
Nation- and Image Building 
by the Rehoboth Basters 

Negative bias concerning the 

Rehoboth Basters in literature 

Jeroen G. Zandberg 



 2

Nation- and Image Building by the Rehoboth Basters 

Negative bias concerning the Rehoboth Basters in literature 

 

1. Introduction        Page  3 

2. How do I define a negative biased statement? …………………..5 

3. The various statements ……………………………………… 6 

3.1 Huibregtse ……………………………………… ……. 6   

3.2 DeWaldt ……………………………………………. 9 

3.3 Barnard ……………………………………………. 12 

3.4 Weiss  ……………………………………………. 16 

4. The consequences of the statements ………………………… 26 

4.1 Membership application to the UNPO ……………27 

4.2 United Nations ………………………………………29 

4.3 Namibia ……………………………………………..31 

4.4 Baster political identity ………………………………..34 

5. Conclusion and recommendation ……………………………...…38 

 

Bibliography …………………………………………………….41 

Rehoboth journey ……………………………………………...43 

 

 
Picture on front cover: The Kapteins Council in 1876.  
From left to right: Paul Diergaardt, Jacobus Mouton, Hermanus van Wijk, Christoffel van Wijk.  
On the table lies the Rehoboth constitution (the Paternal Laws) 
 
 
 

Jeroen Gerk Zandberg 

2005 
ISBN – 10: 9080876836 

ISBN – 13: 9789080876835



 3

1. Introduction 

 

The existence of a positive (self) image of a people is very important in the 

successful struggle for self-determination. An image can be constructed through 

various methods. This paper deals with the way in which an incorrect image of 

the Rehoboth Basters was constructed via the literature.   

  

Subjects that are considered interesting or popular, usually have a great number 

of different publications and authors. A large quantity of publications almost 

inevitably means that there is more information available on that specific topic. 

A large number of publications usually also indicates a great amount of authors 

who bring in many different views and interpretations. These factors contribute 

to an exhaustive and objective, or at least inter-subjective1, view on a particular 

subject. Thus, in many cases the quantity of information also has an impact on 

the quality of the total information. If we can conclude that more information 

leads to better insight, it is the subject with the least attention that has the 

greatest chance of being misinterpreted.  

 

In this article I will focus on the way the Rehoboth Basters of Namibia have 

been (negatively) described in literature. The case of the Basters is a clear 

example of a neglected subject with few publications, but with many 

misinterpretations. These come mainly in the form of negative and prejudicial 

statements, made by few authors, but with far reaching implications. I will give 

an overview of the different prejudicial statements, their origins, implications 

and the possible solutions to shift the inter-subjectivity towards a more balanced 

perspective as regards to the Basters. 

 

                                                 
1 By inter-subjectivity I mean that a general consensus exists among professionals regarding the 
interpretation of a specific topic. See also: Sande, van de J.P. 1999. Page 14, 61. 
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The Rehoboth Basters are a small ethnic community of approximately 35.000 

individuals who currently live in south-central Namibia around the town of 

Rehoboth. They are descendants of the mixture between early European settlers 

in South Africa and indigenous Khoikhoi and Nama tribes. The Basters formed 

small independent communities as early as the 18th century and in 1868 several 

groups of Basters migrated to their present location in central Namibia. Here 

they established an independent polity in 1870, which lasted, in different forms, 

until the independence of Namibia in 1990.2 

 

                                                 
2 Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 13, 31-50. 
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2. How do I define a negative biased statement? 

 

For the purpose of this paper I define the term negative biased statement in the 

following manner: 

 

I consider the article as a negative statement when the context of an article is 

generally accepted by the public to be unfavourable to the subject. For example, 

I consider it a negative statement if the article concludes that the people are lazy, 

untrustworthy and stupid.  

 

I consider the article a biased or prejudicial statement when the opinions 

expressed in the article are not based on relevant and reliable sources, but 

instead on personal opinions or ‘ideas’. For example, I consider it a biased 

statement if the article describes the people as lazy, untrustworthy and stupid, 

but does not give any reliable evidence to how these conclusions were reached. 

 

A negative biased statement is thus a statement, which is based on personal 

opinions and paints a negative image of the subject. 
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3. The various statements 

 

3.1 Huibregtse 

The following quotes are taken from: Huibregtse, P.K. 1972. Zuidwest Afrika. 

Land in opkomst. Den Haag: Ad. M. C. Stok Zuid-Hollandsche 

uitgeversmaatschappij. 

 

Quotes 

a) 

… zij vertrouwen niets en niemand en zijn vol argwaan en achterdocht … 

… they trust no-one and are full of mistrust and suspicion … (page 145) 

 

b) 

… sommige van de Basters, lang niet allen, zijn uiterst dom en bekrompen …  

… some of the Basters, certainly not all, are extremely stupid and narrow-

minded … (page 147) 

 

c) 

… de verwachting is echter dat de tegenstribbelende Basters op den duur hun 

domme verzet zullen opgeven … 

… the expectation is however, that the protesting Basters will eventually give up 

their stupid resistance [against the implementation of Apartheid]… (page 148) 

 

d) 

… de Basters, sinds hun bezetting van Rehoboth door de flinke en gewaardeerde 

van Wijk, achteruit gegaan zijn, een gevolg van luiheid en drankzucht…  

… the Basters have [morally] declined since their occupation of Rehoboth [in 

1870] by the spirited and valued Van Wijk, as a result of laziness and 

dipsomania … (page 152) 
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e) 

… hoeveel beter is het dus, dat elk volk in zijn eigen land woont …  

… it is much better that every people lives in his own [home-]land … (page 

153) 

 

f) 

… apartheid acht ik een politiek van wijs en verstandig beleid …  

… I consider Apartheid a wise and intelligent policy… (page 155) 

 

Comments 

The quotes a, b, c and d give a clear moral judgment by the author regarding the 

Basters. His opinions are purely negative, without explaining the methods to 

which he came to these conclusions. Quotes e and f however, give quite a clear 

picture to how the author reached his conclusions. In it, he praises Apartheid as 

a “wise and intelligent policy”.  

 

The system of Apartheid was in force to consolidate white power in South (-

West) Africa, in the face of a black majority. The Basters were not part of the 

white community and thus on the opposing side of the Apartheid regime. The 

author is clearly bias in favour of the Apartheid regime and thus against the 

Basters.  

 

General opinion of the book 

The reasons behind the negative biased statements are not always apparent. In 

this case they are. The negative biased statement regarding the Rehoboth Basters 

given by the author can be explained by his prejudicial views in favour of 

Apartheid. 
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The author is presented as a specialist on Africa, who has written many books 

on various African countries. His negative description of the Rehoboth Basters 

applies to all the peoples that he describes in his book, which makes his moral 

affiliation with the Apartheid regime even more obvious. In the case of 

(Huibregtse) the negative biased statements concerning the Rehoboth Basters 

stem from his positive views on the Apartheid system. 
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3.2 DeWaldt 

The following quotes are taken from: DeWaldt, Franz. 1976. Native uprisings in 

Southwest Africa: documents on the armed uprising of the Bondelzwart tribe 

(1922) and the bloodless revolt of the Rehoboth Bastards (1925) in ex-German 

Southwest Africa administered by the Union of South Africa under mandate. 

Documentary Publications: Salisbury. N.C. 

