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SOCI AL STRUCTURE IN Pr:ECll.llHAl NAMIBIA :
A LI NGUISTIC ANALYSIS·

by

Anita Pfouts

The following points should be borne in mind 1n relation
to the subject matter of th i s paper :

1. Nami bia 1s present ly under t he i l legal colonia l
regime of South Afr ic a. Th i s means t hat little work
has been done to develop an hi s tor iogra phy of Namibi a
independent from that of South Africa .

2, Prior t o South African colonial rule. Namibia was
pa r t of the Genun colonial empire (Gel"1llil.n South West
Africa); hence material written during and about the
late 19th and ear ly 20th centur ies 1s in Gel"1llil.n. A
few of these book s have been translated . most notably ,
South-West Africa Under Genaan Rule 1894-1914, by Hel_ut
el c:;y ilfl(t ).et l\$ Dte F1gt;t1ng 6y HOrst Oreschler .

3. For the precolonial era , one book (Vedde r : South­
west Africa 1n Eir ly Times, 1938) hiS been cl t cd-more
than any other. Even if all the author's observations
are accurate , the book was written nearly fifty years
ago by a member of the European clergy thus hi s inter­
pretation and point of view are i n need of revi s ion.
Travelers' accounts , a few ant hropologica l and ethno­
graphic s tudies , relating for the most part to the
hunting and gathering populations, and a sma l l body
of lingui stic work complete the literature . Obvious-
ly l i t t le effor t has been made toward an historical
approach which would ut il ize ~teria1 f~ all avail­
able disciplines and which would be produced in English.

4. There has been mat er ial , in English, since the
ti me of Mi chael Scot t (A Time to S~ak , 1958) , whi ch
gives a view of NaNibia under the ~ns and the
South Afri cans and of the crimes against the Namibian

' This paper wa s presented at the African Studies Associati on
Conference , Boston , USA , in ueceeter 1983. Originally entitled,
"Economy and Soci ety in Precolonial Nami bi a: A linguis ti c
Approach," it fonned a panel dis cussion under the rubr ic,
"Namibian His to r iography i n Transit ion. "
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people . Un for tunately , and in spi te of t he best inten­
tions . thi s materia l often casts Namibian s as v icti~,

people who have been able to exert no cont rol over t hei r
destiny.

Si nce 1966 , when the Sou t h West Afr ica Peoples ' Organizat ion
(SWAPO ) decided to take mi litary action against the South
African oppress ors , Namfbians have reasser ted thei r right to
control their coun try. This acti on has caused much atten ti on
to be focused on t he Gennan colonial period up to the present
but li ttle attention has been pai d to t he possibi li ties for
exploring precolonial Namibi an his tory.

Thus, the first task of an hi stor i an i nterested In Nami ­
bia Is to develop an approach oriented speci fically to the
Na-ibian people, which allows for t he identification of t he
different language (ethnic) groups , to see where the people
migrated from, who thei r neighbors were , how they interacted
with each other , how they produced t heir subsis te nce, whether
or not t hey produced a surpl us, whether that surplus was
t raded and with whom and what t heir social structures were.
The reasons for adopting a Namibian orie nt ed histo ri cal approach
are three- fold: f i rst , t he effor t provides the present-day
Nami bi an people with a basi s for wr i t ing thei r own hi story.
Secondly, the endeavor faci litates the development of an educa­
t ion based on what Namibians understand about then~lves and
thei r country. Thi rdly, this knowledge is a Nami bian sense
of belonging in the world community , both in precolonial t imes
as well as today. This -.ay sound patronizing i n expression .
but the Intention is wel l meant. One way the academic co.­
munity can act in solida rity wi t h the struggle of the Namib ian
people for self-detennlnation is to provide some of the educa­
t ional tools which have hitherto been withheld .

In t hose societies where writing was not developed, com­
parative and hi stor ical l ingui st ics provide a means for in­
vestigati ng the past, at least i n out line fern. HC1tf li nguisti c
inferences , di scernib le from l anguages spoken in Namibia,
Botswana and southern Angola, can be used to out line Namib ian
history and thus enr t ch the his tori ography of the regi on, forms
the focus of t his paper.

