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Figure 3.2 Nasionale Vrouemonument
McClintock notes, “By portraying the Afrikaner nation symbolically as a weeping woman,
the mighty male embarrassment of military defeat could be overlooked and the memory of
women'’s vital efforts during the war washed away in images of feminine tears and
maternal loss.”216

Emily Hobhouse was invited to the dedication of the monument on December 16,
1913, but was unable to attend due to failing health. (Following her death in 1926,
Hobhouse’s ashes were transferred from England to Bloemfontein and placed in a niche at
the monument.) She did however prepare a speech that was read, in shortened form, to the
20,000 people in attendance. It was later printed in a special commemorative issue of Die
Volksblad [The People’s Paper].217 What was printed and was not printed revealed much
about burgeoning Afrikaner nationalism. This cautionary paragraph was frequently

reproduced.

216 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather : Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 378.

217 Stanley, Mourning Becomes - : Post/Memory and Commemoration and the Concentration
Camps of the South African War, 52.



88

Beware lest you forget what caused that struggle in the past. We died without a
murmur to bear out part in saving our country from those who loved her not but
only desired her riches. Do not confuse the issues and join hands with those who
look on her with eyes of greed and not with eyes of love.218
Noticeably absent, however, was the following plea for racial harmony.
We meet on Dingaan’s Day, your memorial of victory over a barbarous race... Does
not justice bid us remember today how many thousands of the dark race perished
also in the Concentration Camps in a quarrel that was not theirs? Did they not thus
redeem the past? Was it not an instance of that community of interest, which
binding all in one, roots our racial animosity?219
Further, references to gender equality were omitted.
For remember, these dead women were not great as the world counts greatness;
some of them were quite poor...yet they have become a moral force in your
land...They have shown the world that never again can it be said that woman
deserves no rights as Citizen because she takes not part in war. This statue stands
as a denial of that assertion.?20
After all, it would be another twenty years before women were granted the right to vote in
South Africa. Further, the icon of the Volksmoeder [mother of the nation] as crafted by the
male Afrikaner nationalists disempowered the hardy Boer woman of the veld and placed
her as distinctly subservient to the men of the rising Broederbond [Afrikaner Brotherhood;
exclusive organization of male, white, Protestants]. McClintock observes, “...women’s
martial role as fighters and farmers was purged of its indecorously militant potential and
replaced by the figure of the lamenting mother with babe in arms. The monument

enshrined Afrikaner womanhood as neither militant nor political, but as suffering, stoical

and self-sacrificing.”?21

218 Hobhouse and Van Reenen, Emily Hobhouse : Boer War Letters, 403.

219 Jpid., 406-07.

220 Jpid., 407.

221 McClintock, Imperial Leather : Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, 378.
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However, this portrayal of the weeping Afrikaner woman is paradoxical. Women
did play a crucial role in the invention of Afrikanerdom. The Afrikaner household was the
last bastion beyond British control. Women undertook the task of transforming every
aspect of daily life into symbols of the Afrikaner spirit. Food, clothing, and furniture all
became distinctly Afrikaans. While the Vrouemonument attempted to erase Afrikaner
women’s historic agency, it also sought to negate their complicity in the history of
apartheid. However, white women were not weeping victims of apartheid history. They
were active participants in the conception of the Afrikaner identity. “As such they were
complicit in deploying the power of motherhood in the exercise and legitimation of white
domination.”222

From their inception, the refugee or concentration camps were ill conceived. The
male dominated Victorian military apparatus was completely unprepared for and in many
instances indifferent to the care of over 100,000 civilian internees, primarily women and
children. A confluence of catastrophes including poor sanitation, inadequate supplies,
malnutrition, and contagious diseases culminated in the senseless deaths of 28,000 Boers
as well as an estimated 14,000 native Africans. In spite of post-war Afrikaner efforts to
portray the deaths as intentional on the part of the British, there is no evidence to support
this allegation. Unlike the Nazi death camps of World War 1], the deaths in South Africa
resulted from maladministration and not a genocidal policy.

Women played a crucial role in the exposé and rectification of deficient camp
conditions. While hailing from very different political backgrounds, both Emily Hobhouse

and Millicent Fawcett set aside individual biases for or against the war to concentrate on

222 Anne McClintock, "No Longer in a Future Heaven: Women and Nationalism in South
Africa," Transition, no. 51 (1991): 110.
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humanitarian relief. As a result of their efforts, conditions in the camps were drastically
improved.