 

Quotes 

a) … The quaint name Rehoboth Bastards was derived from the fact that a 

missionary named Rehoboth had worked amongst them … (page ii) 

 

b) … Originally, the Rehoboths were South Africans of Dutch origin… (page 

146) 

 

c)… They intermarried with natives, especially the Hererostribe, and adopted 

the name of Rehoboth from a European missionary… (page 146) 

 

Comments 

■ Quote a) and b) are factually incorrect. The term Bastard or Baster was born 

somewhere during the early 18th century when descendants of 

Khoikhoi/European settlers started to form communities that were neither 

European nor Khoikhoi. They were called Basters by the colonists and they 

adopted the name, which gave them, in their view, a high(er) status, in the 

colonial environment, compared to the Khoikhoi. In this way they could 

emphasise their (real or imagined) connections to the dominant European culture 

and ‘race’3. In 1845, (25 years before the Basters settled in Rehoboth) Heinrich 

Kleinschmidt of the Rhenish mission established a mission in !Anis4 (inhabited 

                                                 
3 Encyclopaedia Britannica – Baster; Zandberg, J.G. 2005.(‘Origin of the Basters’ page 13) 
4 Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 31 
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by Nama tribes) and gave it the biblical name of Rehoboth5. After the Basters 

settled in Rehoboth in 1870, they adopted the name Rehoboth; hence the name 

Rehoboth Basters. 

 

■ Quote c) has again several errors. The first part of the sentence implies that 

‘they’ (the Rehoboth Basters) are not native, i.e. foreign. The author also 

suggests that the Rehoboth Basters are a mix between ‘foreign South African 

Dutch’ (see also quote b) and the Herero, which is clearly not correct (see 

explanation of quotes a and b). This opinion may be partially based on the large 

number of Herero that participated in the Rehoboth rebellion6. The final error is 

the repetition that the name of the town of Rehoboth was named after a 

European missionary (see explanation quote a). 

 

Quotes b and c were in the letter send by the American Consul to the Secretary 

of State in Washington. The subject of the letter was the claim of the Rehoboth 

Basters before the Mandate Commission of the League of Nations. The claim 

for Rehoboth independence was considered unjustified by the commission. 

 

General opinion of the book 

The book is a collection of official diplomatic letters by various governments 

pertaining to the rebellions of the Bondelzwarts Nama and the Rehoboth 

Basters. The documents consist of reports and letters by diplomatic 

representatives who inform their superiors on the actual situation. The letters 

give a clear example of how the various Western governments looked at the 

                                                 
5 Genesis 26:22, ‘And he removed from thence and digged another well, and for that they strove not: 
and he called the name of it Rehoboth: and he said, For now the Lord hath made room for us, and we 
shall be fruitful in the land’. Holy Bible King James Version 1994. The missionary might have been 
inspired by the natural wells that are found in the area. 
6 The Herero comprised 218 (or 35 %) of the 632 men that were arrested following the seizure of 
Rehoboth by South African forces. After the rebellion, the South African government forcibly 
removed all ethnic groups except the Basters from the Rehoboth area.  (See also Pearson, Patrick. 
1981. Page 31; Vossen, Ellen. 2002. Page 27). 
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Rehoboth situation, with all its misconceptions. The author who collected the 

documents and wrote the introduction makes the same errors as the western 

diplomats 50 years before him, as can be seen in quote a.  

 

The collection of valuable documents on the Rehoboth Basters (and the 

Bondelzwarts) gives an insight into the image that the Western world had of the 

Basters in the 1920’s. The mistakes that the diplomatic representatives made 

regarding the Rehoboth Basters were serious and probably had an impact on the 

Basters’ situation, but were probably the result of a lack of reliable data, instead 

of intentional prejudice. 
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3.3 Barnard 

The following quotes are taken from: Barnard, Alan. 1992. Hunters and Herders 

of Southern Africa; A Comparative Ethnography of the Khoisan Peoples. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Quotes 

a) … [The Rehoboth Basters’] language is customarily classified as a dialect of 

Afrikaans, but one whose closest European affinities appear to be with 

Plattdeutsch, [Low German] rather than Flemish or the Dutch of Holland 

(Franco Maria Messina, personal communication)… (page 195) 

 

b) … At their missionaries’ suggestion, they named it Rehoboth … (page 195) 

 

c)… The ‘pure’ Rehobothers mix freely with the incoming ‘Coloured’ 

population… (page 195) 

 

On page 194 the author also makes several mistakes regarding the Griqua. For 

example he erroneously mixes up Adam Kok II with his son Adam Kok III as 

well as Andries Waterboer and his son and successor Nicolaas Waterboer. 

 

Comments 

■ Quote a) classifies the Afrikaans language of the Basters as closest to Low-

German and not to Dutch. By linking the Basters’ identity to German, it is even 

more ‘foreign’ than if it were linked to Afrikaans and the Afrikaners. It is 

consequently also linked to the darkest days of colonialism and shared 

responsibility for Germany’s conduct in Namibia. The Afrikaans language is 

much more ‘African’ than German, although Afrikaans is descendant from 

Dutch, it was transformed into a new language in Africa. Associating the 
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language with Low German decreases the legitimacy of the Basters’ claim to an 

indigenous people even further. 

 

Low-German7 is a dialect of German, which is spoken in northern Germany 

along the border with the Netherlands and is relatively close to the Dutch 

language8. Is the author correct in identifying the Baster-Afrikaans as closest to 

Low German instead of Dutch? He does not give any evidence of how he 

reached his conclusion, and gives only a personal communication as source. 

This leads me to believe that it is more based on opinion (of the author, or his 

source, or both). The reasons for this are twofold.  

 

Firstly, the Afrikaans language originated in South Africa and is proven to be a 

direct descendant of Dutch and not Low German9. The Basters already spoke 

Dutch (which later evolved into Afrikaans) in the 18th century and took their 

language with them on their migration to Rehoboth. The origin of the Afrikaans 

language as spoken by the Basters thus comes from the South African Cape 

region and the Dutch language.  

 

If the origin is not to be found in Low-German than perhaps the language 

drastically changed during the occupation of Germany (1885 – 1915)? The 

second point is also unlikely, for several reasons. When we look at the other 

former German colonies10 (Cameroon, Tanzania, Togo, Papua New Guinea) we 

see no trace of the German language in any of the languages spoken there 

presently. German has been completely replaced by English or French as the 

official language. There is no reason to believe that the situation in Namibia 
                                                 
7 Platt deutsch literally means, Low German (the language of the low-lying country) 
8 In fact, the Dutch language is in origin the western extremity of the dialect spectrum of Low German 
(Dalby, Andrew. 2004. Page 158) 
9 Although Dutch is in origin a dialect of Low German, it was already an established language of its 
own in the 10th century (Price, Glanville ed. 2000. Page 130), long before the colonisation of South 
Africa began in 1652. 
10 For a brief overview of the German colonial empire: (Fieldhouse, D.K. 1991. Page 364 – 371) 
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would be very different. Another reason why Low German has probably not 

heavily influenced the Afrikaans language of the Basters, is the fact that Low 

German is not the dialect that was used by the German colonial administrative 

elite11. In all former European non-settler colonies the language that was 

adopted12 by the indigenous population was the official standardized language 

used for administration, and in the case of the German colonies, this was High-

German13. 

 

■ The explanation of quote b can be found in the previous description of 

‘DeWaldt’. 

 

■ With quote c the author emphasises that the Rehoboth Basters are ‘only’ part 

of the Coloured population and that consequently, their claims to a unique 

identity are false.  