Identification of language Groups

~amibla is a land mass of 318 ,261 square ~iles , about
twice the size of California , with a population of just over
one million people, of whom one-eighth are Europeans. The
major African ethnic groups i n Namibia today were represented
in precolonia l Nami bi a. In t he 1870s, t he Herero , Nama and
Dama ra occupied t he cent ra l pla teau areas: the He rero to the
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north , t he Nama to t he south and t he Camara in the cente r.
Some of t he Camara l ived interspersed with t he Herero and Nama
groups; others li ved independentl y i n the Erongo Mount ain s
and other remote areas. Accordi ng to Vedder. t he Herero had
migrated to the Kaokoveld area in the northwest at one time.
Later they retreated further south and east. across the country
fral the coast to Gobabis . He also states t hat some Herero
rema ined i n the lake Nga-i area of present-day Botswana. l

In the foreword t o Frank Vivelo's book about the Herem
i n Bot swana , Gordon D. Gibson says,

Some of tM Tjimba l.XJNJ 8erero who had lost t1uli1"
cattu tkJoough w:roa, faIlf'i nea. 01" ~a tilencs and
had NW1"ud to a InD1ti71g and gat Ml"ing IOOds of Zifs.
Nany of t hau havtr PlQol l'IfJ<JCqWiroed cat t 14 and cOl'laider
en-.lwa B8Nl"O agai" . BIlt ot ;"'r 1jiriJa Neomtly
fovnd living i " a Nl'l'ts 1lr;Mltai>wws Ngicrl of t he
Xaokol.ldd appear to be t he dscenda7lu of a peop 'U! uho
neW1" kspt domBat ic CUlimaZa f 01" f ood, who con tl'a8t
physically with tM nerero, but who neVS1"thsl.688
apeak a di al.6c t of the 8 f1NT'O language (I".acCalman
and Grobk laar, 1965). I t ia my gufl88 that th fl86
lates1" Tji8ixJ Iorill bf1 f~ to bs N l.atBd to the
JO.Ji8i 01" BBrgdama 11Jalrr:lraJ

Various hunting and gathering societies occupied the Na.ib
Desert along the coast and areas to the northeast and east on
the border with present-day Botswana. These peoples were also
interspersed with other groups thro ugh t he area of present-day
Namibia, southern Angola and Botswana.

The OvaJltlo are divided into subgroups amen! whom the
J.wany.-a and Ndonga are representative. They 1 ve in the middle
Kunene River region and extend sout h into Nagibla. They were
in the habit of cross i ng the river frequently until the South
African governnent closed the border with Angola after the
First World War . The Ovambo were also t he group least affected
by the Genman colonia l period as t hey fought fierce ly to keep
the colonizers out of thei r territory. In any case , the semens
already had their hands ful l with trying to control the Nama
and Herero . 3

To the eas t of the Ovalllbo groups are sh ot hers occupyi ng
t he Oka vango Ri ver area and the Caprivi Strip: namely the
KMangar i, Bunya, Chokwe, Sdmbiu , Cjiribu and Mbukushu. In
Sanguali. the sout hwes t corner of East Caprivi , are the Yeyi
people; to the east of them are the Subia.
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linguistically speaking , the He rero , Ovambo groups, Oka­
vango Ri ver people and those described as resid ing i n the Capri vi
Strip are Bantu speakers and fall into the Bantu sub-branch of
the Benue-Congo branch of t he Niger-Congo family. Also living
in the Capr ivi and most other parts of N~i b i a were (and are)
a nuaber of hunting and gathering societies , such as t he !Kung ,
whose languages belong various ly to the No rthern and ten t ral
branches of the Khoisan l anguage famtly. The Nama, along with
the Damara , are also speakers of languages which belong to the
Nor t hern and Central branches of t he Khoi san family.

Southwest Bantu - l uyana

Of t he Bantu speaking communi t ies , t he Herero, Ovambo
groups, Okavango Rive r peoples , such as the Kwangar i, and
several peoples of the Hui le Highlands (sout h centra l Angola),
typified by the Nyaneka , belong to an easily recognizable Sout h­
west Bantu language group. A furthe r language , luyana, ~st

be included with Southwest in a wider language grouping (luyana­
Southwest ) . Yeyi is perhaps an addit ional .are distant -ember
of this group, but owing to an inadequacy of infonmation
Mu r ial , it is not i ncl uded in this study. luyana, the lan­
guage of the pre-19th century lozi Kingd~ , is spoken In the
fl ood plain region of the Zambezi al ong t he northeast edge of
the Caprivi.

lozi is actually a di al ect of Sotho, which was in troduced
dur ing the rule of t he Makolol os in t he mid-19th century. Since
th i s introduction of Lozi is recent it does not fig ure in the
l ingui st ic history.

The l1a-Tonga (Subi a ) people are also not included, as
they are l ocated fur ther east in t he mi ddle eastern Zambezi
and thus are not directly genrlllne t o this study.

All of the mater ial used for the fol lowing analysis is
taken from publi shed sources . Because of the unevenness of
the availabl e sources , this study is indeed preli.inary. Field
collection of addit ional lingui stic data and its correlation
with the ava i labl e archaeological evidence and with the on-
going work of archaeologi sts and other scholar s will be necessary
to canplement the out li ne of Naniblan history presented here.