Even in death however, the concentration camp victims found little rest. Their
individual suffering was usurped as a nationally shared tragedy, incorporated into an

Afrikaner mythology, and manipulated to justify the oppression of apartheid.
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CHAPTER 4
God’s Divine Providence for His People
“Return to us, O God Almighty! Look down from heaven and see! Watch over this
vine, the root your right hand has planted, the son you have raised up for yourself.”223 The
Afrikaner people were the vine and this was the biblical basis for their claim over South
Africa. As discussed in Chapter One and Chapter Two, this theology was not fully
developed among the actual participants of events such as the Great Trek and the
Transvaal Rebellion. Templin notes that it was first systematized in 1877 by S.J. du Toit’s
The History of our Land in the Language of our People and in 1882 by C.P. Bezuidenhout in
The History of the Afrikaner Lineage from 1688 to 1882.2?4 Bezuidenhout interpreted
Afrikaner history in the following context:
[t is the wish and prayer of the author that his nation and descendants may gain
wisdom from this history, and that they may be convinced that, just as Israel of old
Egypt was planted as a vine in Canaan and protected, so also our nation, this people
who came from Holland, France, and Germany and were by God’s Providence
planted in Africa, may be preserved.225
[t is relevant, therefore, to consider what changes occurred in the Afrikaner community
during the nineteenth century leading up to this theologically augmented national
awakening. The Voortrekker settlements and the embryonic republican communities of
the Orange Free State and the Transvaal were culturally insulated. They lacked regular

schools and the organized church of the Cape Colony was noticeably absent. There was no

easy access to newspapers or literature. The Afrikaners of the frontier were in effect cut off

223 The Holy Bible : Containing the Old and New Testaments : New Revised Standard Version,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), Psalm 80: 14-15.

224 Templin, "God and the Covenant in the South African Wilderness," 282.

225 Van Jaarsveld, The Awakening of Afrikaner Nationalism 1868 -1881, 192.
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from much of the development of social thought sweeping the rest of the world. Du Toit
points out that,
[t is in fact a matter of considerable difficulty to ascertain just what the patterns of
political thinking and religious belief were that formed under these conditions. But
whatever they may have been, they cannot be summarily equated with the views
that obtained in the very different set of conditions that existed after the various
frontiers had finally closed.?26
By the 1860s and 1870s, the republics were becoming much less socially and culturally
insulated. Road construction linked the interior to main ports, standardized education was
established, organized religion in the form of functioning congregations spread to the
villages throughout the interior, central and local governments became more efficient,
regional and local newspapers grew in circulation, and finally, railways connected the
whole of South Africa in the 1870s and 1880s. By the 1890s, even the rural Afrikaners
lived in an entirely different world than their predecessors two generations earlier.
Changes in church practices and religious traditions were particularly conspicuous.
Among the Voortrekkers, religious practices of frontier farmers were centered on Bible
readings within a patriarchal family unit with quarterly meetings for Holy Communion.
Subsequent Afrikaner church history was transformed by external influences. Missionary
societies, especially their criticism of colonial conquest and labor practices, had contributed
to intense political and religious debate from the early nineteenth century. The London
Missionary Society, specifically Dr. John Philip aroused the ire of the Afrikaners. According

to Jack Boss and Michael Weiskoff,

But despite the Revival’s concern over the rising influence of Reason, it too was
considerably affected by the very rationalism it attacked. The platform of the LMS,

226 André Du Toit, "Puritans in Africa? Afrikaner "Calvinism" and Kuyperian Neo-Calvinism
in Late Nineteenth-Century South Africa," Comparative Studies in Society and History 27, no.
2 (1985): 216.
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for example was based on “broad and liberal principles” and called for the
cooperation of all interested denominations. The Society’s Fundamental Principle,
formulated in 1796, stated that its design was “to send out not, Presbyterians,
Independency, Episcopacy or any other form of Church Order and Government...but
the Glorious Gospel of the blessed God...”; and not only the “heathen and other
enlightened nations” but “the whole human race” were deemed proper material for
religious instruction.?2”
[t was the last clause of this mission statement that the Afrikaners took personally. They
went on the blame the evangelicals for the passage of Ordinance 50 and the process of
gelykstelling. With the arrival of Scottish ministers during the period of British rule, in lieu
of clergy from the Netherlands, the Cape Dutch Reformed Church responded by fashioning
a “specific tradition of orthodox evangelical piety.”228 Others challenged the legitimacy of
this reversion by claiming to represent true Afrikaner religious tradition, including the
separatist S.J. du Toit (inspired by Kuyperian neo-Calvinism).22°
Comprehension of the transition from early Afrikaner religious beliefs to a complex
civil theology is further complicated by the formation of a national consciousness in the
later part of the nineteenth century. Van Jaarsveld asserts that this nationalism was largely
a reaction to British imperial policies in South Africa. Memories of the British failure to
respond to the “grievances” of the trekkers had faded with the recognition of the Orange
Free State and the Transvaal. The Republican North and Colonial South were to some
extent remote, lacking a group consciousness. The revival of British imperialism in South

Africa commenced with the annexation of Basutoland in 1868 and the diamond fields in

1871 and concluded with the First War of Independence. The British threat forced the

227 Jack Boas and Michael Weiskopf, "The Activities of the London Missionary Society in
South Africa, 1806 - 1836: An Assessment," African Studies Review 16, no. 3 (1973): 420.

228 Du Toit, "Puritans in Africa? Afrikaner "Calvinism" and Kuyperian Neo-Calvinism in Late
Nineteenth-Century South Africa," 217.