 

Important in this respect is again that the authors’ statement is probably not 

correct. South- and South-West Africa were governed by colonial and later 

Apartheid rules that forbade non-whites to move and settle where they wished. 

In the case of the Rehoboth area, this was even exacerbated by the fact that the 

area itself (and the people of Rehoboth) had additional rules and regulations that 

made it very difficult for any outsider to move to Rehoboth. For instance, 

outsiders could not acquire land in Rehoboth unless they were recognised as 

Baster. A further indication that the Rehoboth Basters were seen as a separate 

                                                 
11 Low German is the language of speech, and seldom of written documents (Dalby, Andrew. 2004. 
Page 221-222) unlike High German 
12 Of course, Germany lost its colony of South-West Africa in 1915 to the South Africans; long before 
the indigenous population could adopt the German language at decolonization.  
13 South-west Africa never truly became a settler colony, unlike South Africa. This also had an impact 
on the variety of the German language spoken in the colony. The South West African (Namibian) 
colonial situation was dominated by relatively small numbers of German administrators, instead of 
large numbers of settlers. The settlers of German origin in South Africa mostly came from Low 
German speaking regions. (Dalby, Andrew. Page 221) 
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community (by themselves and others) is the fact that during Apartheid rule, 

there were various administrative bodies for Basters and others for Coloureds.14  

 

General opinion of the book 

In references made to the book it is described as an authoritative book on the 

Khoisan peoples and as the best academic book on the subject since (Schapera, 

Isaac. 1930, 1966). I share this opinion when it comes to the information on the 

Khoisan peoples, but certainly not when it comes to the information on the 

Rehoboth Basters (and also the Griqua of South Africa), which is very poor. The 

very limited information is full of errors. It would probably have been better not 

to include the Rehoboth Basters and the Griqua or a lot more attention and 

research had to be done into the subject. The erroneous views that stem from the 

poor quality information on the Rehoboth Basters are given extra weight 

because it is located in a book with excellent information on the Khoisan 

peoples. Because it is authoritative for the Khoisan peoples it can be mistakenly 

seen as authoritative for the Rehoboth Basters as well; which it is obviously not.  

 

On the other hand, there is also a positive aspect of incorporating the Rehoboth 

Basters (and the Griqua) in this study of the Khoisan peoples, which is that the 

author thereby concludes that they have a (strong) link with the Khoisan 

peoples; at least the link is large enough to merit incorporation into such a study.  

The author appears to have a positive outlook on the Rehoboth Basters, and his 

negative biased statements stem mostly from a lack of knowledge, rather than a 

negative position towards the Rehoboth Basters as a people. 

                                                 
14 For example, until the full implementation of the homeland principle in 1979, the ethnic groups in 
South-West Africa were governed through South African departments. They made a clear political 
distinction between Bantu administration, Rehoboth affairs, Nama and Coloured affairs and Bushmen 
affairs (page 32). Also economically, the ethnic groups were treated separately. To aid in the 
‘development’ of the various communities, South Africa set up investment corporations. These were: 
The Bantu Investment Corporation (set up in 1964), the Rehoboth Investment and Development 
Corporation (REKOR – 1 September 1969) and the Coloured Development Corporation (1969) (page 
45 – 48). (Foreign Affairs Department of the Republic of South Africa. 1975). 
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3.4  Weiss 

The following quotes are taken from: Weiss, Walter. 1984. Namibia. 

Südwestafrika. Welsermühl Vlg. Wels. 

 

Quotes 

a) … starke Vertikalisierung der Gesellschaft, Tendenzen zum Faschismus, tief 

verwurzeltes Klassendenken, Elitebewustsein, Separationsbemühungen… (page 

115) 

… strong verticalisation of society, tendency to fascism, deeply rooted class 

consciousness, elite consciousness, using every effort to separate …  

 

b) … diese Lastigkeit in Denken und Handeln der Basters zeigt sich 

uberdeutlich in ihrer religiösen Intoleranz: Das zahlenmäsig unbedeutende Volk 

ist in eine Vielzahl religiöser Gemeinschaften zersplittert …  (page 115) 

… this unpleasant way of thinking and acting of the Basters is clearly visible in 

their religious intolerance: The numerically insignificant people is splintered 

into multiple religious groups …  

 

c) … Anpassung, Toleranz, Soziales Denken war nie ein starker Zug der Basters 

gewesen… (page 116) 

…Adaptability, Tolerance and Social thinking were never strong traits of the 

Basters … 

 

d) … Die 20.000 Flüchtlinge (nichts anders waren sie) … (page 116) 

… The 20.000 refugees (they were no more than that) … 

 

e) … Heute würde man sagen: die Kollaboration der Basters mit dem fremden 

Eindringlingen war perfekt … (page 116) 
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… Today, people would say that the collaboration of the Basters with the 

foreign invaders [German occupation of South-West Africa] was perfect…   

 

Comments 

■ In quotes a) and c) the author describes the Baster community as fascist and 

intolerant. These strong words bring images of violence, oppression, anti-

democratic views and discrimination to mind. In every society there are groups 

and individuals who answer to this description, but can the whole Baster society 

be described as fascist? To answer this question it is necessary to look at the 

structure of Baster society to see whether or not it fits this fascist description.  

 

Does Baster society glorify the use of violence, or does it consider it a normal 

legitimate political tool? There is no evidence for this assumption. The last 

violent revolt that was supported by a large part of the community was the 

Rehoboth rebellion of 192515. All other protests against Apartheid rule and, 

since 1989, against perceived injustice by the Namibian government, have been 

non-violent16.  

 

Are oppression and discrimination defining attributes of Baster society? The 

case for these characteristics as defining attributes might be a lot stronger; 

Baster society was part of a colonial and Apartheid system for more than a 

century. This system was based on oppression and discrimination. In the case of 

the Basters, as was the case for most peoples in South-West Africa, they are 

                                                 
15 On 1 December 1924, the Majority faction of the Rehoboth Basters declared the independence of 
Rehoboth. After a tense period, South African forces invaded Rehoboth on 5 April 1925 and ended the 
rebellion by arresting the rebels. (See also Pearson, Patrick. 1981. Page 31; Zandberg. J.G. 2005. Page 
42) 
16 The Baster Council as well as prominent individuals petitioned the League of Nations and the 
United Nations on many occasions for Rehoboth independence (see also Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 
43; UN General Assembly Resolutions 935 X. 1955 and 1138 XII. 1957). After the independence of 
Namibia in 1990, the Basters tried to regain their land- and language rights through political lobby and 
court cases (see also In The High Court of Namibia; Case No. A 163/93 and Morawa, Alexander. 
2002). 
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more the victims of this system (the oppressed instead of the oppressor; the 

discriminated instead of the discriminator), than the culprits. The Basters, as a 

people, were systematically discriminated and oppressed by the Apartheid 

government. From this viewpoint the Basters are the victims. Another view on 

Baster society is the internal rules and regulations that were enforced by the 

Basters themselves. In the Rehoboth Gebiet, additional laws applied, which 

favoured Basters over all other ethnic groups within the territory17. In this 

respect the Basters were victim and victimiser at the same time.  

 

The final view that the Basters are un-democratic is obviously false. Baster 

society was very focussed on (semi-)18 democratic governance. This can be seen 

by the great importance of the constitution of 187219, and the elected councils20 

and chief21. 