Kwanyama wa s chosen t o represent the Ovambo groups; Herero
for that group; and Kwangari t o repre sent the Okavango Ri ver
peoples. Nyaneka, whi ch i s spoken in t he Hull e Hi ghlands of
sout h cent ral Angola ,4 was included to t ie in the Namibi an
l anguage groups wi t h ot her Southwes t Ba ntu speakers , and l uyana
represen t s t he other half of luyana-Southwest . The chart below
represents percentages of cognat ion between the var ious lan­
guage s. These were obta ined from a leKicostatist1cal analysis
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of a basic vocabulary list of ninety -five words. How these
cognate percentages reveal the split off of the Southtoest groups
frm the Luyana group is shown below and in Appendix 1.

~anyama

74
67
66
59

Nyaneka
65
64
60

Herero
69
64

Kwanga ri
65 tuyene

The lower the cognation percentage, the more ancient the
split must be. Here the lowest range (59-651), between Luyana
and all the others, represents the first split . The next range.
fr~ 65-691., IIarks the Southtoest group proper. The Soutt.fest
subgroup is divided into three branches: uererc, r-angar; and
Kunene River languages -(represented by r-anyallla and Nyaneka).
The division between OvallbQ languages (represented by ~anyama)

and the remainder of Kunene River (represented by Nyaneka) has
a cognation percentage of 74, making this the most recent di­
version.

By general reckoning, mid-low seventy percent range repre­
sents a divergence of about 1000 years; while a percentage in
the low to mid-fifties represents somewhere on the order of
2000 years separation. Thus, it appears, the initial split of
Luyana-Soutt.fest lies somewhere around mid-first millenium A.O.
The second divergence of Sout""est into the three subgroups
tuerere, ~an9ari, Kunene River) would sef!ll to have taken place
In the second half of the first .111enilll; while diversion of
the Kunene R1 ver group and the EIIlergence of the Ovillbo took
place In the early centuries of the present m11lenium (refer to
Appendix II).

The luyana-Southwest homeland (point of origin) is presumed
to be in the Barotseland region of the Zambezi because Luyana
speakers sti ll reside there and t he Southwest l anguages have
been related to Luyana. Application of the least-moves hypo­
thesis indicates a progressive spread south and west from the
hOllleland, into Caprivi , across the Kavango and westward to the
lower reaches of the Kunene during the last centuries of the
first .tllenh.. which would put the Ovambo near their present
location early in the present milleniu-.

In addition to the 95-word list, a larger list (approxi­
.ately 184 words) was collected for ~anyama, Nyaneka, Herero
and ~angarf in order to attempt the reconstruction of the
phonological system of Southwest Bantu.

Kenneth Baucom's 1974 article, "The Wambo Languages of
South West Africa and Angola"5 has proved helpful in analyzing
the Bantu languages 1n the Angola-Namibia border area . He has
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divided t hem t nto five cluste rs : Wambo, Kavango . Hoanib . Ngala
and umbundu. whi ch he call s the Kunene-Kubango group of Bant u
la nguages , not i ng t hat they are cl ass i f i ed by Guthrt e6 in Zone
R. The bulk of Baucom ' s articl e 1s devoted to a more detail ed
analysis of the phonological system of t he Wambo l anguages 1n
part ic ular . Usi ng hi s class i f icat ion. t he sample languages
used f or this study fall i nto the foll owing groups : lUwanyama
represents the Wambo cluste r , Kwangar l the Kavango. Herero the
Hoanfb and Nyaneka t he Ngal a. What 1s different between hi s
analysi s and this st udy 1s t hat here t he Wambo and Ngala are
cons idered to be one group at th e tl1lll! of t heir div ergence frora
Kavango ( lQ.fangar l ) and Hoanib (Herero) . Fur thennore . t he con­
necti on of t he Kunene- Kubango group with luyana needed t o be
accoun ted for . f i nal ly, st udies by Ehret7 and Papstei n8 i n­
dicate that umbundu ;s qui te disti nct , not belongi ng wi th the
other four groups.

The fol lowing examples reveal the phonet ic compa ri sons of
representative words frm I(),anyanlll, Nyaneka, Herero and I(),angari
follow:

1. In aererc and Kwangari , ' 1' regula r ly teccees "r " , thus
indi cating '1' is reconstruc ta ble for proto-Sout hwes t Ba ntu but
'r' is not . 8aucan's reseereh appears to bear th is out insofar
as he does not reconstruct ' r' for proto-Wambo (I(),anyama , Ndonga,
etc . ).

Take t hree examples t o represent six teen ot her such compari sons:

~ tonque ,....
Hererc e uru ereke ongoro

I(),angar i eZUnl ereee ngoro

Nyaneka eyulu eteke ongolo

Kwanyama. ej ulu el aka ongolo

2. ' t ' is reconst ructe b'l e for pre tc -scut reest but l ts
voiced counterpar t , 'd ' , is not appa rent from t he data coll ect ed
for this paper ; however , Baucom reconstruct s 'd ' for proto­
Wambo. g In thi s case additional data col lec tion would be neces­
sary in order t o verify the presence of bot h 't' and 'd' i n
proto-Sout twest. It may be that ' d' is not properly separa te
but part of ' nd' .

