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INTRODUCTION 

 

Communities are a product of their past, which means current development activities 

take place against a particular historical trajectory. Historical factors can hinder or 

help the future of a community in terms of its social, ecological, economical and 

institutional development. 

 

Ebenhaeser is a town of about 2800 people, located approximately 25km from 

Doring Bay on the West Coast of South Africa.  It falls within the former “Act 9 

areas”, a term which refers to the now repealed Rural Areas Act (Act 9 of 1987), 

passed by the coloured “House of Representatives” during the last decade of 

Apartheid.  The Act was repealed within 10 years of promulgation as part of the 

transition to democracy in South Africa, by means of the Transformation of Certain 

Rural Areas Act (Act no. 94 of 1998), often called “TRANCRAA”. 

 

Ebenhaeser1 is still considered by many as a mission town due to its almost 100 

years of missionary history (1832-1927).  Since 1927, the town lands have been in 

Governmental Trust, and were managed by the Department of Native Affairs, in 

terms of the Mission Stations and Communal Reserves Act (Act 29 of 1909).  

 

The name “Ebenhaeser” means “Stone of Help”, or “a rock to which we can cling”.  It 

is a small, rather obscure little village, situated along the R362 district road, between 

the town of Lutzville and the West Coast.  Lutzville is located 20 km from the main 

administrative centre of Vredendal, where the offices of the Matzikama Local 

Municipality are located.  Lutzville is surrounded by large-scale commercial 

vineyards, producing grapes for local wine cellars.  West of Lutzville, the vineyards 

thin out, replaced by an arid expanse of small karoo bushes, dotted by occasional 

sheep and goats. 

                                                      
1
The name Ebenhaeser is the current official use.  The Missionary Station was established on the farm Ebenezer and the 

Mission Station registered as such.  The 1925 Exchange Act also referred to Ebenezer.  When exactly it was converted to 

Ebenhaeser is not clear. “Ebenezer” is used in this dissertation for the period 1832 to 1993 and from 1994 onwards the name 

“Ebenhaeser” is used. 
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Map 1    Ebenhaeser in perspective 

 

Source:  Google Maps: 2014 

 

The vineyards surrounding Lutzville belong predominantly to white farmers, while the 

arid farms to the west belong predominantly to coloured farmers.   The oldest church 

in Lutzville dates back to the period 1843 when Lutzville served as the headquarters 

of the Ebenezer Mission Colony, which was kept in Trust by the Rhenish Mission 

Society.  The Rhenish Mission Society was dedicated to spread Christianity amongst 

the pastoral followers of the KhoiKhoi Captain Kees Louis. Emancipated slaves also 

settled at the Mission Station, and lived alongside the descendants of Kees Louis. 

This period lasted until 1927, when Ebenhaeser separated from the then established 

Lutzville district, which would henceforth be dominated by whites. 

 

The Olifants River formed the northern border of the coloured Mission Station, and 

played an important part in the culture and heritage of the Mission Station.  

Furthermore, the natural phases of droughts and floods shaped the economic 

livelihoods of the residents of the Mission Station for almost 100 years. Their 

devotion to Christianity and spiritual culture followed natural and ecological rhythms.  

During prosperous flood seasons, people got married, baptized their children, and 

adhered diligently to the rules of the Missionaries; but during drought periods, they 

would leave the Mission Station in search of work.  Typically, the Mission Station 

structured their everyday lives - not only morally, but also economically, theoretically, 

politically and socially. 
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Between 1920 and 1926, the coloured residents were coaxed into a land exchange 

with white farmers, with the promise of future economic benefits.  The “negotiated 

exchange” of the land saw the land being transferred from the Dutch Reformed 

Church Trust to the South African Government. As a result of this exchange, new 

parcels of land were allocated and the Mission Station moved to an area south west 

of the original Station (now known as the “old Ebenezer”). A new town (“new 

Ebenezer”) was laid out, and individual “watertuinpersele” (water garden stands) 

were preferentially allocated to “registered occupiers”.  Free water and grazing rights 

were linked, for those families who had water garden stands.  The title of Burgher 

and the rights of registered occupiers were instituted.  A Bestuursraad (Management 

Council) system was established with some self-government, and community 

members could vote for office-holders.  The initial allocations, eventually resulted in 

major limitations in terms of water distribution and land rights to subsequent 

generations and residents at Ebenhaeser. 

