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Abstract
In South Africa Christian teachings and texts informed African political activity in the 1950s 
and 1960s particularly in the rural areas, and rumors predicting both real revolts and fantastic 
interventions were common. While recent scholarship concerning supernatural beliefs in Afri-
can political life often analyzes the impact of fears about witchcraft or faith in the ancestors, 
Christianity of various types was also a significant influence on people’s actions. This paper ana-
lyzes the historical background to the revolt against apartheid policies that developed in the 
Transkeian region of the eastern Cape of South Africa in the mid-twentieth century and pays 
special attention to the role of Christian influences. Christianity was consequential both in 
terms of how people understood their grievances and also in the kinds of predictions they made 
about their political future. Rumors and religion combined with material grievances to create a 
prophetic moment in which rebellion became a moral choice.
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Introduction

The revolt that developed in the Transkeian region of the Eastern Cape in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s was an armed rebellion against the South African 
apartheid state. The revolt is often called the Mpondo Revolt because some 
of the more dramatic acts of rebellion occurred in the eastern (Mpondoland) 
districts of the Transkei, but in fact there was armed resistance in all districts 
of the Transkei, some of it before the outbreak in the Mpondo districts. 
Unrest in the Transkei followed violent outbreaks in other regions of the 
country, particularly in Sekhukhuneland in the 1940s and Zeerust and Natal 
in the 1950s. It also built on the political opposition led by the African 
National Congress and other political groups that was developing in the 
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major urban areas of the Rand and in Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, East Lon-
don, and Durban. In the context of ongoing unrest and harsh state repres-
sion, people learned their news and spread their plans through word of 
mouth. Rumors flourished in this atmosphere of incipient confrontation: 
people reported military sightings and arms caches, and they prophesied jus-
tice, both political and eternal.1

The material motivations behind the unrest in the rural areas were varied, 
although Africans had many grievances in common. The predominantly rural 
population of the Transkei had become increasingly impoverished over the 
years and had seen its few political rights whittled away by the segregationist 
and then apartheid state. People did not see these grievances as isolated from 
their religious lives, however. Religion and ideas about the intervention of 
various supernatural actors and forces were part of a web of social relations 
out of which emerged both specific grievances as well as strategies for rectify-
ing those grievances through opposition to state policies. Some African rebels 
labeled black and white state officials as witches, for example, and looked to 
both their ancestors and to old ways of punishing witches to attack the state. 
Other rebels explicitly claimed a moral authority derived from Christianity as 
a justification for resistance and to suggest a favorable and preordained out-
come to the political struggle.

Historically rumor and religion have had much in common in colonized 
Africa. While churches as institutions have often provided significant social 
and material support for communities, people’s faith in the existence of 
divine justice, like their faith in rumors, was based on convictions that unseen 
actors were at work in the world and their designs would soon be revealed. 
Religious interpretations of events and political rumors arose out of the sup-
positions that many Africans made about their world, a world in which reli-
gion and politics were not distinct categories.2 The meanings that people 
ascribed to religious imagery in the highly politicized context of rebellion in 
the Transkei could shift (along with the political fortunes of the revolt) from 
being a source of solace for victims of political oppression to being a call to 
arms in a righteous struggle. Rumor and religion often spoke elliptically 
about political power, but they were also often dangerously on point.3

Christian teachings and texts informed African political activity in South 
Africa in the 1950s and 1960s particularly in the rural areas, and rumors pre-
dicting both real revolts and fantastic interventions were common. While 
recent scholarship concerning supernatural beliefs in African political life 
often analyzes the impact of fears of witchcraft or of faith in the protection 
offered by ancestors, beliefs in supernatural actors also included adherence to 
Christianity of various denominations.4 In the South African case in the mid-
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twentieth century, people combined Christianity with older ideas about their 
ancestors, and their certitude about the efficacy of prayer to a Christian God 
did not necessarily diminish their sense of the threat of witchcraft. Christian 
Africans integrated their varied experiences as migrant laborers, mission 
school pupils, and market farmers into the culture they had learned from 
their elders. As a result, religious convictions were not neatly walled off from 
people’s political and social aspirations, and political discussions were laced 
with references to the supernatural.

Politicized Christianity had been very much a part of mainstream African 
nationalism in South Africa and elsewhere, but violence predicated on Chris-
tian morality in the rural areas was a significant departure from its use in, for 
example, founding the African National Congress (ANC), or in the petitions 
for political rights that characterized the moderate tactics of the ANC and 
other nationalist organizations through the mid-1940s.5 Christianity—par-
ticularly membership in the mainstream mission churches—had been a hall-
mark of reformist liberal politics among both whites and blacks through the 
1940s, and participation in mission churches and schools was high in many 
districts of the overwhelmingly rural Transkei. Ethiopian and Zionist 
churches (also called separatist churches) were also present in these districts 
but were often politically quietist.6 But the distinctions between the particu-
lar denominations of Christianity were not terribly important, as David 
Chidester notes: ‘The spiritual politics of the African National Congress did 
not depend upon the legitimation provided by religious leaders or organiza-
tions in South Africa. Rather, the ANC’s spiritual politics was grounded in a 
detailed, coherent, and compelling worldview in which politics and religion 
overlapped’.7

The easternmost Mpondoland districts had never had a strong presence of 
mainstream mission churches, and those separatist churches that existed had 
relatively small congregations through the 1950s.8 Yet during the 1950s and 
1960s some African Christians in the region took a more martial approach 
toward overthrowing the state. They held assemblies that were partly prayer 
meetings and partly political gatherings. The news of these meetings and 
rumors of the reprisals in store for those who did not comply with rebel 
demands outpaced activists’ own efforts to organize the revolt. This martial 
use of religion built on earlier religious and political movements in the east-
ern Cape region, and combined with the serious material grievances of the 
African population to create a situation similar to what historian Marcia 
Wright called, in her discussion of the maji-maji revolt in German Tangan-
yika, a prophetic moment—a moment when spiritually based revolt provided 
an opportunity to transcend a host of social, political, and economic ills. This 
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paper explores the connections between political violence and morality based 
on religion as the revolt in the Transkei developed.9