3. f ive vowel s are reconstructab le for proto-Sout hwes t:
"a , "i, ee , -u, and "0. Baucom sta tes t hat, " It would appear
that prot o-Wambo i ndicates a stage when the seven vowe l s of
ear li er Bantu had been reduced to fi ve with a cor responding
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increase in the consonant inventory . -l0 It seems likely that
add iti onal col lect ion of lexical iteD$ will confina the recon­
st ruct ion of f ive vowel s for proto-Southwest Bantu as well.

The value of thi s kind of reconst ruct ion to historians is
t hat , when a proto-language is reconstructed . a society who spoke
the language i s , by i. pli cation , also known t o exist . The re­
const ruct able vocabulary of the proto-language reveals i nfor ­
mat ion concerni ng what kind of activities people engaged in .
For example, the col lect ion of words for i ron and metal·working
in ~ev era l of the Southwest Bantu l anguages woul d indi cate an
exis tence of a people who had knowledge of th is activity be­
tween 500-700 A.D . in the proto-Southwest homel and.

Identificati on of Non-Bantu Populati ons

Archaeological evidence suggests t hat the wp.stern and east ern
stre~s of Early Iron Age cul ture came i nto conl~ct with each
other i n the Upper ZAllbezi area around 500 A.D. 1 The Sout h­
west Bantu groups are consi dered to be in the western st reill . to
which cattl e are also at tributed . That there were ear lier Cen­
tral Sudanic and Bantu-speaking peoples i n the . i dd le Z~zi

area has been proposed by Chri stopher Ehret i n his arti cl e en­
ti tled, "Pat terns of Bantu and Central Sucentc Settl ement in
Central and Southern Africa .-Il Central Sudani c peoples are
credi ted with being food-prodllCing peoples. The evidence for
t his presence consis ts of apparent Central Sudani c loanwords in
Bant u and Khohan languages. He does not postulate any direct
loanwords into l uyan a-Southwest, but he does suggest that there
may be a few loanwords in to Sout~st comi ng fi rst thruugh Cen­
tral Khohan languages .

Al so from lingui sti c evidence , Ehret has proposed tracing
t he or i gi n of the proto-Khoikhoi and the ~adi to the northern
and nor theas te rn region of Botswana , and has postulated that the
Khoikhoi expansion took place from that area before the turn of
the eras .13

'rhtI probabt. clZ'ldidaus for bringing ~l ~band!-y

to SOl.ltM~ An90la and Namibia WlI'N ('lOt Khoi1Uwi £.utI
ir:lJuad <17IOtJwr 10LIe p.sop14. ~ing a lar.guagfl ances­
tral. to that of the NCB>'lt Kwadi palJtoMlilJt8 of
coastal. 8Okt1w~ Angola. The X/.Jadi . M8eN of Bllt!Zl
stock. had a Il%1lglAQgs tkat <2ppe4J'S to 8harB s6Veral
fundamental aound 8hifts Jorith . and 80 bBUmg8 to. ths
Hietsho subgrotq) of K1'u.Je. 7'1ul proto- JdJadi . it M:1Y
be proposed. participated in ths SQ1ll6 developmmts
of the I'IOrthsastsl'l'l BotlUana regi0l18 which produced
ths Xhcikhoi adopti07l of livestock. but t hey 8:tparided
r.MI8bJan:l 2000 yflal'8 ago ev~ ae the aI1C8Sto1"8 of the
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Klwi'khoi advanced 8OUt~. The modem JWadi woul d
be t he %alit :remnant s, pSl"Bist i'lfJ i n declining nWe1'8 in
marginal. gr'(lZing lands. o f once l<Jider-spread hel'ding
populations elsewhere generally absorbed i nto the
SOuthwest Bantu societies. i n the proces s contribu-
t ing t o the physical trrlkeup of SoutiaJest Bantu
populations and to the ideas and practices of live­
stock keeping. On this vi61<J the llaMtra. who also
keep srmn stock and physically genemlly 1'eS8mHe
the }(z,)adi . lX>Uld be .wecerniants o f a southern off-
sho<lt o f the pl'Oto-MJadi 8:qJansiorl . Thei r adop-
t Um of t he Ni1M1. 'La7lguage lMUld be a reflection of
t he more reaent: Hi1M1. predominance in Namibia. The
Nirabib s ite of C(Mtra z. t<.Iestern Namibia with its
s tridence of fOW'th-elmtury sheepherding (Sandel ow·
sky , 1974; Sandelowsky, et al, 1979) , lJOUI.d be
eM l'6/1l7ins of the southeJ'l'l proto-JWadi settlement.
whereas Kapako, an EarLy Iron Age Site of the
lats?' f irs t millenium in raP northel'l1 Namibia
(Sandelows ky, 1973). i e a candidate [01' a 8s ttt.e­
InGn t of t he early Southwest Bantu who eueceeded
the p1'Oto- JdJadi fartheI' nol'th . 14

These proposal s become import ant when looking at t he chrono logy
of set t lement in Namibia and interacti ons between the various
groups.

l i t t le archaeology has been done i n the Namibia area; how­
ever, the Kapako evidence was ci ted by Phillipson al ong with
information concerning another st t e not far north of the Kunene .