229 Ipid., 218.
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Afrikaners in the Cape, the Free State, and the Transvaal to call upon their innate
resourcefulness for self-preservation. “Across the territorial borders the upper strata
‘discovered’ one another and were united in their sympathies in the face of the great
danger...They realized that they shared a common fatherland; patriotic feelings entered
into their lives and gave voice to nationalistic utterances.”?30 An understanding of a shared
past could provide insight into the fate of the Afrikaner’s future.
How were the volk dispersed? Who were the Afrikaners? Where did they spring
from? These enquiries into their own nature and origin, the sum total of common
recollections, became a “national” history; it led to a mutual “discovery” and to the
creation of an historical image that was “closed” (comprehending all the Afrikaans-
speaking)...Examples were sought from the past to throw light on present trials.
New grievances resulted in the discovery of old ones. Grudges that had been latent
at the time of the Great Trek were activated...?31
As their national heritage was threatened, the Afrikaners turned to collective memory for
their identity. “They rediscovered the contemporary struggle in the past and the conflicts
of the past were viewed therefore with contemporary eyes.”?32 The adulation for the
Voortrekkers that became core to the Afrikaner civil theology commenced around the
period of the two Anglo-Boer Wars.
At the confluence of religion and nationalism was Calvinistic doctrine. For
Christians, suffering is not always a sign of God’s anger and rejection. Rather, suffering and
tribulation are judged in the context of Christ’s crucifixion and ultimate sacrifice on the

cross. This commonality between Christians and Christ Himself, may indeed be taken as

confirmation of God’s favor. Suffering therefore becomes an assurance of righteousness

230 Floris Albertus Van Jaarsveld, The Afrikaner's Interpretation of South African History
(Cape Town: Simondium Publishers Ltd., 1964), 55.

231 [pid.

232 Jpid., 59.
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with God. As the cross was the instrument of death, Christians are called to bear crosses in
imitation of Christ. Calvin wrote:
How much can it do to soften all the bitterness of the cross, that the more we are
afflicted with adversities, the more surely our fellowship with Christ is
confirmed...to suffer persecution for righteousness’ sake is a singular comfort. For it
ought to occur to us how much honor God bestows upon us in thus furnishing us
with the special badge of his soldiery.233
Moodie notes that, “the logic of Christian theodicy does not rest alone in the notion of
suffering for righteousness’ sake.”23% The pain of the cross is followed by resurrection and
the promise of eternal life. Calvin stated further, “Whenever we consider the resurrection,
let Christ’s image come before us. In the nature which he took from us he so completed the
course of mortal life that now, having obtained immortality, he is the pledge of coming
resurrection.”?3> The Afrikaners superimposed Christ’s passion and resurrection upon
their own sufferings of the Great Trek and the establishment of the Orange Free State and
the Transvaal republics. As the God, who seemed to have forsaken His own son on Good
Friday raised Him on Easter Sunday, so too had He allowed Piet Retief and his cavalcade to
be struck down at Dingane’s Golgotha only to raise up their descendants in their own free
states. In his 1848 manifesto to Governor Smith delivered just six years prior to the
recognition of the Orange Free State’s independence, Andries Pretorius made the following
appeal at Bloemfontein. He had left Natal following British annexation.
Oh, we could mention a volume of hardships and support them with many
testimonies of truth; however, we will pass it all by. But we wish to entreat Your

Excellency to leave us unmolested and without further interference, on those
grounds which we have justly obtained from the legal proprietors, and thus we shall

233 T. Dunbar Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom; Power, Apartheid, and the Afrikaner Civil
Religion, Perspectives on Southern Africa, (Berkeley,: University of California Press, 1975),
13.

234 Ipid.

235 Ipid.
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exclaim to the world and our Creator, (who we know looks down upon us from on

high, and to Him alone we owe all gratitude and reverence), that we have not yet

been totally extirpated.?36

For the Afrikaner it was only a small step to extrapolate the resurrection analogy to
its final conclusion. As Christ’s second coming was promised, so did the young republics
foreshadow the arrival of an even greater united republic. As John prophesized in his Book
of Revelations, the Afrikaner awaited final republican triumph.

Then I saw a new heaven and new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had

passed away...I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out off heaven

from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a

loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will

live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be
their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or
mourning or crying or pain for the old order of things has passed away.’237
Because of God'’s election of the Afrikaner, anything that threatened Boer separateness was
considered not of God or satanic. British imperialism was cast as the greatest perpetual evil
and could be traced from Slagtersnek through any contemporary testing. As Slagtersnek
marks the nascence of imperial persecution for the Afrikaner, a brief summary of the event
is warranted.

Thompson considers Slagtersnek “a tale about a particular historical episode, which
is interpreted as illustrating both elements in the core mythology [of apartheid]- the ethnic
element and the racial element.”238 The episode occurred on the eastern frontier of the
Cape Colony between 1815 and 1816. In April of 1813, a Khoikhoi servant known as Booy

brought a complaint before the circuit court, later to be named the Black Circuit of 1812.