‘Maybe Freedom Will Come from You’

An advertisement in the newspaper Inkundla ya Bantu (Bantu Forum) in 
1948 gave notice of an upcoming meeting of the Transkei African National 
Congress. The ad was indirect in some of its language, but obliquely criti-
cized the liberal-Christian stance of official ANC policies up to that point. It 
read: ‘Transkei African National Congress. No race can uplift another, if it is 
so, let us be on our feet. No kraal [homestead] can be established without 
money being expended, if it be so, then let us be ready to lose’. After this call 
to action, the ad suggested various membership fees (payable in advance), as 
well as some topics for discussion at the meeting (‘What has become of 
hereditary chiefs?’). The meeting was to be held at a school in Idutywa dis-
trict, an area populated mainly by Africans who self-identified ethnically as 
Gcaleka or as Ndlambe, and the advertisement made specific historical and 
religious references to its target audience: ‘Do not be surprised Gcalekas and 
you Mandlambe, the prophet Ntsikana began at Hohita with you. Nxele 
came from you. The Bible came from you. Nongqause in 1856-7 came from 
you. Maybe freedom will come from you’.10

The grouping together of Ntsikana, Nxele, Nongqause, and the Bible as 
products of local African culture is suggestive of the significance of religious 
prophecy to political thought. Ntsikana was well known as one of the earliest 
Xhosa (particularly Gcaleka) converts to Christianity. He came from a socially 
prominent background as a member of a family of hereditary counselors to 
independent chiefs. Growing up on the frontier between the expanding Cape 
Colony and the still-independent African states on the colony’s eastern bor-
der in the late 1700s, he encountered Christian missionaries and began hav-
ing religious visions himself.11 He shortly thereafter converted, and began 
singing verses that eventually became known as his ‘Great Hymn’. A Wes-
leyan missionary in 1826 remarked on the broad influence that the hymn 
had on the African population in the region east of the Kei River:

It is true some of the people sing a native hymn to the praises of Utixo, or God, but 
this they have learnt from an extraordinary Man [one word illegible] who died a few 
years ago and was considered by the Kaffers [Xhosa-speaking Africans] as a 
Prophet. . . . In particular he contrived to compose a native hymn . . . and having him-
self set it to a strangely affecting air, he sang and taught it to the people. This hymn is 
frequently sung at the beginning of our services at Wesleyville. Wherever we have 
travelled we have found a knowledge of his hymn and tune have been preserved.12
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The historian Janet Hodgson notes that the hymn revealed Ntsikana’s synthe-
sis of Christian and African cultural identities, and she also describes him as a 
prophet in the Old Testament sense, ‘who affirms the action of God in the 
historical process’.13 Yet although Ntsikana became a critic of the growing 
influence of broader Western culture—as distinct from Christianity—on 
African society, he was not a revolutionary in the sense of promoting armed 
conflict against the Cape Colony.

Nxele (also known as Makana, Makhanda, or Links) is a historical figure 
often paired with Ntsikana. Where Ntsikana was moderate politically, Nxele 
was more radical.14 Nxele lived at the same time and in the same region as 
Ntsikana, and he too heard Christian preaching and had visions. Although 
he was initially an apparently orthodox Christian convert, Nxele gradually 
became more than just a critic of Western cultural influences and the expan-
sion of the Cape Colony: by 1819 he was a significant diviner or ritual spe-
cialist for the Rharhabe chiefdoms. The historian Helen Bradford depicts 
Nxele/Makhanda as a cultural bricoleur whose religious fervor attracted fol-
lowers and inspired them to attack the white colonial settlement of Graham-
stown on the frontier. Bradford notes that one central aspect of Nxele/
Makhanda’s teachings was to define the white settlers as wild animals who 
threatened African settlements and livestock. This depiction of whites as 
predators captured their essentially threatening nature and legitimated the 
eradication of the threat. A large group of Africans, including men, women, 
and children, marched on Grahamstown in April 1819: ‘As hunters, [Xhosa] 
men possessed the right to kill “wild animals” with weapons. They did not 
expect to do so. English guns, prophesied Makhanda, would harm no one’.15 
Thus the attack on Grahamstown was not a raid in the conventional military 
sense; it was instead a culturally transformative act that emerged as the logi-
cal endpoint of a chain of religious thinking. The English were wild animals 
and the Xhosa were a cultural-agricultural force that was using violence mor-
ally to reclaim the land. When the attack failed, Nxele/Makhanda was cap-
tured, tried, and exiled to Robben Island by the colonial state, and the 
colonial state transformed Xhosa chiefdoms into subject populations. Nxele/
Makhanda died in an attempt to escape his prison, but among successive 
generations he remained a potent political figure, both as a symbol of resist-
ance and as an ancestor who had real power in the living world among Afri-
cans struggling to regain their cultural and political independence.