 

The fall of Apartheid marked the beginning of a new “era of liberty” with promises of 

major institutional changes.  The residents of Ebenhaeser decided to seek the 

benefits of the new national imperative of land restitution, and submitted a land claim 

in 1996.  This claim included land ownership of the “new Ebenezer” and the now 

commercially developed “old Ebenezer” land, which includes the well-developed 

white-owned vineyards surrounding Lutzville.  The historical source of the claim is, of 

course, the fact  the original Mission Station and coloured community was situated in 

Lutzville area, before the ill-fated “land exchange” of 1927. 

 

This thesis will explore the three historical trajectories of Ebenhaeser in more depth.  

The institutional development and governance characteristics of the town are 

analyzed at the hand of a theoretical model developed by CS Holling, which 

determine the level of resilience and adaptive capacity prevalent in the history of a 

social system.  The analysis can be utilized as a baseline for constant monitoring of 

the resilience and adaptive capacity in future. 
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CHAPTER 1: PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Introduction 

 

On 22 May 1996, the community of Ebenhaeser officially lodged a Land Claim, 

claiming 18 300 ha of land, including Lutzville and its surrounding commercial farms. 

A notification to this effect was gazetted on 2 June 1997.   

 

Seventeen years later, in October 2013, the community adopted a Community 

Development and Land Acquisition Plan (CDLAP).  Consultants in Cape Town had 

drafted the plan.  On 14 February 2014, the Ebenhaeser Communal Property 

Association (CPA) met for the first time to discuss a new future.  The CDLAP 

proposed fundamental changes to the lives of the residents of Ebenhaeser.   

 

The most recent seventeen years were arguably the most volatile period in the 

history of Ebenhaeser.  The tranformation period enabled the town, in the conceptual 

scheme of Pisano (2012:14), to “cross a threshold and behave in a different way, 

with different feedbacks between its component parts and a different structure”.  

Although Ebenhaeser’s 180-year history has been one of high volatility and several 

trajectory changes, the current trajectory is of a different order.  The most recent 

“threshold crossing” was a voluntary one, in contrast to the two historical “forced 

crossings” in the history of Ebenhaeser.  It was a remarkable confluence of 

voluntariness and volatility, and its significance lies in the fact that it represented a 

breakdown of more than 180 years of social-psychological rigidity and structural 

belief systems.  For the first time, the residents of Ebenhaeser could choose their 

future, stepping out of preordained value systems.   

 

The thesis argues that Ebenhaeser’s status is one of profound uncertainty, which will 

test the community’s resilience to the utmost.  The thesis will explore several key 

hypotheses:  The community faces a fundamental dilemma; it has limited adaptive 

capacity and resilience to fully embrace the extent of the Land Claim, which was 

submitted in 1996; and the past seventeen years reflects an internal struggle by this 
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community to come to terms with the demands posed by the submission of the 

claim. 

 

1.1 Critical Questions 

 

The key question is:  What has been the impact of the historical influences on the 

Ebenhaezer community level of resilience and adaptability?  Given the results of the 

analysis, how can the impact of the land claim intelligently be foreseen and 

anticipated?  This question presupposes an understanding of the concept of “social 

resilience” – a concept which is complex, involving a range of social phenomena and 

value-laden elements, as one observer’s definition of “resilience” may not be 

universally accepted.  

 

Resilience will be applied as a capacity (ability, network, skill and knowledge base) 

to respond (by adapting through “lessons learned”, creating and innovating and 

managing) albeit imperfect (Walker et al 2002: 4) to any magnitude of a disturbance 

(whether expected or unexpected, whether varying spatially and temporally or range 

between minor to major, or be over in a minute or last for years (Fleischman, 

Boenning, Garcia-Lopez, Mincey, 2010: 3) within a social system before and during 

its move “to a different space controlled by a different set of processes” (Carpenter et 

al 2001: 765). 

 

The researcher states the problem being: 

 Ebenhaeser is faced with a dilemma; 

 the town has limited adaptive capacity and resilience to fully embrace 

the extent of the Land Claim as submitted in 1996; 

 the past seventeen years is a proof of the struggle by this community 

to come to terms with the fundamental change required brought on by 

the submission of the claim. 