According to Booy, his employer, Cornelis Fredrick Bezuidenhout, known as “Freek,”

236 Du Toit and Giliomee, Afrikaner Political Thought : Analysis and Documents, 225.

237 The Holy Bible : Containing the Old and New Testaments : New Revised Standard Version,
Revelation 21: 1-5.

238 Thompson, The Political Mythology of Apartheid, 105.
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withheld some of his pay and would not allow him to leave with his cattle, in spite of the
fact that his contract of employment had expired. Over the course of the next two years,
Freek repeatedly refused to respond to Booy’s allegations. By 1815, two colonial judges
found Freek guilty of contempt of court and sentenced him to one month’s imprisonment.
The undersheriff charged with arresting Freek could not get help from the local civilian
authorities and instead turned to a detachment of the Cape Regiment. Locals considered
Freek dangerous; a member of the Boer’s society fringe element. He never married yet had
been involved in transient relationships with Colored women and fathered several children
with different partners. On October 15, 1815, the undersheriff, accompanied by sixteen
Colored soldiers and two white officers, confronted Freek at his farm.23° As they
approached, Freek along with his son fired warning shots and retreated to a cave on a
nearby hillside. After several hours of verbal stalemate, a Colored sergeant entered the
cave to arrest Freek, and seeing him standing with his rifle mounted, shot him dead. Ata
rowdy gathering following Freek’s funeral, Freek’s brother, Hans Bezuidenhout, swore
vengeance against the three white authorities he believed were responsible for his
brother’s death at the hands of a Hottentot: Landdrost Stockenstrom (see Chapter 1), the
field cornet in Freek’s ward, and the officer in charge of the unit that shot Freek.

Hans Bezuidenhout began to organize a conspiracy to challenge British civil
authority and the Cape Regiment in the Baviaans River area. He gathered a motley gang,
most of whom had dubious histories smattered with petty crimes and minor rebellions. By
November word of the plot reached the colonial authorities. There was in fact little local

support amongst the Boers of the eastern frontier for Bezuidenhout. When an accomplice,

239 Ibid., 110.
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Kasteel Prinsloo, was arrested and imprisoned at a military post called Vanaardtspos,
Bezuidenhout set out with a force of two hundred armed men to demand his release.
Confronted by a loyalist Boer force and British dragoons, most dispersed or surrendered,
but Bezuidenhout, his family and several others fled northward into Xhosa territory. On
November 29, the contingent of Boers and Cape Regiment regulars caught up with
Bezuidenhout fifty miles north of Slagtersnek. Following a brief firefight, Hans
Bezuidenhout was killed, and his wife and son were captured. Shortly thereafter, forty-
seven prisoners were tried before the colonial High Court. On January 19, 1816, two
judges, both of whom were Dutch, delivered their verdict. Thirty-eight were convicted of
participating in a rebellion and six were to be hanged near Vanaardtspos. One execution
was commuted and the other five were carried out on March 9, 1816. However, the
executions did not go smoothly. The hangman arrived with only one rope. When he
located four others, they turned out to be rotten. When the trap of the gallows was sprung,
four of the ropes snapped leaving the condemned writhing on the ground. Recounting the
incident, a local minister wrote,
The hangman was a black. The halters were too weak, or rather, as some suspected,
intentionally cut; but no sooner had the delinquents been turned off, and the
platform removed, than four of the five fell from the gallows. Having unfortunately
been persuaded to believe, that by English custom, a man thus falling down is free,
the poor wretches cried for mercy...that by this accident it was made manifest, that
God would not permit them to be put to death. The Landdrost...was, however,
obliged to let justice take its course, and other halters being procured, they were
launched into eternity.240
For much of the nineteenth century, this insurrection faded into oblivion. In fact

there does not appear to be any substantial links between Slagtersnek and motivations for

the Great Trek. It was S.J. du Toit’s The History of our Land in the Language of our People,

240 Ipid., 117.



99

which revived the incident and reinterpreted the events in the light of rising Afrikaner
nationalism. The heart of the conflict was not law and order, but British tyranny. The
Boers who sided with Cape regiment were traitors and Bezuidenhout and his followers
were heroes. Du Toit claimed Slagtersnek was a major cause in the Great Trek. F.W. Reitz,
State Secretary of the South African Republic, memorializes the episode in his history
published in 1900, A Century of Wrong. “It was at Slachter’s Nek that the first blood-stained
beacon was erected between Boer and Briton in South Africa, and the eyes of posterity still
glance back shudderingly through the long vista of years at that tragedy of horror.”241 Du
Toit provided the following verse.

Weep Afrikaners!

- Here lies your flesh and blood!

- Martyred in the most brutal fashion.

Wrong it was to rise up against their government:

yet they did it not without reason!

Wrong it was to take up weapons:

only because they were too weak!

They were guilty, says the earthly judge;

but what will the Heavenly Judge have to say?

...But come! It grows darker!

- If we sit here too long we too shall be regarded as conspirators!

- come, another day will dawn,

- then we shall perhaps see the grave in another light!