The 1948 advertisement’s use of Nxele invoked this political memory, and 
it also drew a distinctive connection between Nxele and Nongqawuse as 
visionary leaders. Nongqawuse was a young woman whose prophecies had 
momentous political impact in the mid-1850s. The apocalyptic content of 
her visions was part of what made her message so attractive to African cattle 
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owners who had lost their land to encroaching white settlement and watched 
their cattle die, and to chiefs who had seen their power erode.16 She too had 
visions in which ancestors spoke to her of an imminent return of all dead 
people (sometimes dubbed ‘Russians’, probably because of rumors of the 
contemporaneous Crimean War) and their herds of cattle who would usher 
in a new world. But before this could happen, the living had to sacrifice all of 
their own cattle and destroy their grain stores. The dead would then be resur-
rected to create a new, more just social order, displacing the current unstable 
frontier and sweeping away non-believers. Nongqawuse and her visions were 
supported by several significant chiefs who enforced her calls for cattle 
slaughter. The Christian inflections of Nongqawuse’s visions, particularly the 
incorporation of resurrection and redemption, showed the impact of Christi-
anity both on independent African thought and on political outcomes.17 
When the end of the world prophesied by Nongqawuse did not come to 
pass, the ensuing famine decimated and demoralized the chiefdoms on the 
frontier. Following this disastrous outcome, ‘a Nongqawuse tale’ entered the 
South African lexicon as a caution against misplaced reliance on prophesied 
change, but the 1948 advertisement hinted at a different and more uplifting 
interpretation of her prophecies.

Christianity was as important to the political thought of Africans in the 
1940s and 1950s as it had been in the nineteenth century, as demonstrated 
in the 1948 advertisement. The ad suggests that the Bible had also emerged 
from the Gcaleka, a claim that is a little more obscure than the claims about 
Ntsikana, Nxele, and Nongqawuse. Fully translated into Xhosa by the late 
1850s, the Bible was an integral part of mission education for African stu-
dents. Mission schools were common and well attended in most of the Tran-
skeian districts by the early 1940s: there were over 1200 primary schools and 
approximately 130,000 students enrolled (about 9 percent of the total Afri-
can population of the Transkei).18 As a result, the meaning of biblical allu-
sions would have been transparent for much of the reading public. Old 
Testament stories were also the staples of sermons in both separatist and 
mainstream churches, making such allusions equally powerful for many non-
literate members of their congregations.19 The Bible’s authoritative stories 
illustrated the efficacy of God’s interventions and themselves figured in sev-
eral of the visions of both the Israelite leader Enoch Mgijima and the prophet 
Nontetha Nkwenkwe in the eastern Cape in the late 1910s and early 1920s.20 
Moreover, from the earliest missionary contacts with southern Africans up 
through the 1930s, white commentators were fond of noting similarities 
between southern African religious beliefs and those of the ancient Hebrews 
in the Bible. These commentators included the former chief magistrate of the 
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Transkei W. T. Brownlee, who suggested that there must have been trade 
contacts between southern Africans and the ancient Phoenicians and 
Hebrews.21 While Brownlee did not conclude that southern Africans were 
descended from Hebrew traders, he did suggest that contacts were extensive 
and cultural traits shared. As fanciful as these ideas now seem, they may have 
been widely discussed among both Africans and whites in the first half of 
the twentieth century, and may account for the advertisement’s assertion that 
the Bible had come from the local African population. More significantly, the 
assertion that the Bible was of southern African origin can be read as an asser-
tion of Africans’ moral authority and agency; they were (or could be) the 
authors of a new, moral world.

A Prophetic Moment

Prophecies about an imminent, apocalyptic change in the world were com-
mon in the first half of the twentieth century, making the invocation of the 
Bible as political truth more resonant to those who read the ad placed by the 
Transkeian branch of the ANC. The wealth of rumors and prophecies may 
have been evidence of a ‘prophetic moment’ as in Marcia Wright’s use of the 
term. The prophecy of Kinjikitile that helped spark the 1905-1907 maji-maji 
rebellion against the German authorities emerged ‘as the colonial situation 
approached one of its sinister conjunctures’.22 The conjuncture in German 
East Africa included forced labor and declining market prices for African-
grown crops, a leveling of social status among Africans, new and devastating 
human and animal diseases, as well as a general rural impoverishment. People 
interpreted these problems not just in social and economic terms but more 
broadly as evidence of the world being spiritually disjointed, and of the need 
to appeal to supernatural powers, as well as mobilizing social and economic 
networks, to create a transcendent social order.23 The ‘prophetic moment’ 
that erupted with Kinjikitile’s remarkable visions built on a number of reli-
gious or politico-religious prophecies occurring in the years preceding the 
outbreak of the maji-maji revolt that both explained the cataclysm of colonial 
conquest and economic disaster and predicted the supernaturally aided suc-
cess of a rebel movement.24 It was the combined impact of all of these proph-
ecies as well as real material grievances that ultimately propelled people into 
the frontlines against the German authorities.

In South Africa’s eastern Cape in the first half of the twentieth century, a 
number of prophecies and material circumstances may have contributed to a 
similar prophetic moment. In addition to the religious sects started by Enoch 
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Mgijima and Nonthetha Nkwenkwe, other religious and political movements 
drew on the idea of an impending divine or supernatural intervention. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses were actively preaching that the end of the world was at 
hand. The Wellington and le Fleur movements of the 1920s both predicted 
final battles between whites and Africans with, in the case of Wellington’s 
predictions, Africans being aided by black Americans who would wield super-
natural powers as they piloted their bombers over South African skies. The 
Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) and its offshoot, the Inde-
pendent ICU, both promised confrontations with the state that would bring 
about dramatic changes. And both the First and Second World Wars sparked 
a variety of rumors of political change aided by possible invasion and aerial 
bombardment by Americans, Germans, or sometimes Russians who had 
quasi-supernatural powers.25

Stories and rumors about Africans having revelations, dreams and visions, 
as well as rumors spread by African prophets may have made the Bible 
and Christianity more immediately political for the Transkeian population. 
The Bible was part of a commonly understood language that the 1948 Tran-
skei ANC advertisement used freely.26 The ad suggested that people ‘read 
Samuel Chapter 9, 16-17 carefully’. The relevant Biblical quotation—from 
I Samuel—tells the story of how God informed Samuel about the coming of 
Saul. It reads in part:

Now the day before Saul came, the Lord had revealed to Samuel: ‘Tomorrow about 
this time I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint 
him to be prince over my people Israel. He shall save my people from the hand of 
the Philistines; for I have seen the affliction of my people, because their cry has come 
to me’.27