By t he se ven t h 01' s ight centul'y A.D. a substantial.
I l'011 Afle settlement had been establ.ished at F.ati la
Choy"j only 300 ki t.omet1'es l'I01't h of the Kwum8 (Fagan,
1965a . 11'<m ~s appa,1'el1tz.y p1'esent . but details
neithe1' of t he s ite. disoXJve1'ed by Gl<uiJyn Childs ,
1'101' of t he associated pottel'y have been publ.ished.
It is therefore not possibl.e t o t e tz. whethe1' this
site belongs to t he Ea1' l y Il'On Age 1ndustl'ial. Com­
pl-ex. Sligh t l.y mo1'e i nforwution i s availabls con­
ce1'lting a site i nve s t igated by Beat l'ice Sandslowsky
(1973) at Kapako in the extnm6 n01'th of Narrribia.
cz.ose t o the lJeste1'lt end of the Capl'ivi Stl'ip .
Traces of iron-l<101'king, toge t he1' lJith pottery pro­
v i s iona l l y deeor-ibed as 1'eseriJl.ing that f"I'arr Kap­
wi1'imbwe. are dated to the ninth century A.D.
(Sutoon, 1972: 7, 14) . This wouLd appeal' to indi­
cate the p1'esence i n t hat 1'egion of the lo.I8ste1'lt
s t 1'eam of t he Ea:I' l y Iron Age, at least~ng the
closi ng centw-ies of t he f i1'st miUenium.
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Vedder proposes a series of moves of various subunits of
the Herero , which places thelll at various times in the lake
Ngami (northern Botswana) area , in t he Kaokoveld of north­
west ern Uami bi a and finall y in t he area of present -day Windoek .
However , he says t hat one group , the Mbanderu, remained wi t h
t he Bec huana in what i s now Botswana. He also places Ma herero' s
grandfather at Lake Ngami i n the fi rst decades of the nine­
teenth century . 16 (Haherero was the paramount chief of the
Herero during their revolt against Genaan coloniali~ .)
Wil~enl7 refers to oral testiMonies that Herero had lived in
Nguiland in the early 19th century. And , he notes that lllany
old Herero say that their parents knew the routes to take when
escaping the Genaans in 1904.

The l oanword evidence i ndicating interac tions between t he
Herero and Khoisan speakers is as foll ows:

Herero

ekara 'fat' , derived from a Khoikhoi root seen in a !lora

word I:.K'aira 'melted fat';

ongava 'mtnccercs '", derived from a Khoikhoi root */ naba

wi t h the same meaning;

ongeama 'l ion' . deri ved from a Cent ra1 Khoisan root ' xam.

which is present among the Khwe languages from

Grootfontein to the Okavango.

linguistic evidence relating to the keeping of cattle in­
cludes words for: types of horns, ceremonies to do wi th cattle ,
different kinds and ages of bulls , calves , cows , oxen and dung.
Other evidence of Herero economic practice comes from Vedder
and a missionary account. Vedder attests to the import ance of
cattle to the Herero when he talks about bards among the tererc
who used to sing about two things : the deeds of great men and
the qualities and colors of outstanding oKen.18 Another indi­
cation of the standing of cattle-keeping a.ong the Herero is
that, according to the Missionary Betderbecke , the Herero dlod
not have a word for 'bread' until the Missionaries arrived, 9
Indicating they were not cultivators.

Early evidence of the influence of Khwe-speakers on South­
west Bantu speakers is represented by the proto-Southwest Bantu
*~u,*-~u i ' sheep' being derived from Kwadi 9,U- , proto-
I:. 1 ho *g,-. ' sheep,20 This borrowing is a so seen i n South­
east Bantu anguages. As Southwest speakers moved westward

291



t hey were absorbing Khoisan-speaking peoples. Many gaps appear
in the hi stor ical record but later infl uences are more numerous .