- come, let us go home with a quiet sigh.242

Concurrent with the Afrikaner’s study of Toit’s national history, before his death in
exile in 1904, Paul Kruger systematically preached the civil religion that blossomed in the
ensuing decades prior to the National Party election victory of 1948. This mixture of

religion and nationalism proved intoxicating for the Afrikaner. Kruger was a Voortrekker

whose father had joined Hendrik Potgieter, an ultra-conservative Calvinist. With almost no

241 Reitz, A Century of Wrong, 16.
242 Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom; Power, Apartheid, and the Afrikaner Civil Religion, 4.
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formal education, Kruger claimed to read only one book, the Bible. When the British
annexed the Transvaal in 1877 Kruger led the resistance movement. He ultimately became
the president of the South African Republic from 1881 - 1900. Kruger was affectionately
known as “Oom Paul” or Uncle Paul. Theologically, Kruger was closely associated with the
highly conservative faction of the Dutch Reformed Church, known as the Doppers. In 1859,
led by predikants [ministers] from the Netherlands who embraced a fundamentalist biblical
literalism, the Gereformeerde Kerk van Suid Afrika, split with the Nederduits Gereformeerde
Kerk ruled by the Cape Colonial Synod.?43 While the most public disagreement between the
Doppers and the more liberal Dutch Reformed factions centered on the former’s opposition
to singing evangelical hymns in church, Templin argues there is a much deeper theological
schism.
The theological principle the Doppers kept uppermost in their minds...They
interpreted their covenant with God as their promise to do His will as far as possible
in their national as well as their personal life...To fail God, knowingly, was to leave
oneself and one’s nation liable for punishments...any activities that opposed the will
of God...were to be shunned. The more seriously one took one’s promise to
God...the more determined was one’s opposition to changes both in religious forms
and political policy. In this way the Doppers’ theological attitude gave strength to
their growing self-consciousness, as they thought of themselves closer to God than
other groups.244
Reinforcing this notion of Dopper theology, Moodie interprets Calvin’s doctrine of
predestination to include a promise beyond the “covenant of grace” that exists between
God and the elect. According to Moodie, Calvin also developed an ethnic covenant or a

special calling between God and His chosen people. “This is the doctrine of the

‘intermediate election’ of an ethnic group, which must be distinguished from the

243 Laband, The Transvaal Rebellion, the First Boer War 1880-1881, 26.

244 1. Alton Templin, Ideology on a Frontier : The Theological Foundation of Afrikaner
Nationalism, 1652-1910, Contributions in Intercultural and Comparative Studies,
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1984), 151.
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individual’s special call to salvation.”245> Kruger applied the doctrine of a national covenant
to the people of South Africa in the context of this intermediate election.
Kruger was careful to distinguish in his speeches between the personal experience
of salvation, solidly based on God’s reconciling act in Christ, which he called the
“inward call” [inwendige roeping], and God’s “external calling”[uitwendige roeping]
of the people of the Transvaal. This latter call was proved by God'’s intervention in
their history, a revelation “which God attests to His whole people in the Old
Covenant as well as in our own time.”246
According the Kruger, God chose his volk in the Cape Colony and called them out
into the wilderness. There He subjected them to trials so they would turn to Him for help
and strength. When the volk entered into a covenant with God, He delivered them. The
Blood River covenant remained central to Kruger’s civil theology. However, because God’s
people had neglected to celebrate His deliverance over Dingane for over thirty years, His
wrath re-emerged in the form of British oppression and occupation. Despondent, broken
and truly repentant, between four and five thousand Boers gathered at Paardekraal
between December 8 and 15, 1880, to once again seek His blessing and renew their
covenant with God. Kruger was elected one of a triumvirate that also included Piet Joubert
and Mathinus Wessel Pretorius to lead the Boers in their struggle against British
annexation of the Transvaal. Kruger responded to his election with:
[ stand here before your face, chose by the people; in the voice of the people
[volkstem] I have heard the voice of God, the King of all people, and [ am
obedient...The people have never forsaken the rule of law. After the annexation
they protested, have resisted and suffered, and would have attempted every other
peaceful means had not English Authority in Pretoria made this impossible. The

right of the people are on our side; and although we are very weak, God is a just God.
My friends! May the Lord bless your activities and protect our Fatherland.?4”

245 Du Toit, "Puritans in Africa? Afrikaner "Calvinism" and Kuyperian Neo-Calvinism in Late
Nineteenth-Century South Africa," 222.

246 Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom; Power, Apartheid, and the Afrikaner Civil Religion, 26.
247 Templin, Ideology on a Frontier : The Theological Foundation of Afrikaner Nationalism,
1652-1910,173.
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Nine months later, the Transvaal celebrated it’s restored independence on August 8, 1881.
At the opening session of the Volksraad Kruger reminded the people of God’s favor in light
of their renewed covenant. “We are...sure that that God who has so visibly led us hitherto,
will not withhold from you His support and help, but will complete the work of his
hands...When at Paardekraal the Government undertook its important task, the people
bound themselves by a solemn oath. This oath is faithfully fulfilled, and the unity of
purpose of the people will be the strength of the land.”248
Along with the Great Trek and Blood River, the independence of the Transvaal
republic became a third precept of Kruger’s civil faith. A pattern of disobedience,
reckoning, and reconciliation characterized his simple theology. Accordingly, Psalm 89 was
one of Kruger’s favorite Old Testament versus:
If they violate my statutes
And do not keep my commandments;
Then I will punish their transgression with the rod
And their iniquity with scourges
But [ will not remove from him my steadfast love
Or be false to my faithfulness.
[ will not violate my covenant,
Or alter the word that went forth from my lips.24°
But who were the “people” that Kruger referred to at Paardekraal? Were all of the
inhabitants of the Transvaal; Boers, English speaking whites, and indigenous Blacks to be
included in God’s elect. What is certain is that the native Africans were not among the elect.