Building on the Biblical story of the coming of a prophetic leader, the ad sug-
gested, ‘It is in the hope T. M. Vanqa is asked to lead the race’. T. M. Vanqa 
was an unlikely Saul. A harness maker and shoemaker who in the late 1930s 
and early 1940s had a shop in the town of Mthatha, Vanqa had by the late 
1940s become a builder and with other local African businessmen had insti-
tuted the South African Workers’ Union, of which he was the secretary.28 By 
1948 he was openly advocating opposition to many of the state’s rural poli-
cies of land rehabilitation, stabilization, and betterment. The Resident Mag-
istrate of Idutywa district attached a note to the copy of the Inkundla ya 
Bantu advertisement that he sent to the Chief Magistrate:

Mr. Vanqa is at present holding a series of meetings in this District . . . At the present 
time his main attack is on the proposed [agricultural] rehabilitation measures. This is 
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not entirely a popular subject with Natives of this district and I fear he is gaining 
quite a considerable following. I therefore foresee difficulties and some opposition 
when the time comes to commence the rehabilitation measures.29

The magistrate was right: rehabilitation measures and other state policies, as 
we will see below, were viewed with hostility by most African farmers and 
they developed into one of the primary grievances that spurred the revolt in 
the 1950s and later.

Vanqa was not the only speaker at the upcoming meeting: another man 
was set to open the meeting with a prayer drawn from Exodus 4-5, a passage 
that contains the renowned exhortation from Moses to Pharaoh: ‘Let my 
people go’. The resonances between the enslavement of the Hebrews by 
Pharaoh and the compulsory labor on betterment schemes required by the 
South African state were probably immediately apparent to the mostly Afri-
can readers of the newspaper. The opening prayer was to be followed by 
Methodist hymn Number 116 that would have the meeting’s attendees sing-
ing, ‘Savior, cast a pitying eye, Bid my sins and sorrows end, Whither should 
a sinner fly? . . . For thy love and mercy’s sake; set my heart at liberty’.30 These 
allusions to liberation in biblical texts and hymns may have added their own 
apocalyptic twist to current events: both Saul and Moses were prophets as 
well as political leaders and, according to the Bible, God had intervened 
directly on their behalf. The hymn requested a similar intervention from the 
Christian God. By combining Old Testament stories with the visions of 
Ntsikana, Nxele, and Nongqawuse, the ad suggested some momentous shift 
in the political landscape.

There is no indication in the archives of who attended the advertised meet-
ing or what was resolved there. But the proposed agenda, the tone of the 
advertisement, and the magistrate’s warning to his superiors about the meet-
ing were all indications of the political mood of Africans in the rural areas.31

Resistance to State Policies and the Outbreak of Open Conflict

Early in the 1950s, overt resistance to unpopular state agricultural policies 
began to take shape. Agricultural rehabilitation schemes were a direct prod-
uct of white supremacist ideology, and their success was meant at a basic level 
to facilitate the ongoing economic and political segregation of Africans. 
White magistrates’ mission was to streamline agriculture in the rural reserves 
to make it more efficient, and to underwrite the continuation of the system 
of predominately male migrant labor.32 Initially conceived in response to the 
findings of the 1932 Native Economic Commission and then to the 1950 
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Tomlinson Commission, betterment schemes, rehabilitation measures, cattle 
culling, and soil stabilization measures were agricultural policies that emerged 
from some magical thinking on the part of white planners.

The magical thinking involved the fantasy that the rural reserves could 
remain more or less the same size but still (magically) carry a much denser 
African population. The goal in the 1930s when planners had initially 
mapped out the schemes had been to create a middle group of self-sufficient 
peasants in the rural areas, and to house the families of African workers (with 
access to little or no agricultural land) who would earn livings as migratory 
wage laborers. The unrest sparked by the first attempts at betterment in the 
mid-1940s stimulated some revision of the plans, but the 1948 election of 
the National Party to power brought an even more dogmatic approach to 
African affairs in the rural areas. Hendrik Verwoerd and other post-1948 
apartheid ideologues wished to ‘re-tribalize’ Africans and force them to stay 
in the rural areas.33 This changed the agricultural policy into one that empha-
sized African residence in the rural areas regardless of the economic viability 
of farming. What had originally been a largely economic mission (with deep 
segregationist roots) to keep Africans in the rural areas became more exclu-
sively a political mission to preserve white control and prevent widespread 
rural to urban migration among Africans regardless of the agricultural capac-
ity of the reserves, a shift in emphasis that allowed state planners more leeway 
in implementation.34

There were very real economic problems in the Transkei, as with every 
passing year more African families became more dependent on wage labor 
outside the region simply to make ends meet. The impoverishment of the 
rural areas began in the late 1910s in the western districts of the Transkei 
where agricultural land was more scarce, rainfall more erratic, and grazing 
land under too much pressure.35 From the 1910s through the 1940s, signifi-
cant shortfalls in the agricultural economy became the norm in increasing 
numbers of districts, although until the 1950s many of the African farms in 
Mpondoland districts remained economically and socially viable. Mpondo-
land farmers began to feel significant shortfalls in the 1950s—the same dec-
ade that many of the most coercive government policies (often grouped 
under the heading of ‘Bantu Authorities’ legislation) came into effect. As a 
result, African farmers in Mpondoland districts saw dramatic economic 
shortfalls at the same time that the state was aggressively implementing reha-
bilitation schemes and building up the authority of chiefs (many of whom 
were despised in the broader population), all to be paid for with higher taxes. 
These events constituted a very sinister conjuncture as far as many in the local 
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farming population were concerned. Dissatisfaction began to erupt into out-
right conflict.