 

 

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art9/main.html#AUTHOR
mailto:k.boenning@googlemail.com
mailto:ggarcial@indiana.edu
mailto:skmincey@indiana.edu
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1.2 Objectives of the Study 

 

The research aimed to apply two key concepts that are fundamental to the 

sustainability of small towns, namely resilience and adaptive capacity.  The research 

is composed of two main parts: a theoretical framework and theory as applied to a 

specific case study.  The concepts of “resilience” and “adaptive capacity” are not 

limited to a single discipline.  As in the case of Ebenhaeser, it constitutes an 

integrated system of human, social, ecological, economic and institutional elements 

with reciprocal feedback and interdependence (Pisano, 2012: 21), “a system 

composed of organized assemblages of human and non-human life forms in a 

spatially determined geophysical setting” (Halliday and Glazer, 2011: 2) and existing 

through “synergistic and co-evolutionary relationships” (Adger, 2002: 350) a multi-

scales.  The case study of Ebenhaeser will show how social resilience and adaptive 

capacity require a range of factors to be understood in a complex relationship with 

one another. 

 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

 

The research aims to: 

 

a) provide an understanding on the diverse influences that existed, in the past, 

and still exist in Ebenhaeser and which impact on the town’s ability to adapt 

and overcome obstacles; 

b) to identify trends and patterns that may impact negatively or positively on local 

development in future;  

c) to guide participants in the study and their institutions to strengthen their 

social resilience and adaptive capacity to foresee and anticipated 

disturbances. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Introduction 

 

In order to examine the changes in social resilience and adaptive capacity in 

Ebenhaeser the research approach aimed to: 

 

- understand “what” evidence was needed; 

- choose appropriate methods for collecting evidence; 

- determine how the evidence could be categorized against the proposed 

theoretical frameworks; and 

- finally interpret the evidence in light of the theoretical framework. 

 

The study’s limitations are highlighted and the ethical considerations are mentioned 

below. 

 

2.1 Focus area of research 

 

The key theoretical concepts explored were: 

 

- Resilience;  

- Adaptive cycles; 

- Panarchy; 

- Desired states versus undesired states (in terms of the concepts of poverty 

and rigidity traps); and 

- Robust institutional design for resilience and adaptive governance. 

 

2.2 Evidence required 

 

In order to holistically understand the development trajectories of Ebenhaeser within 

an adaptive cycle, the researcher constructed a historic outline of events, 

encompassing the disturbances and interventions.  The study also analyses the 
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institutions that existed in the past, and those, which exist now that tend to influence 

the development trajectories. 

 

2.3    The methods of evidence collection and sorting of evidence  

 

The researcher utilized a spectrum of methods to collect evidence:  

 

2.3.1 Primary Data Collection 

 

To populate a historical outline, evidence was collected from physical archival 

research located in certain archival repositories for the period 1832 to date.  Archival 

information was drawn from the: 

- Dutch Reformed Church Archives with specific reference to the missionary 

period 1890 – 1925; 

- Archival records produced by Eco-Africa on behalf of Ebenhaeser with regard 

to the Community Development and Land Acquisition Plan (CDLAP) of 

Ebenhaeser for the period 2005 to date. 

 

2.3.2 Secondary Data Collection 

 

Secondary literature research depicting research conducted and formulated by 

various scholars through theses, articles and newspaper clippings with regard to 

Ebenhaeser were extensively used to profile Ebenhaeser and its relevant context.  

The main sources of information were obtained from references made by academic 

scholars in studies; relevant sources via the internet and an assisted search through 

indexes of libraries within, inter alia, South Africa. 

 

2.3.3 Questionnaires and interviews 

 

Semi-structured questionnaires and interviews were conducted and transcribed 

(semi-verbatim).  The transcriptions were examined in terms of elements of stability, 

potential disturbances and chaos, approaches and models (thus capacity) preferred 
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by members of the community to handle change.  The semi-structured interview 

questionnaires were based on specific hypotheses drawn from the secondary 

literature.  The target group was members of the community and the Matzikama 

Local Authority officials. 

 

2.3.4 Sorting and categorizing of data 

 

The qualitative results derived were sorted and categorized.  The process entailed: 

 

a) Sorting the archival and secondary evidence collected;  and 

b) Identifying relevant themes, trends, and patterns according to the adaptive 

cycle theory as proposed by CR Holling.  