People who stayed in the Kavango area . such as the Kwan·
gari and the Gc iriku (spell ed Djiriku by Baucom) . when the
other Southwest groups moved fur ther west, acqui red cl ic ks
fr om hunt ing and gatheri ng people s who l ived in t he area. We stw
phal l ist s, among dia lects of the Oka vango diale ct group (cor­
respond ing to Baucom' s Kavango class i fi cat ion) a language
Gciri ku where - wc_ represe nts a dental cl ic k.-Z1 West phal als o
says t hat the symbol "c ' represent s a dental cl ick in KloIangar1.
One eK~ple would be the Kwangar i word kacuru ' t ort oi se' , de­
rived fr(JII h:ur u ' t ortoiseshell ', wht c h~ed by Klwe speakers
in the nort rn Kalahari and i n N~ibi a . Taki ng th is l i n­
guistic evidence into account , it seems qui te l ikel y that the
Kapako site discovered by Sandelowsky , et aI, is an ear ly
Southwest Bantu habi ta tion.

The Kwanyana/Engli sh dictionary by Tobi as and TurveyZZ pro­
vides an eKtensive l i st of cul t i vati ng , seed and crop tenms i n ~

dicat ing that these people rel ied heavi ly on agricul t ure . The
vocabu lary also i ncludes terms of soci al stra ti f icati on, such
as chief , counsel lor or elder , pauper, s lave, r ich man and
subject; more than twenty words re la t ing t o marital st atus and
marriage; a word for ci rcumcise and one for a ge~te; a
knowledge and probable practi ce of wi tchcraft, an active com­
muni cati on wi th a spirit worl d (including ancestra l spi ri ts);
various i t ems of cl ot hing and jewelry , pl us words for f lute ,
druu and dance. Misce l laneous words , such as those for numbers ,
directi ons , scar , scar ifi cation shells , market , enemy and fort
ccentete the lists. This wealth of data pellllits t he following
projecti on about the l i festyle of these people .

Evi dentl y the KloIanyama produced a surplus jUdging from t he
vocabu l ary accounted with weal th and soci al st ra ta. Hence
words for ric h man , pauper and slave. Mat er ial goods i ncluded
clothi ng and jewe lry _w from the l i st i ng of var ious ki nds of
bracelets , fi nger and leg ri ngs and especial ly the number of
words for beads ww pOssi ble lIIan ufacture of or trade for these
items i s indicated . Collection of a metal-working or t rading
tellllinology would confi rm t his ; however , Ruth Fir st Z3 and
others have mentioned the long history of copper -working ~g
t he Ovambo. EKcavat ions by Edwin WIl _sen (alIlOng ot hers)Z4 in
the northwestern port ion of Botswana indicate that there has
been eKtenslve pottery-making and trade for varlous itegs , i nw
cl ud ing tubular glass beads general ly at tr lbuted to East African
origi n, for centuri es (approKima te ly 1000 A.D. to the beginning
of t he German colonia l per iod). Wi lmsen' s concl usion, af te r
l ooking at the recent eKcavat ions at Tsoldil o and la ilal i s
t hat :
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Ngarrri l.and has been PaJ"t of the t<ridel' tJOl'ld t hroughou t
its hi s tol'y. Il'Of'I Age PfilPle8 from f aJ"ther 'IOn h /lU8t
kat.>s be871 ilItJlicaUJd in ths t JUl1ami88ior1 of 'Wea l and
ca t tle during t he pas t. ThsN can be li t tlfl doub t
t hat E."ul"opeans have been in C1086 touch with ance8tor8
of aU reeident: 8thnic gt'CUp8 f'1'cm tOOil' very fi1'8t
fU:ClU'8ions i >lto t oo re giOl1 and that they recorded
.~ of long standing inte1'l:lCtions among theN'
group8 . T1w fact tlJat all C\.U"N>I t ly 101GuI Il'Of'I AglI
sites in Wgarrri Zand, as wH as aU 101GuI 8i tes of
more NCen t age , aN f ound at l.oca. t ions that are
pN sently (01' have been l'8cently ) occupied by both
f omge1'8 and hl11'de1'8 8Uf/glle t 8 that t hll para"IlJter8
of Stlttt-nt -- both ecological and 8ociQ.l - -
have Nllt2insd Nlatiwly COI'I.8 tant dwl"ing t M past
1000 yNrs . h N aNI no occupiIId pl4ces in
Wgarrri land tod:l:y t hat haw not had I"8pNsentativ8e
of both g'f'OUPS i n r 8sidenc8 dul'ing this centul'y .
The IIIOs t l'aasorrabl 8 hypot hssis i s that f oroge1'8
arrd MnW1'8 haw inte1'l:lCt«l in t his NgioI1 at
t.ast eirwe appr'OriM:zteZy 1000 A. D. i n waye t hat
aN analogous to t hoSIl of ths PN Be7'l t . The 4mt i l'8
ePflCt 1Vll of intemct iorl - cOI1fUct to cooperation
-- may be espeo ted t o haw characterised tho8e
N Lat ions . Just as t hsy do today . 25

As indicated by the llIfanyaraa vocabulary, the OV<lllOO ethnic
groups were agriculturalists who kept livestock. It has been
observed by missi onaries and travelers that Khwe-speaking
hunting and gathering people were employed as bodyguards for
the chiefs and Damara were often taken as servants or slaves.
All the Ovambo groups had a know1 edge of t ron and one of Ruth
First' s infonaants said the Tsuneb mine was worked by the
Ondanga [Ndonga] before white people caMe .26 The latter is a
copper mine and copper arn1 and leg rings were ccxrmonly worn by
the Ovamoo women.