 

                                                 
17 For instance, non-Basters could not acquire property within the Rehoboth Gebiet and only burghers 
enjoyed all the political rights, like voting. 
18 The Baster polity can best be described as a mix of republican and monarchical rule. The 
community chose it’s leader (called Kaptein), who subsequently held his office, by law, for life; 
Constitution of Rehoboth, Article 1, ‘As Supreme Administrator of the Burgers, one shall be elected 
and nominated from among them as Kaptein, who shall hold Office during his life-time …’ (Britz, 
Rudolf, 1999. Page 65 ) Besides the Kaptein, the population also voted for a legislative council, which 
held office for one year (official, as described in the Constitution, Article 8) or three years (Huibregtse, 
P.K. 1972. Page 151) as was the case in most elections. 
19 The written constitution of the Rehoboth Basters was enacted on 31 January 1872. It describes the 
political life of the Rehoboth community and was in force (in varying degrees of importance) until 
1925 and from 1979 to 1989. A transcript of the Paternal Laws can be found in: (United Nations 
Committee on South West Africa. 1955; Britz, Rudolf e.a. 1999). 
20 The Basters had various Councils. An executive Kapteins Council that consisted of three persons 
(the Kaptein and two assistants chosen by him), a legislative Peoples Council that also consisted of 
three persons who were (independently from the Kaptein) elected for a period of three years.(Britz, 
Rudolf. 1999. Page 65; Huibregtse, P.K. 1972 Page 151) In 1924, the Majority faction of the Basters 
also held elections for a Parliamentary Council consisting of 23 members whose task it was to check 
the Peoples Council.(Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 42; Pearson, Patrick. 1981. Page 41) After the 
Rehoboth Rebellion of April 1925, the South African government disbanded the political institutions 
of the Basters and set up an Advisory Council of 6 Basters, that could advise the governing ‘white’ 
Magistrate on how to deal with Rehoboth affairs. This Council functioned until the reinstatement of 
elections for the Kaptein and Peoples Council in 1977 (Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 45) 
21 The Kaptein was chosen (for life) as the leader of the Rehoboth Baster polity. After his election, he 
chose two men that assisted him in a Kapteins Council. In all respects, the position of Kaptein is 
comparable to a mix between king and president; a presidential king. 
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■ Quote b) also points to the fact that the Basters are intolerant. To back up his 

claim he gives the example that the Basters are religiously intolerant and 

therefore split into multiple religious groups22. His example concludes that 

because the Baster community has a pluralistic religious organisation, it is 

intolerant. In most circumstances the conclusions would be the exact opposite; 

the more pluralistic a society, the more tolerant that society is perceived. 

 

■ Quote d) describes the Basters as ‘mere’ refugees. Refugees cannot lay claim 

to the land they now inhabit, because they came from outside; a different land. 

Although the Basters did originate in South Africa, their migration cannot be put 

on equal footing with a flow of foreign refugees today. Firstly, the migration 

took place more than 135 years ago (between 1868 and 1870), ample time to 

become deeply rooted in the land and secondly the Basters moved and settled as 

a coherent social group to an area, which was hardly populated23. 

 

■ Collaboration with the enemy is always perceived as negative and immoral. 

Quote e) labels the Basters as collaborators with, in this case, the German 

colonial occupation. The author even calls the collaboration to be almost perfect, 

which makes the Basters to be seen as (almost) part of the German colonial 

occupation of 1885-1915, and thus guilty of all oppressive and violent acts 

committed against the inhabitants of Namibia at the time. This is most of all, a 

                                                 
22 There are indeed a great number of different churches in Rehoboth. It may even be that the city of 
Rehoboth has one of the highest concentrations of churches, compared to its size, in the world. 
According to [Vossen, Ellen. 2002] there are more than fifty (50) different churches in Rehoboth; a 
city with a little over 20.000 people. The great number of churches can be explained by various 
theories, as is done in [Vossen, Ellen. 2002], where the author explains the great number of churches 
as a means for local leaders to gain status, in a society where upward mobility is limited. Whatever the 
reason for the great number of different churches; religious intolerance is not one of them. If they were 
religiously intolerant, i.e. denied people from following a different religious ideology, there would not 
be so many churches, but only one (or very few).  
23 Virtually all peoples that currently reside in Namibia have migrated to the area during the last 
centuries. The Little Nama migrated in the late 1700’s and early 1800’s, The Kavango in the 1700’s, 
the Herero and Owambo in the 1500’s till 1700’s etc. (Mendelsohn, John. e.a. 2002. Page 131). Only 
the Bushmen can be considered a ‘first people’, because they inhabited the land before any other group 
arrived. 
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moral judgment of the Baster community. Were the Basters truly a part of 

German colonial oppression, or not? Like many other peoples in Namibia, the 

Basters signed a treaty with Germany in 1885, which gave the Germans (some) 

control over the region’s affairs24. The Basters were also part of the 1893 

military campaign against the Nama25. But afterwards the ‘cooperation’ between 

the Basters and the German colonial authorities’ declined and virtually vanished 

after Germany gained full control of Namibia in the early 1900’s26.  

 

When looking at the situation during German colonial rule it is possible to group 

the different peoples in Namibia into three different categories, with regards to 

the early political reaction against the German presence. This division is 

primarily based on the location and importance of the various populations. The 

peoples inhabiting the north of Namibia can generally be placed in the first 

category; very little interaction between German colonial rule and the indigenes. 

Secondly, the Basters, who resided in central Namibia, where German influence 

was greater, were seduced into fighting alongside the German forces in the 

1890’s27 against their long-time enemy, the Nama, and were in return rewarded 

by German non-interference into Baster affairs in the Rehoboth Gebiet.28 The 

Nama and Herero populations fall in the third category; all out conflict. They 

also resided in Central and Southern Namibia, where German influence was 

highest. In contrast to the Basters, and the northern populations, they were 

vigorously attacked and oppressed by Germany, because unlike the Basters who 

were few in numbers, the Nama and Herero were a serious threat to the 

establishment of effective German colonial rule.  

                                                 
24 The Treaty of Protection and Friendship of 15 September 1885 between Germany and the Rehoboth 
community was concluded as an agreement between two governments. See also: Dierks, Klaus. 2002. 
Page 63 ; United Nations Committee on South West Africa. 1955. Page 175  
25 Britz, Rudolf e.a. 1999. Page 20 ; Dierks, Klaus. 2002. Page 77 
26 Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 11, 38 
27 Ibidem. Page 37 – 39  
28 Ibidem 
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In 1904, this policy led to the genocide against the Herero and, to a somewhat 

lesser extent, also against the Nama29.  

 

In conclusion, the Basters did cooperate (collaborate?) with the German colonial 

authorities, at least in the 1890’s, but in a colonial setting where divide and rule 

as well as colonial and settler racism were key political mechanisms. One could 

argue that the Basters chose the politically safest avenue in a situation that gave 

them no realistic alternative.  

 

General opinion of the book 

The article of Walter Weiss is part of a larger volume on Namibia. The author 

seems to be better informed than for example (Barnard), especially for the 

German colonial era. Nonetheless, the article has a very negative tone and reads 

almost like a pamphlet against the Rehoboth Basters. The statements that the 

author gives are not so much caused by a lack of information but are more the 

result of a personal view of the Rehoboth Basters, which is very negative and 

leads to intentional negative biased statements 

 

                                                 
29 Dierks, Klaus. 2002. Page 103 – 119; Drechsler, Horst. 1980. Page 132 – 217  
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4. The Consequences of the statements 

 

The consequences of these negative and biased statements are far-reaching. It 

has led to a vision of the Rehoboth Basters as being European (i.e. foreign; 

aliens) and racist (pro-Apartheid and colonial rule). In an arena30 where these 

two characteristics (especially if they coalesce) are seen as negative and even 

criminal, the group that receives this label is automatically placed in a no-win 

situation; like the Rehoboth Basters.  