Van Jaarsveld asserts that frontier isolation increased the Boers’ literal biblical

interpretation. As the Israelites had been cautioned by God not to intermarry with the

248 Jpid., 179.
249 The Holy Bible : Containing the Old and New Testaments : New Revised Standard Version,
Psalm 89: 31-34.
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Canaanites, so too were the Afrikaners not to intermix with the non-White South Africans.
The natives were not only descendants of Ham but they were equated with the Canaanites
as occupants of God’s promised land for the Afrikaners. The Boers referred to them as
naatsies or nations without the law.250 In contrast to his more extreme countrymen, Kruger
insisted, at least notionally, on equality before the law for all people and advocated
missionary evangelism. He argued that Christianized Africans might own land in white
areas. In practice however, Kruger acquiesced to the popular view that no black man,
heathen or Christian could ever be a member of the Transvaal volk. Again theoretically,
before the First War of Independence and even in the interwar years, Kruger considered
Englishmen as part of the volk. At one of his Paardekraal speeches following the influx of
foreigners that accompanied the discovery of gold in 1886, Kruger maintained “that the
‘external calling’ of the Transvaalers applied to all: ‘the old inhabitants of the land,
foreigners, new immigrants, yea even murderers and thieves.”?>1 However, for Kruger the
independence of the republic was paramount and the rights of any individual or ethnic
group were therefore secondary. “I shall particularly ensure that the independence of the
land is not in the least endangered; not the least right which might undermine the
independence of the land shall be given over...Indeed, God led us visibly so that the blindest
heathen and the unbelieving creature must acknowledge that it was God’s hand which gave
us the independence.”252

With the onslaught of the South African War in 1899, political rhetoric focused more

on the “old inhabitants of the land” as the true volk, and English speakers were juxtaposed

250 Van Jaarsveld, The Afrikaner's Interpretation of South African History, 7.
251 Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom; Power, Apartheid, and the Afrikaner Civil Religion, 31.
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as part of the opposition. Perhaps the best indication of the degree to which civil religion
had pervaded the collective consciousness of the Afrikaners is found in the minutes of the
debates at Vereeniging in May of 1902. General de Wet, who was determined not to
surrender pleaded, “The war is a matter of faith...Let us again renew our covenant with
God. If we fix our eyes on the past...we have ground to continue in faith. The entire war
has been a miracle and without faith it would have been childish to commence the war.”253
Yet, not everyone adhered to blind obedience toward God’s “perceived” will. General
Hertzog retorted, “It grieves me that in every public meeting the question of religion is
touched upon. Itis continuously said that this or that is God’s finger. Now, although I also
have my beliefs, [ say that neither you nor [ know in the least what is the finger of God! God
has given us a reason and a conscience, and if these lead us we need not follow anything
else...”25% For the Afrikaner grappling with the humiliation of military defeat coupled with
widespread destruction of farms and death in the concentration camps, solace was to be
found in the assurance that in the cycle of civil theology “reckoning” always preceded
“reconciliation”. Kruger ended his memoirs with the following reaffirmation of faith. “
For, quite apart from the fact that the bloodshed and the fearful sufferings of the
people of the two Republics are now ended, [ am convinced that God does not
forsake His people, even though it may often appear so. Therefore I resign myself to
the will of the Lord. I know that He will not allow the afflicted people to perish. He
is the Lord and all hearts are in His hand and He turneth them whithersoever He
will.255

D.F. Malan, who would lead the National Party to victory in 1948, lucidly presented

his understanding of God’s providence and promise when he said,

253 Jpid., 34.

254 Jpid., 36.

255 Kruger, The Memoirs of Paul Kruger, Four Times President of the South African Republic,
329-30.
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Our history is the greatest masterpiece of the centuries. We hold this nationhood as
our due for it was given us by the Architect of the universe. [His] aim was the
formation of a new nation among the nations of the world...The last hundred years
have witnessed a miracle behind which must lie a divine plan. Indeed, the history of
the Afrikaner reveals a will and a determination which makes one feel that
Afrikanerdom is not the work of men but the creation of God.2>¢

256 Moodie, The Rise of Afrikanerdom; Power, Apartheid, and the Afrikaner Civil Religion, 1.
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CONCLUSION