In addition to implementing hated agricultural polices, apartheid officials 
planned to create Bantustans that would become—on paper only—self-gov-
erning. Chiefs who allied with the white state acquired additional power as 
the leaders of future homelands, a fact that confirmed the unpopularity of 
individual chiefs and the broader political agenda. A reporter for Contact, the 
official publication of the Liberal Party, observed overt defiance to the home-
lands policy in the Transkei in 1959:

Everywhere I went I heard the cry, ‘asimfuni umasizpathe’ (we do not like Bantustans), 
in big and small villages, in buses and in social gatherings. In certain areas, I heard 
these two songs sung by children: ‘sidiniwe ngu Velavutha’ (tired of Verwoerd), and 
‘uMatanzima no Sabatha basintengisile isizwe’ ([Chiefs] Matanzima and Sabatha—
two stooges—have sold the nation).36

Residents of Bizana district in Mpondoland themselves wrote to their magis-
trate that ‘this new Government who is Chief Botha [Sigcau] is going to 
cause bloodshed in Bizana by attaching [seizing] our cattle and we do not 
know [recognize] him’.37 Throughout the Transkei, white planners rarely con-
sulted the broader African population on the nature and timing of the reha-
bilitation plans, and they expected chiefs and headmen (as state appointees) 
to assist in enforcement. Implementation was heavy-handed, thus making 
the analogy between Pharaoh and the apartheid state more compelling. The 
loss of control over their land, the interference of despised chiefs like Matan-
zima and Botha Sigcau in local affairs, and the leveling of social distinctions 
among subgroups all combined with the rumors and prophecies that circu-
lated to create a politically explosive atmosphere.

The Revolt

By the late 1950s the revolt in the Transkei was rippling through the coun-
tryside. Rebels, both as individuals and in groups, had been undermining 
government authority and rehabilitation projects for several years. Acts of 
outright resistance were echoed by a broader refusal to comply with govern-
ment measures or obey government headmen and chiefs. The rebels posed a 
serious enough threat to the safety of headmen and chiefs who were collabo-
rating with the state that several fled their home districts and others armed 
themselves; most rehabilitation projects ground to a halt for several years.
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During the revolt correspondents for Contact provided details of the extent 
of the unrest. One story from July 1960 noted that in Mpondoland ‘Sundays 
are no longer peaceful days, but days of unrest. At night, artificial lighting is 
provided by burning of huts of government informers’.38 In September 
another article reported that some of the most recent resistance to Tribal 
Authorities policies in Engcobo district had been sparked by a sermon given 
in the Wesleyan church by the Rev. Sol K. Masela who had issued a challenge 
to the governing body of the church to be more supportive of African politi-
cal actions.39

The revolt used violence and the threat of violence to undermine the state’s 
control as well as to challenge specific policies. Through the 1950s Africans 
frequently boycotted meetings with chiefs and headmen whom they consid-
ered government ‘stooges’, and if they did show up they shouted down the 
chiefs and often stated outright that they would not accept government poli-
cies. Chiefs and magistrates read this disrespect as an omen of more violent 
actions to come. The magistrate of Xhalanga district noted his difficulty in 
getting headmen to serve on the local District Council because of threats and 
intimidation. ‘In brief there have been reports that people who favour Bantu 
Authorities or stabilisation [policies] will be victimised. There have also been 
rumours that persons from other areas visit this District secretly at night for 
the purpose of holding meetings in various locations’.40 Rebels and sympa-
thizers also threatened chiefs and headmen directly:

Agitators against the rule of the white man are constantly circularising Chiefs and 
other Bantu exhorting them to prepare for the ‘eventual and inevitable’ overthrow of 
the white man. Expressions such as ‘sticking’ and ‘white pigs’ are used. Some roneoed 
[mimeographed] circulars request the recipients each to ensure that ten other people 
are apprised of the contents of the letters. These letters are always anonymous. Other 
agitators are said to drive into locations by motor car during darkness and late at 
night from places such as Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and East London and to dis-
seminate anti-Government propaganda, and then they disappear again.41

These methods of intimidation, with rumors of mysterious outsiders (who 
were not really outsiders at all)42 moving about under cover of darkness, and 
the idea of an inevitable rebel victory were common tactics of underground 
political organizations. But there were also resonances with the prophecies of 
Nxele, Ntsikana, and Nongqawuse, with the castigation of whites as animals, 
the significance of outsiders seen only by the faithful local population (as was 
the case with Nongqawuse’s ancestral sources and Wellington’s black Ameri-
can bombers), and of the inevitability of a struggle from which the righteous 
would emerge as victors.
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People made grave predictions and threats in this atmosphere, as evidenced 
by an anonymous letter sent by rebels to a chief in Qumbu district (in East 
Griqualand) who had collaborated with government policies:

There is always a reprisal for those who are oppressing and those who are siding with 
them after the failure. So, act while time still permits you. . . . You know what? It is 
sickening to note that when these white pigs came to our country they were hungry 
and stinking so much that we felt mercy for them. But to our surprise, they are today 
ruling us at gunpoint, and inciting us to fight among ourselves through the sinister 
measures of ethnic grouping. Surely, when the time comes, they will definitely eat 
grass . . . Chief, I still put it to you that after this time, only chiefs like Hintsa, Din-
gaan, Moshesh and Cetywayo will survive and enjoy the fruits of freedom.43

In this case there was a plot to kill the chief to whom the letter was addressed, 
and although the plotters were ultimately arrested, tried, and convicted, in 
other cases rebels succeeded in killing their targets.44 What is striking about 
this letter is its call on historical memory, in a way similar to the 1948 adver-
tisement placed by the Transkeian ANC. The historical figures in this letter, 
though, were Hintsa, Dingaan, Moshesh, and Cetywayo (or Cetshwayo)—all 
independent African chiefs who in the nineteenth century had battled to 
maintain their autonomy and limit the depredations of encroaching white 
settlement. The letter writer who invoked their names believed that the revolt 
would sort the true leaders from the collaborators and intoned that the latter, 
along with the ‘white pigs’, would ‘definitely eat grass’.