 

The Rehoboth Baster community has tried vigorously to uphold unity and fight 

for some form of self-determination and government31 for the people of 

Rehoboth. The many setbacks that the community suffered are in large part due 

to the misperception of the Basters as a people and their position in the 

Namibian and Southern African political constellation, which is caused in large 

part by the negative biased statements describing the Basters in literature32. 

 

In the following paragraphs I will give several examples in order to make the 

setbacks more concrete. 

 

                                                 
30 By arena I mean the political environment in which the Rehoboth Baster community has to operate.  
31 For instance, on 19 May 1990, the Baster community held a referendum on whether or not the 
Rehoboth government should remain in control of the Rehoboth area, or if it should be handed over to 
Namibia; they chose the first option. (UNPO Archive – Basters ) On 22 June 1991, the Baster 
community elected a new traditional leadership, despite the fact that they were now part of Namibia. 
On 10 October 1992, the Kaptein’s Council declared the Rehoboth Basters an Indigenous People of 
Namibia. (On the Discrimination of the Rehoboth Basters. 1993) Since 1993, the Basters have pleaded 
their case at the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations, UN Commission on 
Human Rights and other conferences and meetings. 
32 Besides the literature about the Basters, there also exist a large amount of documents created by the 
Basters themselves. These include petitions to United Nations bodies, minutes of Council meetings 
etc. The Basters place great value on written documents, which is also evident by the early drafting of 
a constitution in 1872. This is an important reason why there is more written documentation on the 
Basters than on any other comparable community in Southern Africa, albeit that much of that 
information has not been published but resides in libraries and archival depots.  
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4.1 Membership application to the UNPO 

 

In 1993/1994 the Rehoboth Baster community tried to become a member of the 

Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organisation (UNPO) but were rejected.  

 

The Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization33 (UNPO) is a democratic 

membership organization representing peoples’ rights in international and 

national fora. Its Members are indigenous peoples, occupied nations, minorities 

and independent states or territories who have joined together to protect their 

human rights, to preserve their environments and to find non-violent solutions to 

conflicts that affect them. UNPO provides an established international forum for 

Members’ aspirations and assists them in effective participation at the 

international level like the various United Nations bodies. Today, 63 Members, 

representing over 150 million people worldwide, make up the organization. 

 

Nations and peoples can become a member of the UNPO through their 

representative body (government, coalition of social-political organisations etc.) 

if they fulfil certain criteria34. The UNPO Steering Committee decides on all 

applications for membership on the basis of a recommendation report written by 

the Secretariat. 

 

The Rehoboth Basters applied for UNPO membership in May 1993, after which 

the UNPO Secretariat did an investigation whether the Basters fulfilled the 

criteria and were eligible for membership35.  In April 1994, the UNPO decided 

that the Rehoboth Basters did not fulfil those criteria as described by the UNPO 

                                                 
33 www.unpo.org 
34 UNPO Covenant – Section III, Provisions Governing Participation – Articles 5 to 9. (See also 
www.unpo.org)  
35 UNPO Archive – Basters 
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Covenant and they were subsequently rejected36. The decision was based on 

exactly the same arguments that were brought forward by the authors who 

created the previously-mentioned publications; not democratic, European and 

foreign.  

 

The conclusions of the UNPO were reached after an investigation process which 

was based on the available information on the Basters in literature, the Namibian 

government and the unofficial channels of the indigenous populations’ network; 

all three of them were negative.  

 

Especially the information of Walter Weiss was important37, as was the 

information given by Peter Spelbos38, whose opinion was copied into the UNPO 

conclusion. The Namibian government focussed on the modern constitution of 

Namibia as democratic and with respect for everyone’s human rights39. The less 

tangible information received via the ‘Indigenous Population Network’ focused 

primarily on the Basters being white Europeans and their close association with 

right wing groups40. 

                                                 
36 Recommendation to the Steering Committee on the Membership Application of the Rehoboth 
Basters; (UNPO Archive – Basters) 
37 Walter Weiss’ description of the Rehoboth Basters being fascist, intolerant and foreign, were quoted 
in the original recommendation report (on page 5) regarding the possible admittance of the Basters 
into the UNPO. (See also the quotes in 3.4. Walter Weiss, a, c and d) 
38 Peter Spelbos was a student at Leiden University. He was working on his thesis about the history of 
the Basters at the same time of the Rehoboth Baster application process at UNPO. His thesis was 
predominantly based on written literature about the Basters. The insights that he got from those 
publications were reflected in his thesis as well as in his communications to the UNPO Secretariat. 
The four page letter of Peter Spelbos of 20 February 1994 (UNPO Archive – Basters) where he 
explains that in his opinion the Basters do not form a people, was almost entirely copied into the 
Recommendation report. Only one sentence was omitted: “These are the reasons why I would not 
consider the Rehoboth Basters a people”, although that conclusion was shared and formed one of the 
main reasons for the recommendation to reject the membership of the Rehoboth Basters to UNPO. 
This can be seen as a very clear example of how negative bias in older literature affects new 
publications and the subsequent chances for the Rehoboth Baster community to attain more rights as a 
people. 
39 And thus claiming that all who oppose it are not democratic; i.e. the Basters 
40 In 1994, in an unprecedented move, 82 indigenous participants of the United Nations Working 
Group on Indigenous Populations (UNWGIP) lodged a petition against the Rehoboth Basters for their 
alleged racism. (UN Document E/CN/Sub2/1994/30. Page 12 paragraph 23) 
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4.2  United Nations 

 

The Baster community has been trying to get international recognition through 

the United Nations for decades. These actions were first confined to sending 

petitions to the United Nations. The effects of these petitions are difficult to 

measure. The requests were usually formulated as the right to self-determination 

of the Rehoboth Baster community.  

 

The United Nations resolutions of 1955 and 195741 concerning the Rehoboth 

Baster community can definitely be considered a positive result. Besides this 

concrete action, the presence of documentation alone is valuable in its own right, 

because it documents the struggle of the Rehoboth Baster community and places 

it in a historical framework. 

 

The Basters followed a different route after the independence of Namibia in 

1990. Owing in part to the improved possibilities that the United Nations offers 

to non-represented populations for them to plead their case. Since 1993, the 

Rehoboth Baster community42 has been actively involved in the UN Working 

Group on Indigenous Populations, which is a yearly gathering of Indigenous 

Peoples in Geneva, where they can present their grievances and lobby their 

cause.  

 

The United Nations Human Rights Committee in 2000 addressed the land and 

language claims by the Basters in which the UNHRC ruled against them in the 

land issue but in favour of the language claim43. The Namibian authorities were 

                                                 
41 UN General Assembly Resolutions 935 X. 1955; UN General Assembly Resolution 1138 XII. 1957. 
42 Various people represented the Basters in the different United Nations gatherings. First of all, there 
was the late Kaptein Diergaardt and also Dap Izaaks, John McNab, W van Wijk and the Basters’ 
international legal counsel Dr Yvo Peeters.  
43 Morawa, Alexander. 2002 
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called upon to use the Afrikaans language in the communication with the 

Basters, although the UN or Namibia took no real actions.  