The 19t century Afrikaners were descendents of Dutch, French, and German
immigrants. During the 17t and 18t centuries, miscegenation, particularly with slaves from
Asian parts of the Dutch empire, was not uncommon. The majority of the Dutch arrived as
servants of the Dutch East India Company. They were, for the most part, from the lesser
rungs of Dutch society. Despite their low social status, they were aware of the oppression
their nation had suffered at the hands of the Spanish. They brought with them an inherent
spirit of independence, knowledge of republicanism, and a disdain for imperial oppression.
Interaction with the indigenous Africans was frequently contentious. The Khoikhoi and the
San were subjugated in the Cape Colony. On the frontiers violence erupted with the Xhosa
and the Zulus. McClintock notes, “Afrikaners had no monolithic identity, no common
historic purpose, and no single unifying language. They were a disunited, scattered people,
speaking a medley of High Dutch and local dialects, with smatterings of slave, Nguni and
Khoisan languages...”257

With the permanent arrival of the British in 1806, initially the Afrikaners noticed little
change in their day-to-day existence. There were confrontations such as the 1816 incident
with Freek Bezuidenhout at Slagtersnek, but this was more the exception than the norm.
However as British policy increasingly provided liberties for non-Whites, the Afrikaners
began to chafe at the imperial bit. The transition from colonizer to colonized simply proved
unpalatable to some. Specifically Ordinance 50, the “Extension of Hottentot Liberties” in
1828, and the Emancipation Proclamation of 1834, were more than the Boers could bear.

With their captive labor force depleted and land becoming increasingly scarce, groups of

257 Anne McClintock, "Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family," Feminist Review,
no. 44 (1993): 68.
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Afrikaners left the Cape Colony and migrated eastward and northward. Known as
Voortrekkers, their departure was not a nationalistic statement of resistance. They simply
left in groups; often lead by charismatic and prominent burghers such as Potgieter, Maritz,
Retief, Uys, and Pretorius. Yet there was often disagreement amongst these leaders and
there was no coordinated form of governance that transcended all the Voortrekkers. The
trek was perilous as evidenced by the slaughter of Piet Retief and his followers at the hands
of Dingane. However retribution was absolute. The Battle of Blood River demonstrated
the advantage of modern weapons in the hands of relatively few against a numerically
superior native force armed with spears. In and of itself, the Great Trek was not a
nationalistic movement. The Afrikaners remained independently minded and primarily
focused on their individual self interests. It was only a century later, in the hands of the
Afrikaner nationalist historians, that the Great Trek became invaluable. The Battle of Blood
River and the covenant sworn by Pretorius were resurrected as confirmation of God’s
divine destiny for the Afrikaner people. Daniel Francis Malan, leader of the “Purified”
National Party, published the following message in the magazine Die Huisgenoot.

Genuine religion, unadulterated freedom, and the pure preservation of one’s white race and

civilization are essential requirements for our own People’s existence. Without this the

South African people can have no soul and also no future.

If that is true, then the Great Trek was the most important, most decisive, and all-

overshadowing event in our People’s history. The Great Trek gave our People its soul. It

was the cradle of our nationhood. It will always show us the beacons on our path and serve

as our lighthouse in our night.*>®

The Transvaal Rebellion was a pivotal moment in Afrikaner national awareness. Following

the Sand River Convention of 1852 and the Bloemfontein Convention of 1854, South Africa was

divided into the “colonies” and the “republics”. The South African Republic or the Transvaal

258 Thompson, The Political Mythology of Apartheid, 40.
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was remote and isolationist. The Orange Free State maintained closer relations with the British
authorities and the populace of the Cape Colony and Natal. The Transvaalers themselves had
little sense of allegiance to the government in Pretoria. Van Jaarsveld notes:

...the farmers were kings on their own ground, and their interests stretched only as far as the

boundaries of their own farms. Each was his own politician, wanted full say and share in the

Government and furthermore also the right to apply censure; they enjoyed a freedom that was

almost exaggerated; and they showed a sense of independence that made it difficult for them

to accept authority... There was no feeling of having a link with the State or having a

common fatherland; there was no Transvaal “nation”, only a collection of several families

each of whom helped themselves to the best of their ability.”

[t was the 1877 annexation of the Transvaal that bound the previously loosely
connected Afrikaners. The loss of freedom and the reality of an alien administration made
the Boers appreciate and yearn for what they had once taken for granted. Newspapers
such as the Volksstem and the Cape Patriot unified Afrikaners not only in the Transvaal but
also throughout South Africa. Of greater importance to the shaping of a political
consciousness was the initiation of mass meetings of the people where the future of the
country was openly discussed. In April of 1879, 4,000 burghers gathered at Kleinfontein
and in December of the same year, over 6,300 attended a rally at Wonderfontein. It was
there, while standing under the Vierkleur, that Nicolaas Smit, hero of Majuba Hill, had
exclaimed, “Men, this flag the flies here is the flag of our fathers, treasured by them and
doubly treasured by us.” 260 Prior to the annexation, President Burgers could hardly garner
1,000 men for a commando; now they congregated together of their own free will. The
pinnacle of these meetings was Paardekraal in December of 1880, where Kruger gave his

inspirational speeches, infused with his Calvinistic beliefs of a divine destiny for God’s

chosen people, the Afrikaners. The struggle of the Transvaal Rebellion united not only the