In addi t ion, the Kwanyama vocabulary items mentioned in­
dicate that Mar r iage was i ~ortant as was the spirit world and
conmunication with that world . These are just a few of the
project ions which can be made fran adequate examination of cul­
ture vocabu lary .

Thi s, truly, being mai nly concerned with Namibia does not
address itself t o the Nyaneka i n detail, since these have
IIOved into Southern Angola . They are considered here only i n
re lat ion t o the lexicostati st ical part of the di scussi on. But ,
it is important to note that there is also a Khoisan infl uence
in th i s language, i .e. Nyaneka ndandani ' root ' which is derived
from · 'daN 'root , bottom or seat', found in a number of the
IIOre nor thern Kholsa n langtlage groups .
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The Kwangari people prac ti ced the ir mixed- farmi ng e~onomy

in far nor theastern Namibia , i n the Okavango River area. Ex­
cept for Westpha l ' s grammar and a l i nguis t ic study by Ernst
Dammann. 27 l i ttle has been written about t his area . Neverthe­
less , a few traveler ' s accounts i ndicate that the area east
fr om Groot fontein to l ake Ngami wa s hunted exten sive ly for
i vory, ostric h feat her s and wild ani mal ski ns in the days pre­
cedi ng t he Gennan col onial per iod up t o recent times. The
l at ter ~tatement is borne out by the accounts of Andersen ,28
Galton2 and Tabler .3D Tabler li st s 333 adult male forei gners
who t ra veled . traded and settl ed i n Namibi a and Ngamiland
between 1738 and 1880.

Non-Bantu Population

The Damara are hunter s . who keep sma l l stoc k, when they
live i ndependent ly of the Nama or ot her groups . They cal l
themselves Nu-khoin, t he black people , and speak Nama . But ,
Vedder col lected twel ve words from Oamara living in the Otavi
Hi ghla nds t hat were not Nama . later, B. St ruck31 contended tha t
these words were of a Sudanic origin; unfor tunately this can­
not be verified as t he words are not avai la ble for analy sis .
Vedder also states th at the Damara do not speak Nama well un­
less educated to it . Ehret has given a reasonable explanati on
of t he Damara and thei r descent fr om a proto- Kwadi population ,
as poi nted out above . Nama is a daughter language of the
Khoi khoi branch of Kn./e wh ich came into Nentbte , perhaps as
late as the 17t h cent ury along wi th the people of t he same
name (Appendix II I ) . The Oamara people coul d only have taken
up t he Nama language at t hat point . If Ehret' s sugges t ion
is cor rect , t he Damara would formerly have spoken a dialect of
Kwadi .

The six ethnic groups which comprise the Nama nati on are
Khoik ho i- speaking groups of nomadi c cat t le keepers who migrated
into Namibia f rom south of t he Orange River during the 17th
century. 32

In add i t ion to cattle- and sheep- rai s i ng, t he Nama men
hunted and t he women gat hered veld food. According t o Elphick,
the Nama were in volved in an "' ecol ogical cycle ' f rom pastoral ­
ism to hunting and back to pastorali sm,"33 whi ch took place
depending on whether or not a Nama cla n had lost its livestock
(either f rom natu ral causes or fr om raiding by ot her groups).
Accordi ng t o Vedder, t he Nama were organi zed under a system of
heredi ta ry chiefship; and had domestic se rvants who were either
Oamara , hun te r-gatherers or captu red Herero. 34

Duri ng t he 18th cent ury Nama hunti ng trips extended as far
north as lake Ngami and as far as Tsumeb in Ovamboland. Judging
from such factors as place names , e.g . , Ts umeb, the adoption of
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the Nama language. by the Da~ra and the Khoisan hunting groups.
(such as the Hi !Kung. "IIIho speak versions of NalIIa), it is
apparent that the Naill expans tnn into central and northern
Na.ibia was eJ:tensive. The presence of other livestock-raising
societies -- the various Herero groups -- can be seen as stenning
from the northward advance of the Nama. This resulted in inter­
action and competition of Nama and Herero groups for grazing
lands. When the collection of linguistics data for Southwest
Bantu is more complete. addi tional loanwords from Khoi san
languages could be discovered .