 

Furthermore, the Baster community attended various other committees and 

conferences during the 1990’s44. Unfortunately for the Baster community, they 

were not immediately accepted in this ‘Indigenous People Network’. The label 

of ‘foreign European settlers’ and the alleged cooperation with Apartheid and 

consequently the vision of racism and intolerance, negatively affected the 

possibilities of cooperation within the United Nations bodies.45 

 

 

                                                 
44 For example, the presentation of a paper to the Committee of the Rights of the Child in 1994. 
45 In 1994, in an unprecedented move, 82 indigenous participants of the United Nations Working 
Group on Indigenous Populations (UNWGIP) lodged a petition against the Rehoboth Basters for their 
alleged racism. (UN Document E/CN/Sub2/1994/30. Page 12 paragraph 23) 
Another example is the reception of a document that was delivered to the UN Working Group on 
Indigenous Populations in July 1993. The paper was called ‘On the Discrimination of the Rehoboth 
Basters’ in which the Baster community claimed a status as indigenous people and the right to use its 
own language (Afrikaans instead of English) and the land rights to the original Rehoboth Gebiet. This 
document was archived by the UNDP and labelled: ‘On the Discrimination of the Rehoboth Basters – 
A Paper to the UN by European immigrants to Namibia trying to claim to be “Indigenous Peoples”.’ 
(emphasis in original) 
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4.3  Namibia 

 

The link between ‘foreign and racist’ and the Baster community has also played 

an important role in the political and social-economical rights of the Basters in 

independent Namibia. An important part of the Namibian identity (in the 

making) is the collective resistance against the former Apartheid regime and the 

principles for which it stands. Crucial in this is the idea of an ‘alien racist 

oppressor’ (Apartheid South Africa) versus the freedom loving people of 

Namibia, who would eventually overcome the ‘evil empire’ of Africa. The 

Rehoboth Basters are identified as a (partial) continuation of this ‘evil empire’ in 

the present Namibian discourse. Two very clear examples show the attitude of 

the Namibian state since 1990, towards the Rehoboth Basters and how it 

differed from the one towards other ethnic communities in Namibia; land 

ownership and the traditional authorities act. 

 

Landownership in the territory of what is now Namibia has been a critical issue 

ever since the colonisation began in 1885. The German, and later South African, 

authorities divided the land into communal, state and privately owned land46. 

Only the communal lands were in the hands of the indigenous population, 

although communal lands were officially state owned lands47. 

 

This system of communal land controlled by the community and property of the 

state, remained in place after the independence of Namibia. There is only one 

marked difference in the ownership of land in Namibia prior and after 

independence; that is the abolishment of the communal land system in 

Rehoboth.  

                                                 
46 For an overview of landownership see (Mendelsohn, John. 2002. Page 134 – 145) and (Zandberg, 
J.G. 2005. Page 71 – 74) 
47 In 1902, communal land accounted for 30%, in 1911 for only 9%, in 1937 for 17%, in 1955 for 27% 
and as of 1968 40%. See Zandberg and Mendelsohn. 
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The land ownership in the Rehoboth area had always been a mixture of 

customary law and modern law; mainly because of the nature of Baster society, 

being more ‘modern’ as compared to the other indigenous groups in Namibia48. 

After Namibian independence, the Namibian government dissolved the 

communal land system for the Rehoboth area. This did not create any problems, 

or even great changes, for the individual Rehoboth farmers who were less 

communal than other groups in Namibia. It did however leave an impact on the 

political structure of Baster society.  

 

The property of the Rehoboth government as it existed until 1989 was 

confiscated49. This included all buildings and equipment that were part of the 

Rehoboth government as well as all the land they owned. The Baster community 

started a court case against this confiscation50, which they eventually lost. The 

confiscation of the property of the former Rehoboth government and the loss of 

status as communal lands had another important political side effect.  

 

The communal lands are today administered by the Traditional Authorities of 

the various ethnic communities in Namibia. These Traditional Authorities51 have 

been recognised by the Namibian government as being the legal and legitimate 

authority for allocating land to the people and settling disputes. Because of the 

dissolution of the communal land system in Rehoboth the function of 

Traditional Authority in Rehoboth52 does no longer officially exist. This means 

                                                 
48 ‘… [the system of access to land] rested basically on the blending of common law and statute. 
Indeed, one major function of the Kaptein and his Council was the allocation of land to individuals as 
owners in freehold or leasehold…’ (Parker, Collins. 1991) 
49 See (Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 48; Vossen, Ellen. 2002. Page 31; On the Discrimination of the 
Rehoboth Basters. A Document to the UN WGIP. 1993. Page 5) 
50 In The High Court of Namibia Case No. A 163/93 
51 Traditional Authorities Act 2000 of the Namibian government (which replaced the Act of 1995). It 
linked the existence of Traditional Authority to the presence of communal land. (The Namibian. 9 
August 2004, Traditional Authorities Act faces High Court challenge) For an overview of Traditional 
Authorities in the communal area see (Mendelsohn, John. 2002. Page 141) 
52 The Baster community is to this day lobbying to get the status of Traditional Authority and title to 
the traditional lands. For example, the Kaptein sent a letter to the Honourable Minister of Lands, 
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that the function of Kaptein and Council are not recognised by the Namibian 

government, in contrast with the recognition of many other Traditional 

Authorities across Namibia. This linkage between communal land and 

Traditional Authorities has had a major impact on the ability of the Rehoboth 

Basters to organize political action; indeed, it has been a great impediment. 

 

The argumentation for the revocation of communal land in favour of freehold 

land in the Rehoboth case consists of two diametrically opposed visions. The 

Namibian argument claims that the Rehoboth area was never communal and 

should therefore not be labelled as communal lands. The Rehoboth Baster 

argument is that they are specifically targeted because of their perceived 

cooperation with Apartheid. Although both arguments have merit, it cannot be 

ignored that because of this decision, the Rehoboth Basters’ political self-

government has been seriously degraded, while all other ethnic communities did 

not suffer this change in land/political status. From a more conceptual view it 

has also been a widely accepted view that identities are formed to a great extent 

by the institutions upon which the people are dependent.53 Taking away the 

reliance on Traditional Authorities has the added benefit/disadvantage that 

people are no longer tied to this institution, but to other (Namibian). 

 

Taken into consideration that the Rehoboth area only accounted for 10% of all 

communal lands in Namibia and the minor effects the transition to freehold 

lands had for the individual Baster farmers and the Namibian government, it can 

very realistically be considered a political move to disempower the Rehoboth 

Basters and to stifle any strive for political self-determination. 

                                                                                                                                                         
Resettlement and Rehabilitation regarding the demands for land and Traditional Authority status. (6 
September 2004. Kapteins Council) 
53 For example see (Hechter, Michael. 2000. Page 23) ‘… The crucial point is that boundaries between 
groups initially flow from institutions of control rather than from already pre-established social 
identities. Hence identities are derived from boundaries rather than vice versa…’ 
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4.4 Baster political identity 

 

The negative image of the Rehoboth Basters also has an impact on the internal 

political organisation of the Baster community. The pressures of the outside 

world (Namibia and the international community) have created a position were 

it is seemed immoral to organize around a political Baster identity. This is 

probably one of the main causes54 why the political unity55 and backing of the 

political leadership by the people56 has dwindled.  

 

The successful marginalisation of Baster political action forms a serious threat 

to the continued existence of the Rehoboth Basters as a definable group. When it 

is no longer possible to organize around a Baster identity, a more viable and 

‘positive’ one will soon replace this identity57. In this case probably a 

‘Namibian’ identity. The replacement of the Rehoboth Baster identity with a 

Namibian identity is forced through various means.  