259 Van Jaarsveld, The Awakening of Afrikaner Nationalism 1868 -1881, 157.
260 Jpid., 158-59.
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Transvaalers, but more importantly Afrikaners throughout the Orange Free State and the
colonies as well. Of the Cape Colony, Jan Hofmeyr wrote: “The annexation of the Transvaal
has taught the people of South Africa that blood is thicker than water. It has filled the
(Cape) Africanders, otherwise groveling in the mud of materialism, with a national glow of
sympathy for the brothers across the Vaal, which we look upon as one of the most hopeful
signs for the future.”?61 A memorandum signed by six hundred and forty two
Potchefstroom burghers was sent to the Orange Free State, thanking them for their
sympathy and beseeching them to come help. “We are all of one flesh and blood. We serve
one and the same cause. We all strive for Freedom and Religion. The same danger
threatens you too. Our welfare is your welfare; our freedom is your freedom.”262 The
camaraderie of the Free Staters was captured in the Free State Express. “Notwithstanding
all previous differences we feel that we are one nation with the same love for freedom, the
same hatred for oppression.”263 The battles of Bronkhorstspruit, Laing’s Nek, and Majuba
Hill and their accompanying tales of Boer pluck and cunning, all served to further hearten
and unify the Afrikaners. With independence restored in August of 1881, having defeated
the greatest imperial power on Earth, the future seemed bright.

Unfortunately for the Afrikaners, with the advent of the South African War of 1899-
1902, the era of imperial reprieve came to a stark conclusion. Both Field Marshall Roberts
and his chief of staff Lord Kitchener had studied the fighting tactics of the Boers. They
realized that guerilla style warfare would require an unconventional response. The British

undertook a two-pronged offensive, which while not intentionally designed to target

261 Sheila Patterson, The Last Trek; a Study of the Boer People and the Afrikaner Nation
(London,: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1957), 26.

262 Van Jaarsveld, The Awakening of Afrikaner Nationalism 1868 -1881, 168.

263 Jpid., 187.
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civilians, did in fact gravely affect them. The first was a scorched earth policy of burning
Boer farms in regions where guerilla activity was persistently disruptive. The idea was to
diminish supplies available to the Boer commandos. The second was the establishment of
refugee or concentration camps for the displaced Boer families and surrendered burghers.
Hastily erected, with little foresight for the needs of women and children, the camps
quickly deteriorated. Disease, poor hygiene, and insufficient food and water all contributed
to death rates approaching epidemic levels. Thanks to women like Emily Hobhouse and
Millicent Fawcett reports of the camp conditions reached Britain. Under pressure from
opposition party leaders led by Campbell-Bannerman, who aptly labeled the camps as
barbaric, conditions were drastically improved and mortality rates dropped. Tragically,
28,000 Boers, primarily children, had died in the span of just over two years. For the
Afrikaner volk, the South African War was a shared tragedy that touched almost everyone.
Perhaps more so than victory in the Transvaal Rebellion, defeat and loss of independence
drew the Afrikaners across South Africa closer. It also challenged them to reconcile their
fate with God. What had happened in twenty years between the two Anglo-Boer conflicts
such that God would relegate his “chosen people” from deliverance to testing? For the
staunch Calvinists, there was never a concern of outright abandonment, but more the
uncertainty of their path that would once again place them in God’s favor.

While Calvinistic beliefs had always been core to the Boer family and the greater
Afrikaner community dispersed across the veld, the precept of divine predestination did
not have nationalistic connotations until Kruger’s Dopper interpretation was published and
embraced during his presidency; specifically following his Paardekraal speeches in 1880.

Nineteenth century references to God’s deliverance during conflict and expressions of
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thanks for His provision were by no means unique to Calvinists. These can be found in the
letters and memoirs of Christians of all denominations of the period. Kruger’s belief in an
“external calling” to the perpetuation of the nation, apart from the personal “internal
calling” of reconciliation through Christ, was unique and became the foundation of the
Afrikaner civil religion. In the aftermath of the South African War, Afrikaner nationalists
re-interpreted historical events like the Great Trek and the Transvaal Rebellion and
embellished them with comparisons to the Israelites as an elixir to numb the pain of defeat.
For the Africans, who in the mind of the Afrikaners, were not among God’s chosen
people and were therefore considered Canaanites in the promised land, the awakening of
Afrikaner nationalism would prove toxic. With an eerie foreboding of the evils of South
African apartheid it was the late nineteenth-century English historian, Lord Acton, who
criticized nationalist zeal when he stated,
Nationality does not aim either at liberty or prosperity, both of which it sacrifices to the
imperative necessity of making the nation the mold and measure of the State. Its course
will be marked with material as well as moral ruin, in order that a new invention may
prevail over the works of God and the interest of mankind. There is no principle of
change, no phrase of political speculation conceivable, more comprehensive, more

subversive, or more arbitrary than this. Itis a confutation of democracy, because it sets
limits to the exercise of the popular will, and substitutes for it a higher principle.264

264 Essays in the History of Liberty, ed. ]. Rufus Fears (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1985),
433.
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