Moral intentions conjoined with the use of sometimes profoundly violent 
means. In some districts rebels labeled headmen and chiefs who worked with 
the state as witches and burned their huts down at night. The magistrate of 
Engcobo district reported on one incident that the hut of the chairman of 
the local District Authority was burned down, and he and another man were 
later ‘brutally murdered’. Twenty-four people were implicated in the murder 
that resulted directly from the chief ’s support for government policies: ‘To 
what extent subversive elements are active in the district or what proportions 
it might assume is difficult to say’.45 In addition to the killings and threats 
issued against supporters of government policies, rebels and sympathizers also 
attacked the projects themselves by cutting fences, destroying dipping tanks 
for cattle, and refusing to move to newly laid-out residential allotments. They 
also refused to pay taxes, which were widely seen as providing material sup-
port to both the government and the chiefs.46

In 1960 the unrest was at its peak in eastern Mpondoland where the rebel 
movement (known as Congo or iKongo) actually had effective control over 
the countryside for months at a time.47 In this context, men and some 
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women formed Hill (or Mountain) Committees that orchestrated the revolt 
and took over some of the tasks of governing, such as collecting their own 
taxes and adjudicating court cases. As one Lusikisiki man stated (recalling his 
conversation with a Congo organizer):

I asked what the Congo was. He said the Congo was a new form of Government. . . . 
We don’t want Bantu Authorities and we don’t want to pay taxes. We don’t want our 
cattle to be dipped. We want to be ruled by the Russians and each man must pay 3/6 
[three shillings sixpence] to buy firearms from the Russians and to hire lawyers. Any-
one who does not attend [the Congo meeting] will be killed.48

The idea of Russians as significant outsiders who would provide assistance to 
the rebels may have been partly rooted in the news of the cold war that was 
common at the time, and it may also have emerged from the historical mem-
ory of Nongqawuse’s Russians.

A Flagstaff man recalled another conversation about Congo in which he 
was labeled by an organizer “as being a dog” the organizer then told the 
Congo meeting, ‘This dog must be killed, who loves the Europeans’.49 The 
committees empowered young men to kill collaborators, defined as chiefs 
and headmen as well as those who did not attend meetings. A Contact 
reporter described the killings of an Mpondo chief (Vukayibambe Sigcau, the 
brother of Botha Sigcau) and two headmen: after their murders, ‘the attack-
ers, numbering about one hundred men, went about 1½ miles away to look 
for one of his chief indunas [headmen]’. This third headman escaped, but 
only because ‘he had heard the impi [regiment] was coming, so he hid in an 
underground hole used for storing mealies [corn]’.50

In another incident in Bizana the target of rebel violence was an agricul-
tural demonstrator, an indication of just how important the grievances cre-
ated by government agricultural policies were in fomenting the revolt.

Caslina Maradebe Mlomi was awakened by a gun report at 11.30 pm on 3.12.60, on 
investigating she found that the hut in which her husband was asleep was surrounded 
by a large crowd of Bantus. She ran away with the children. The next morning she 
found that two of the six huts at her kraal had been razed and her husband stabbed 
to death. Deceased was an Agricultural Demonstrator, and alleged by the attackers to 
be a Police Informer.51

People resented state interference into their farming practices, and they 
resisted specific government policies as well as the larger Bantu Authorities 
and apartheid legal framework. Those who committed the violence and made 
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the threats often explicitly stated the moral content of their actions. A threat-
ening letter sent to a headman of Butterworth district in 1960 equated col-
laboration with wickedness:

You have been warned by us from time to time to refrain from collaborating with the 
Government regarding the implementation of the oppressive laws passed by the Gov-
ernment. Such collaboration is regarded by the people as wicked. The time for these 
warnings is now past. In short, if you do not get out of the Bantu Authorities, we, 
the people, are going to get you out in a quick way.52

A communal sense had developed that working with apartheid authorities 
was wicked and that reprisals against collaborators—even reprisals that 
resulted in deaths—were morally justified. The rebels were using violence and 
the threat of violence to respond to the ‘spiritual insecurity’ of a political cri-
sis that had economic and spiritual foundations.53

State officials viewed the Mountain Committees and other rebel groups as 
threatening their ability to govern and tried to intimidate those who attended. 
One of the Committees’ meeting places was Ngquza Hill, where committee 
meetings sometimes involved as many as 4,000 to 5,000 people.54 Govern-
ment officials knew about these meetings and tried to thwart attendance by 
infiltrating the organizations and by flying aircraft over the meetings. In one 
May 1960 meeting, some men stood their ground as helicopters flew over-
head, and reportedly shouted a song at the aircraft: ‘White men, you’re a dog, 
we die and we resurrect as a red dog. When you touch us you should know 
that you have touched those who will no longer die’.55 This song may have 
been an expression of sheer bravado, taunting a powerful enemy, but the 
invoking of eternal life and resurrection suggests a religious dimension to 
their defiance. As the meetings continued the state became more aggressive in 
its attempts to disband them, and in one well-publicized instance in June 
1960, as people met on Ngquza Hill, military planes flew overhead and a 
paramilitary unit of the South African police swept the area and shot and 
killed as many as thirty people.56 One member of the Hill Committee 
remembered that they had been warned by a traditional healer that they 
might be attacked if they conducted a meeting that day because of ‘a sign that 
shows that we will be attacked and defeated at Ngquza’. Unfortunately, the 
Hill committee leaders quarreled: ‘Some were saying we should turn back as 
the traditional healer had instructed us to do while others were reluctant and 
insisted that we continue’.57 The crowd at Ngquza Hill was large that day 
(more than 3,000 people), and many women watched in horror as their 
family members and friends were shot. ‘One woman . . . was amongst the 
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Mpondo men when they were attacked. She ran in between the soldiers and 
her menfolk, singing a Methodist hymn, “Kubo bonke ooThixo, Akakho 
onje ngaYe; Kuba iinceba zakhe, Zimi ngophakade”, which is sung when one 
experiences hardship’.58

