rape trial, Zuma even offered to pay lobolo, when young
men in townships usually cannot. This is a fascinating topic, but Hunter’s
evidence for his assertions is rather thin. As the feminists used to say, the
personal is political.

The volume ends with Mwelela Cele’s illustrated description of the
Gumede family and friends in Inanda from around 1900 to the 1980s, ‘Eposini
Elidala: a modern umuzi, in words and images’.  Cele, formerly the librarian
of  Durban’s outstanding Killie-Cambell collection, where the original
seminar for this volume took place, provides a moving historical portrait of
one middle class family – in fact his own – seeking to support its community
by creating a space of freedom for people to develop and discuss political
ideas and perspectives during the apartheid period.

This is one way of rounding off a rich and interesting book, but it would
have been served even better by a concluding chapter synthesising the
various ways that the contributors define and distinguish the concepts of
homestead, house and home. Moreover, the format does not yield an
overview of historical trends affecting kinship and marriage in this region.
We read frequently of ‘reduced marriage rates’ here, but the volume does not
explore – perhaps through comparison – the implications of this. The editors
base their idea of the homestead on Claude Lévi-Strauss’s concept of ‘house
society’, but don’t mention him when speaking of the home under colonialism.
The Bororo house (in Tristes Tropiques) would have been a more useful
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example of how space is related to social structure than Bourdieu’s Kabyle
house, which they do mention in the context of ‘structural nostalgia’ (sic).

South Africa has been a crucible for ethnographic and historical theory
in the past and this book shows why it could and should be again. But once
more the task of clarifying the comparative significance of these case studies
has been neglected and the volume’s contribution to world anthropology is
diminished as a result. Even so – and there are no shortage of examples in
contemporary South African literature – readers of this book will certainly
retain a strong impression of the African majority’s great resilience against
all the odds of their history which are by no means finished. In the absence
of significant improvement of their economic conditions, the home will
remain as a site of resistance and innovation.

Note
1. The popular soap ‘Generations’ on SABC1 in autumn 2014 portrayed a ritual

of reconciliation between a father and his son, involving the intercession of
amadlozi, which was difficult to perform.