 

                                                 
54 The other causes are: Namibian nation building, the death of the Baster leader in 1998 (The 
Namibian – ‘Oompie Hans’ dies. February 13, 1998) and political elite competition. 
55 After the death of Kaptein J.G.A. Diergaardt in 1998, there were elections for a new Kaptein in 
January 1999. These were won by John Mc Nab. The results were as follows: John McNab 40.8%, 
Bismarck van Wyk 30.8% and Dap Izaaks 17.6% (The Namibian – Basters Opt For McNab. January 
12, 1999) According to the old Baster constitution, the Kaptein was elected for life. The political elite 
decided that this was no longer feasible in the modern situation and, unofficially, decided amongst 
them that there would be another election for Kaptein in five years. Several months before the 
scheduled new elections were supposed to be held in 2004, the Kaptein refused to hold elections. His 
argument was that this would only divide the Baster community and that the official constitution gives 
him a lifelong mandate. (Die Republikein – Estelle de Bruyn op Rehoboth 17 November 2003) 
56 In the 1999 elections for a new Kaptein, only about 55% of eligible voters participated. (Note on the 
percentage; the total number of voters is not known, therefore some assumptions have to be made to 
arrive at the correct percentage. There were 9 586 votes cast, while the total population is estimated at 
35 000. The Basters have a very young population, so it is reasonable to divide this number by two; 17 
500 eligible voters, which makes 9 586 approximately 55%) (The Namibian – Basters Opt For 
McNab. January 12, 1999) 
57 ‘… individuals seek to maximize their self-esteem and that one important means of doing so is by 
striving to achieve a positive social identity …’ (Hechter, Michael. 2000. Page 99); ‘… Since social 
identities have differential prestige, it follows that the higher a given group’s prestige, the more that 
membership in it contributes to individual self-esteem…’ (Hechter, Michael. 2000. Page 32) 
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One way has been to alter the classification of the Namibian population. The 

dissolution of ethnic categories in the Namibian census, and the replacement of 

these by ‘linguistic categories’58, has the effect of degrading the sense of Baster 

identity in favour of a Namibian identity59.  

 

Ideologically, the Namibian state defines its character in opposition to the 

former Apartheid and colonial regime.60 The vision that in unity the people(s) of 

Namibia fought against Apartheid and eventually won, is cultivated and turned 

into a strong unifying symbol of ‘one people, one nation’ under one (Namibian) 

flag.61 The Namibian ideology of one people, one nation, is in direct opposition 

to the Rehoboth Baster ideology of Baster self-determination through political 

and cultural self-government. 

 

The views of Namibian nation building are very well illustrated 

(unintentionally!) in a paper by (Kjaeret & Stokke. 2001) that compares the 

various discourses in the Rehoboth situation. They make a distinction between 

the discourse on the Baster nation, on the discourse on the Namibian nation-state 

and the Rainbow discourse, which in their explanation “attempts to integrate the 

other two national discourses through ideas about overlapping nations, where 
                                                 
58 The Basters speak Afrikaans, but unlike most other ethnic communities in Namibia where language 
and community are virtually the same, they share the language with other distinctive populations (the 
Coloureds and Afrikaners); for the classification of the Namibian population into different language 
groups see (Mendelsohn, John. 2002. Page 164/165). 
59 ‘… The mere use of official categories, such as census classifications, can promote group identities 
…’ (Hechter, Michael. 2000. Page 100) Also see (Alonso and Starr 1987) 
60 Some examples of this view can be found in the paper by Kjaeret & Stokke: “Narratives about the 
pre-1990 period center on how the colonial power divided the Namibian people into different “ethnic 
nations” (emphasis in original) through its Apartheid form of government in order to exploit 
Namibians and hinder collective resistance. This narrative explains why it is necessary to move away 
from conceptualizations of “ethnic nations”; they are the oppressors.”(Kjaeret Stokke. 2001. Page 11)  
“… explain how the Namibians were oppressed by the South African enemy, an oppression that was 
made possible through the institutionalization of the Namibians’ differences. In today’s free Namibia, 
however, Namibians are not oppressed … The solidarity of the Namibians, in their struggle for a free 
Namibia, has meant that today Namibians can live in peace.” (Kjaeret & Stokke. 2001. Page 13) 
61 SWAPO’s slogan: “One nation, one Namibia”. SWAPO has dominated Namibian politics from its 
independence. The National elections of 15-17 November 2004 and the Regional Council elections of 
29-30 November ‘04 gave SWAPO more than two third of the seats in local and national government. 
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the boundaries that separate us/here from them/there overlap and are thereby 

inclusive rather than exclusive”. (Kjaeret & Stokke. 2001. Page 1) “… [the 

Rainbow discourse emphasises] the necessity of working within the Namibian 

institutions...” (Kjaeret & Stokke. 2001. Page 16) “…The Rainbow discourse 

portrays Basters as a specific group of People in Namibia… Despite the fact that 

as a group they are not given special status in the Namibian constitution…” (?) 

(Kjaeret & Stokke 2001. Page 15) “… [The Rainbow discourse accepts] the 

Namibian nation’s territorial and institutional divisions…” (Kjaeret & Stokke. 

2001. Page 16) “… The border changes are described as efforts to reorganize the 

administrative units and not as efforts to institutionalize ethnic identity …” 

(Page 16) “… In contrast to the Baster discourse, however, the central 

government’s constitutional argument and the verdict [that the Namibian 

government had the right to confiscate the lands of the former Rehoboth 

government62] are seen as being juridically sound [by the Rainbow 

discourse]…” (Page 16)  

 

The statement that this paper makes is the general policy perspective of the 

present Namibian government although it is quite a stretch and not very 

convincing. In fact it is a clear example of Namibian nation building. The claim 

that there can exist two nations at the same time at the same place, where one is 

‘part’ of the other nation is incorrect. In the Rainbow discourse there is only one 

nation63 (Namibia) and one people64 (the Rehoboth Basters) that struggles to 

become a nation (again). The examples that the authors use to show the 

inclusiveness of the Rainbow discourse are in fact a very effective means of 

                                                 
62 In The High Court of Namibia Case No. A 163/93; Morawa, Alexander.  2002 
63 “A nation is a named human population sharing an historic territory, common myths and historical 
memories, a mass public culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for all 
members.” (Smith. Anthony. 1993. Page 14) 
64 A people, or ethnic community, is a group of human beings who share “a collective proper name, a 
myth of common ancestry, shared historical memories, one or more differentiating elements of 
common culture, an association with a specific ‘homeland’ and a sense of solidarity for significant 
sectors of the population.” (Smith. 1993. Page 21) 
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Namibian nation building. The establishment of one language (English), instead 

of another (Afrikaans; which is the principal language of the Basters) for the 

functions of government, is a very effective means of marginalising other 

languages. Eventually the languages, which are not chosen for government and 

public use, will die out and with it an important marker of distinctive identity.65  

 

An important argument is also the right to control a particular piece of territory 

and the administrative division of Namibia. The Rainbow discourse (and the 

Namibian as well) claims that the border changes within Namibia are just a way 

to efficiently govern the country, when it is obviously also a way to break down 

any potential political resistance by ethnic communities.66 

 