The killings at Ngquza Hill did not end the revolt, nor did they dampen 
rebels’ confidence in the morality of the revolt. The magistrate of Bizana dis-
trict—a district that was at the heart of the rebellion—focused on the moral 
and religious element in one of his reports. ‘The Rebel movement has a reli-
gious slant’, he wrote: ‘Three of the ringleaders are Evangelists. When they 
start their meetings all the rebels prostrate themselves on the ground with 
their foreheads touching the ground. They refer to the Rebel court at their 
National Headquarters at Ndlovu Hill [in Bizana] as a “Holy Court” ’.59

Some rebel leaders believed that God was assisting them in finding those 
men who had collaborated with unpopular state policies. Congo meetings 
were often opened with hymns and prayers (in one case Methodist Hymn 
Number 9).60 Many Africans also expected that powerful outsiders would 
assist them. People frequently mentioned Russians as people who had already 
appeared in South Africa to take part in the struggle. One African reported a 
conversation he had had with a Congo member: ‘This person also stated that 
there are Russians at Bucele near Port St. Johns and Mbotyi [in Mpondo-
land] and along the coast who have just arrived to come and assist the 
Pondos. He also stated the Russians are here to fight the Government. He 
stated that the Police are frightened to go there’.61 The active assistance of 
God and of powerful allies not only ensured the morality of the cause, it also 
ensured its success.

According to Victor Mnaba, a scholar who has studied the role of main-
stream mission churches in the revolt, the young men of the hills (abafana 
basentabeni) chose to meet in the highlands because of the hills’ religious 
significance:

One may ask why the Pondos chose the mountains, of all places . . . [They] believe 
that God dwells in the mountains, and for them mountains were and are places of 
prayer, worship, sacrifice, and covenant . . . The African concept of a mountain is sim-
ilar from the Jewish and Christian concepts. Africans understood mountains not only 
to be places of worship and praise, but also as places for performing rituals such as 
circumcision. They also regarded mountains as their forts during times of war.62

The meetings on the hills brought the committees to a spiritual place where, 
in the aftermath of the Ngquza Hill killings, they could discuss their political 
options. For the next several months they renewed the revolt. As of mid-
January 1961, the Bizana Hill Committee continued ‘to send out its tshisa-
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tshisa (burning) gangs, now in twos and threes, to burn these people’s 
[collaborators’] homes’.63

The claims of religious motivation on the parts of some rebel leaders stood 
in contrast to the official stances of most of the established mission churches 
in the region. Mission stations became refuges for headmen, chiefs, and their 
followers who had been labeled as collaborators with the state and who were 
threatened by the rebels. A reporter for the journal Contact described the 
scene of huts ablaze in various Mpondoland districts on Christmas Day 
1960, as the huts’ owners fled to the protection of the police in towns and 
the protection of churches on mission stations. ‘The Roman Catholic Mis-
sion at Flagstaff, and other missions are giving sanctuary to many of these 
victims, innocent or otherwise, of the “Congo” or “Hill’s” anti-Bantu Author-
ity campaign’.64

Outside of the mainstream mission churches, however, there were other 
sources of Christian influence for the rebels. These alternative influences 
resulted from important differences in the varieties of Christianity practiced 
in the Transkei. Mpondoland had never had the heavy blanketing of mission 
stations that other parts of the Transkei had. The eastern Mpondoland 
districts of Bizana, Lusikisiki, Tabankulu, and Flagstaff were commonly 
considered by magistrates, other white officials, and some missionaries as 
remote backwaters where mainstream Christianity struggled to retain popu-
larity against both older non-Christian ideas and the teachings of separatist 
churches.65 Separatist churches from early on in the colonial period had 
staked claims to African independence in both the institutional and spiritual 
aspects of religion.66

Mission churches were usually relatively well funded, however, and could 
commit substantial resources to schools as part of their religious mission. By 
mid-century, 1952, while some districts in the Transkei were reporting very 
high rates of children attending mission schools (88 percent of school-age chil-
dren in the Thembuland district of Xhalanga for example), Bizana and other 
Mpondoland districts reported only 22 to 35 percent of school-age children 
attending school.67 So while Christian identification existed among rebels in 
Mpondoland districts in the 1950s and some rebel leaders may have been 
products of mission schools, it is unlikely that they were leading a large 
number of people who had been exposed to Christianity through mission edu-
cation.68 Although there are no data on the size of congregations in separatist 
churches in the 1950s, Ethiopian and Zionist churches were most likely the 
source of much of the Christian content in the revolt in Mpondoland districts. 
Separatist churches had a foothold in eastern Mpondoland by 1899 (and ear-
lier elsewhere in the Transkei), and were often the focus of political rumors.
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The scholar J. de Wet has suggested that in the 1950s and later, separatist 
churches began to flourish in more remote parts of the Transkei, especially in 
Mpondoland. In these districts African-led separatist churches offered 
dynamic alternatives to mission churches, and frequently built on what de 
Wet calls the Babomvu world-view (equivalent to Philip Mayer’s notion of a 
‘Red’ world-view) that was resistant to erosion by ‘Western’ or colonial cul-
ture.69 As a sometimes profoundly conservative Babomvu ideology lost its 
ability to protect the homestead from both government actions and economic 
disasters, people often turned to Zionist-Apostolic Christianity to renegotiate 
their identities and to shore up their ‘religio-cultural resistance to Western 
civilization’.70

During the years preceding and during the revolt, a hybrid set of beliefs 
had emerged that combined elements of older, non-Christian spirituality and 
morality with the ideas and community of separatist churches in some areas 
and more mainstream churches in others. This spirituality was a coda to the 
previous rumors of end-times and approaching conflicts that fed on the inse-
curity produced by worsening agricultural conditions and the often daily 
conflicts between African farmers and state officials (both white and black) 
over the nature of authority and the use of coercion. This anxiety was similar 
to the spiritual insecurity described by Adam Ashforth in late twentieth-cen-
tury South Africa; people asked questions about the causes of their misfor-
tunes, and their own spiritual suppositions provided ‘plausible answers for 
people, answers people can live with and work with as they turn to various 
forms of spiritual power in search of solace and safety’.71 The prophetic 
moment of the late 1950s and early 1960s emerged out of the conjuncture of 
economic grievances and transcendent hope.