Khwe-speaking hunter/gatherers were l iving throughout present­
day Namibia in the early centuries A.D •• but t he expansion
of livestock-raisers, agricultural groups and European settlers,
caused many of these groups to be absorbed. Hunter/gatherers
who already occupied the marginal subsistence areas , such as
the Namib and Kalahari Deserts. remained more evident because
they were not absorbed. Fr~ hunting and gathering as a "IIIay of
life. thae Khwe-speaker5 were pressed into service as bodyguards
and servants for Ovambo leaders and other groups. This was
a function of changes in the enviro~ntal conditions becOMing
too severe for the- to follow a hunting and gathering lifestyle.
The languages they speak were derived from Central Khoisan be­
fore the southward eJ:pansion of the cattleherding Khoi groups.
When living independently, their social structure describes
extenoec falAily units where the highest known authority 15 the
head of the family.

Summary and Concl usions

Li nguistic evidence. both from inherfted features and from
inferences from borrowed features. in conjunction wit h the avail­
able archaeology provide a broad outline of the phases of Nami­
bian history as follows:

1. The economic system of the Damara people comes from a
proto-~adf population. who kept s-all stock (AppendiJ: III).
As these people spread through the Caprivi . across the Okavango
and the northern reaches of Na.ib1a and down to the Mirabib,
they i nt roduced the ir econOMic systeM to the Khwe-speaking
hunting and gathering peoples al~ady in these areas. The
p~sent-day Kwadf in southern Angola are descendants of these
people. (Ca 400 A.D.)

2. With the split between the luyana and the Southwest
groups and the spread of the latter across the regions earlier
traversed by the Kwadi. the Southwest languages were introduced.
With them came knowledge of a mo re complex food-produc ing
economic system. including t he keeping of cattle and cultivating
crops. (500-1000 A.D.) .
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3. The dl vergence of the three Soutbeest Bantu groups
( r.wangari . Herero and Kunene River) and their development of
di ff erent economic emphases , e .g . the Herero adoption of stock·
raisi ng as th e i r primar y means of subs istence occur red. Fr om
the arc haeo logica l evidence it is appa rent t hat , 1) these
groups had knowl edge of iron-worki ng ( Ka pako sitel. 2) there
was considerable in te raction between t he variou s linguisti c
groups resid ing i n t he l ake Ngamf/northea stern Namibi a regi on,
and 3) they came Into contact with peoples f rom outsi de the
area who came to graze cattl e , hunt or e~change goods. (1000
A.D. onwar ds) .

4. With the nort hwar d migration of Nama speakers i n the
17th century A.D . came an i ntensive catt le-raising economy.
Many hunting and gathe ring groups and t he Dama ra , who were pre­
viously established as li ves toc k r aise rs. adopted the Nama
language.

5. The Herero IIIOved northeast across nor the rn Nalll ib ia
and t hen back to the east . The Nama were hunt i ng in the same
nor thern areas. Because t he econcetc systetn5 of these two

l roups were so si .Oar they began to cceeete f or grazi ng la nds
late 18th centu ry).

These Interactions, as described here, se t the s t age f or
the 19th century events. The first accounts of t hese events
came fr~ European hunters , t ravelers and traders . later the
mi s s ionar i es fo l lowed sui t wit h -ore desc ri ptio ns and i nt erp re ­
tations of the events.

Then enter the Gennans. The precoloni a l era came to a
violent end , and coloni alism too k sway.
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APPENDIX I

LANGUAGE CHART

Key: KA = r-anyallla
NY = Nyaneka
H "' uererc
KI "' Kwangari
l - luyana

languageS Compared Percentage of Cognation

KA/NY 69/93* 74

KA/H 63/94 67

KA/K1 58.5/89 66

KAIL 48/81 59

NYIH 61/94 ss

NY/KI 57/89 64

NY/l 49/81 60

HIKI 61/89 69

HIL 52/81 64

Kill 53/89 ss

*The first figure represents the no. of cognates between the
two languages. The second is the total no. of words in the
li st which were COMpared.
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Pende

APPENDIX I I

PROTO-WE STERN SAVANNAH

/
I

Ki mbund u /

Yeye ? /

LUYANA-SOUTHWEST* (c.300-500 A.D.)

~lu~'ana /<59.651 ) "'"

SOUTHWE ST BANTU (c. 500-700 A,D. )

Here r o
(65-691)

I
lC"'''1l9l1r 1

KUNENE RIVER (C . 1100-1200)

Am )

" ",any" ma .'IlJanekil

* f rom l uyana-Sout hwest back in t ime , see Papstein.
foot note 8 .

298



APPOOIX I II

x - Pr oto Sout hwest
Bantu Homeland

c • Capr i vi Arch.
s i te, 9th cent .A.D.

m • Mirabib Arc h.
site , 400 A.D.
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