                                                 
65 “… one official language … While this policy is often defended in the name of ‘efficiency’, it is 
also adopted to ensure the eventual assimilation of the national minority into the majority group. There 
is strong evidence that languages cannot survive for long in the modern world unless they are used in 
public life, and so government decisions about official languages are, in effect, decisions about which 
languages will thrive, and which will die out.” (Kymlicka, Will. 2001. Page 78) 
66 The Rehoboth Gebiet was split up and incorporated into two large provinces, Hardap and Khomas. 
(Mendelsohn. 2002. Page 139) The Basters are now a minority in each of these administrative units. 
“Since national minorities are often territorially concentrated, boundaries can be drawn in such a way 
as to empower them – i.e. to create political subunits within which the national minority forms a local 
majority, and which can therefore be used as a vehicle for autonomy and self-government. In many 
countries, however, boundaries have been drawn so as to disempower national minorities. For 
example, a minority’s territory may be broken up into several units, so as to make cohesive political 
action impossible.” (Kymlicka. 2001. Page 75) “Conversely, a minority’s territory may be absorbed 
into a larger political subunit, so as to ensure that they are outnumbered within the subunit as a 
whole.”(Kymlicka. 2001. Page 76) 
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5. Conclusion and recommendation 

 

The negative views that the world has on the Rehoboth Basters have a major 

impact on the future survival of the community as a people. These views are 

mainly caused by negative biased statements in publications concerning the 

Basters and are, mostly, an inheritance of the colonial/Apartheid era.  

 

If the authors, as previously described in this paper, had more and better 

information on the Basters at their disposal, some of the negative and biased 

statements would not have been made. An important recommendation would 

thus be to provide more and better information to the public in order to avoid the 

negative statements to be rehashed for lack of better material. 

 

The Basters place (justifiably) high value on written documents. Baster culture 

and its continued survival rely more on written documentation than do most 

other African groups. Just because the written word plays such an important role 

in the future survival of the Rehoboth Basters as a people, it is crucial that the 

negative bias concerning the Basters in literature is addressed and corrected.  

 

Negative assumptions regarding the Basters are very persistent and will not 

disappear by themselves; the publications will not become ‘unpublished’. 

Therefore it is important that future publications on the Rehoboth Basters put the 

previous, and especially the negative publications, in their proper perspective. A 

perspective that clearly demonstrates the lack of insights and the biased, 

prejudicial views that is present in so many of the older publications describing 

the Basters. 

 

In order for the Rehoboth Basters to successfully maintain/acquire their unique 

cultural unity and political self-determination; they must shed the label of 
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intolerance and that of being foreign aliens. Intolerance is part of all societies 

but today it cannot be seen as the defining attribute of the Rehoboth Baster 

community. They were forced to live in a colonial/Apartheid environment and 

afterwards strived for more (political) rights. The times of colonial oppression 

have past and given way to a pluralistic modern democratic system where the 

struggle for minority and peoples rights is a legitimate and widely accepted right 

enjoyed by all peoples around the world67; this also includes the Rehoboth 

Basters.  

 

The issue of being foreign is the second major misconception that can easily be 

tackled with a greater availability of independent research. Although many 

authors, and even some Basters, describe the Rehoboth Basters as being more 

European than African, this is, at least from a genetic standpoint, highly 

unlikely. This conclusion can be deducted from the various genetic studies that 

have been done into related peoples68 who also live in the area. These studies 

have consistently pointed out that the research subjects were genetically closer 

to the surrounding African population than previously thought69.  

 

                                                 
67 All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their 
political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development. (United Nations 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Part I. Article 1.1) 
68 Besides the connections with the Nama people, the Rehoboth Basters also share a common ancestry 
with the Griqua. Part of the people that called themselves Basters changed their name to Griqua in 
1813. The term Griqua comes from the historic Khoikhoi tribe of the Grigriqua that lived in the area of 
the Griquas’ genesis. (See Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Page 16) 
69 Morris concludes in his study of the biological history of the Griqua that “Caucasoid 
genetic/morphological input is present but in much less quantity than would be predicted by simple 
models of Khoikhoi-European intermixture in historic times” and that “The genetic morphological 
picture is of a mixture of Khoisan and Negroid peoples not dissimilar from other ‘coloured’ 
populations of the rural North, East and West Cape Provinces.” (Morris, Alan G. 1997. Page 113) 
In the section on the genetic classification of the Khoisan, Barnard concludes that “In general, genetic 
distance within Khoisan southern Africa shows a greater correlation with geographical proximity than 
with linguistic relationship or cultural similarity.” (Barnard, Alan. 1992. Page 19) 
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When the known genealogy of the Rehoboth Baster community70 is added, the 

resulting view can only be that the Rehoboth Basters are considered an integral 

part of the Southern African population constellation. 

                                                 
70 The composition of the Rehoboth Baster community changed over the years, where it shifted the 
balance more in favour of the ‘non-European’ part of the population. This was mostly due to a 
difference in population increase between the rich (and ‘most European looking’) on one side and the 
poorer section of the Basters (‘more Nama looking’) and non-Basters (inter-marriage with Nama, 
Damara or Herero) on the other side.  
“…An internal stratification was created on the basis of phenotype and property, which led to the fact 
that the whitest men were accepted as the leaders…” (Vossen, Ellen. 2002. Page 54 – translation from 
Dutch) ”…The number of poor Baster families grew harder than the number of rich Baster families … 
The families that controlled the community became smaller …”(Vossen, Ellen. 2002. Page 55 – 
translation from Dutch) 
“… there was the underlying demographic development that although wealthy families were growing 
in number, their number increased more slowly than that of the poor families … As the population 
grew this meant an increase in the number of poor families both absolutely and relatively…” (Spelbos, 
Peter. 1994. Page 111) “… as one of the main elements constituting Baster ethnicity, the aspect of 
white phenotype, was increasingly to be found in the upper strata only, the white phenotype became 
the prime tool in sustaining and favouring the socio-economic position of these strata versus the rest of 
Rehoboth society. Therefore, Bastership was losing its legitimative force. Especially so down the line, 
where Basters married with Nama, Damara and others.” (Spelbos, Peter. 1994. Page 113/114) 
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1770 The Dutch colonist Van Wijk marries a Khoikhoi woman. 

1845 Heinrich Kleinschmidt of the Rhenish Mission establishes a mission in !Anis    
and calls it Rehoboth. 

1861 The Basters leave their homes and travel to ‘De Tuin’. 

1863 Peter Sterrenberg of the Rhenish Mission establishes a mission in ‘De Tuin’. 

1864 War between the Oorlam Nama and the Swartbooi Nama depopulates the  

Rehoboth area. 

1865 The Basters in Pella and De Tuin petition the Cape Parliament to request the 
purchase of land. This is denied and the Basters decide to look elsewhere. 

1868 24 February  At a meeting in De Tuin a group of Basters decide to leave.  

    Hermanus van Wijk is elected Kaptein. 

 12 July   The Basters leave De Tuin and move to Pella. 

 16 November  The Basters from De Tuin and Pella cross the Orange River 

 15 December  The Basters draft a constitution in Warmbad. 

1870 The Basters settle in Rehoboth. 

1872 The Paternal Laws are drafted. 

Rehoboth journey 

* Page taken from: Zandberg, J.G. 2005. Rehoboth Griqua Atlas. Page 31 



Rehoboth  

Railroad 
Roads 
Roads, unpaved 
Rehoboth city 
Cities in Rehoboth 
Mountains 
Rehoboth 1870 – 1893 
Rehoboth 1893 – 1990 