State officials responded to both rumors and actual rebellion with a mas-
sive crackdown on rebels and the whole population of the region. The crack-
down involved sweeps made by mobile police units, widespread arrests for all 
types of infractions from the trivial to the serious, and dramatic shows of 
force and brutality to intimidate the population. Detentions without trial 
and widespread police intimidation became the norm. In the face of such 
measures, a pamphlet circulated in several Transkeian districts exhorted peo-
ple to continue to defy the state: ‘The Nation had this desire [for freedom], 
as a result the country people got up and fought to break the chains of depri-
vation which were brought by the Chiefs’. The pamphlet (titled ‘The voice of 
the people’) declared, ‘Let us crucify ourselves’, and insisted that ‘the shoot-
ing of the people at Ngquza [Hill] by the Police, the prosecution and the 
burning of kraals by the army of Matanzima and others at Mbizana’ should 
not dishearten people. Instead,
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The bravery of the Pondos will remain bright in history . . . [although] people are 
hunted like animals. They are thrown into police vans like bags of mealies, they are 
beaten with sjamboks, struck with the butts of guns, but despite all this the fire that 
burns in the breast of these men of men—men of this country does not extinguish. 
This is the fire that gives us strength, its warmth gives us encouragement, patience 
and bravery . . . FIGHT, FIGHT THE ENEMY WHICH IS THE EUROPEAN 
GOVERNMENT.72

The pamphlet requested that

When you receive these notices, THE VOICE OF THE PEOPLE, distribute them 
amongst the people. Each person who receives his notice must be sure that he passes 
it to at least 10 people who will read it. Each person who has read it must in turn 
relate the news to 10 people who did not have a chance to read it.

Despite its encouraging words, the pamphlet could not promote a rebellion 
powerful enough to overthrow the South African state. Although acts of 
rebellion continued in the region through the mid-1960s, state officials were 
able to repress the resistance through outright coercion combined with sur-
veillance and ultimately a campaign of attrition. Detentions, banishments, 
convictions with long jail sentences and large fines combined with the ordi-
nary brutality of life under apartheid to make resistance a very costly option 
for the rural population. For its part, the state did not take seriously either 
the spiritual, Christian component of the revolt or the material grievances; 
instead, it quelled the revolt in an extraordinarily violent way, operating on 
the assumption that communists and white agitators were responsible for 
drumming up opposition to the Bantu Authorities policies of the apartheid 
state.73

Conclusion

The evidence of appeals to Christian morality lying beneath some of the 
resistance to government rehabilitation projects and the outbreak of open 
revolt in the Transkei in the 1950s and 1960s is somewhat fragmentary but 
highly suggestive of the fusion of religion and politics. While material griev-
ances were the most significant impetus behind people’s decisions to commit 
violence, they do not provide a full explanation for why the violence occurred 
when it did, nor for how violence came to be accepted as a legitimate and 
moral assertion of African political views. In the Transkei at this time there 
were multiple belief systems co-existing within the rural population, and 



182 S. Redding / Journal of Religion in Africa 40 (2010) 163-191

there was a long history of political (or quasipolitical) movements that 
emerged from religious interpretations of events. The 1950s, the decade of 
the revolt, constituted a prophetic moment in Marcia Wright’s sense: numer-
ous prophecies built on each other to explain a worsening material order and 
the loss of social stability, and some rebels used the prophecies to predict an 
end-times confrontation between African rebels and farmers on the one hand 
and the white-controlled state and its African collaborators on the other. 
There was a sinister conjuncture between declining agricultural incomes, 
deracinated rural populations, a coercive state, and a number of earlier pro-
phetic statements that predisposed people to revolt and made revolt seem 
both a moral choice and a political necessity.

In the Transkei of the 1950s and 1960s war was at least partly the continu-
ation of religion by other means. Many scholars have noted that both armed 
conflict and religion often involve blood sacrifices, and killings can be seen as 
attempts to purify the society.74 African nationalism in South Africa had 
always been explicitly spiritual and strongly inflected with Christian imagery; 
prophetic and religious movements in the countryside had often made strong 
political claims. Organizers and rebels in the years between 1948 and 1961 
used Christian texts, the Bible and hymns, and Christian motifs of self-sacri-
fice and crucifixion as part of the language of revolt. The pervasiveness of the 
language suggests that it was an effective appeal to a common understanding 
of the relevance of Christian teachings in the interpretation of the economic 
and political calamity that apartheid policies had created for Africans.75

This is not a conclusive statement that religion caused revolt or that rumors 
of religious end-times drove people to resist. Virtually everyone had some 
kind of religious conviction, and rumors of all kinds were rampant in the 
countryside, from the takeover of the region in 1880 through to the present 
day. Not all aspects of religious life were associated with rebellion, and many 
Africans, even if they tacitly supported resistance to government policies, 
deplored the use of violence. But the evidence of how Christianity informed 
some aspects of the rebellion illustrates how religion among the colonized in 
South Africa mediated grievances to become resistance, and how rumors 
transformed into political facts.
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