   

2.3.5 Interpretation of evidence 

 

The researcher used a qualitative analysis to identify the non-linear causal 

relationships or correlations (when causation is not applicable) prevalent in the 

history of Ebenhaeser.  The concept of non-linearity according to Styhre (2002: 343), 

in complex systems “does not assume causality as being based on mechanical 

operations.”  Non-linearity prevalent in evolving systems is due to a multiplicity of 

causes rather than one single cause.  The consequence is that social systems 

always emerge from a number of sources.  Social systems are therefore too 

complicated to estimate exactly the next phase in the development of an emergent 

system.  In the thesis, the non-linear causal relationships are explained by means of 

the “adaptive cycle,” as proposed by CS Holling, and specifically how disturbances 

and changes were addressed.   

 

2.4 Limitations 

 

The study encountered several limitations.  Due to the distance between the 

researcher and the respondents and site of research, only three visits were possible, 

totaling seven days of interviews as well as research at the local library in 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

16 
 

Ebenhaeser.  The three visits took place at roughly three-month intervals, over a 

period of approximately 9-months.  Due to the slow change in the current 

circumstances of the town, the 9-month period was not sufficient to measure any 

major changes and specific adaptive behaviour to such changes.  The study relied 

on the views of the residents in terms of their perception of the history, status quo 

and residents’ views of the future of Ebenhaeser.  The research is largely based on a 

combination of historical documentation and the subjective perceptions of current 

residents in the village. 

 

A second limitation was that some of the more informed members of the town were 

not available for interviews during all three visits. 

 

2.5 Ethical considerations 

 

During the interview period, the research process was conducted with the following 

ethical considerations in mind: 

 

- Questions were structured so as not to cause any psychological harm to the 

participants or lead to stress or loss of self-esteem. Although structured 

questions were posed, participants were left to tell their stories and 

experiences in their own way. 

- Appointments were made timeously, especially with regard to Local 

Government and CPA officials, so that interviewees could obtain approval for 

interviews from their managers. 

- All of the participants were assured that no specific citations in this 

dissertation would be linked to specific persons. 

- No pressure was placed on participants if they did not want to answer certain 

questions. 

- None of the participants were extremely “vulnerable”, for example, under-age 

or disabled persons, or where professional consent from a social worker was 

needed; 
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- Participants were thanked for their contributions and the final draft of the 

thesis will be send to the Ebenhaeser library for its manuscript collection. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The study endeavours to provide an analysis of social resilience and adaptive 

capacity during Ebenhaeser’s history, as well as potential guidance to improve the 

development prospects of small towns. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Introduction 

 

We understand and define our experience of life in terms of metaphors.  

Subconsciously, we act on the basis of these metaphors. We often set goals, draw 

inferences, commit and implement plans, on the basis of how we structure our 

experience, consciously and unconsciously, by means of such metaphors. The 

Merriam-Webster Dictionary (online) defines a metaphor as a “figure of speech in 

which a word, phrase or concept denoting one kind of object or action is used in the 

place of another”. An example is “Life is a journey, with birth as the point of 

embarkation and death as the final destination”. Humans encounter “twists and 

turns”, “get lost”, but later “find their way” and often “come to a crossroads” 

(Psomadakis, 2007: 221). 

 

An interpretation of social resilience varies according to the research questions being 

addressed.  Whether researched as a fast or slow variable in multi-scale interactions 

or as an emergent attribute or outcome, the meaning of resilience is fundamentally 

the same.  Norris, Stevens and Pfefferbaum (2008: 127) observed that resilience has 

metaphoric attributes.  One of the most well-known metaphors associated with 

resilience is the concept of “bounce back”, which refers to the ability to recover to a 

stable equilibrium after a setback.   Other metaphors that describe resilience are 

concepts such as the “unyielding spirit”, “tender yet tough”, “power of endurance” or 

“innate substance”. These metaphors share certain attributes such as the ability to 

cope with and handle the stresses encountered in the day to day work environment.  

 

Laszlo and Krippner (1998: 21) perceive the network of adaptive capacities to adapt 

after a disturbance as evolutionary.  Adaptive capacity refers to self-actualization, a 

mastery of knowledge, abilities, attitudes, and values. In a social context we equate 

communities with living organisms, which undergo threats (e.g. periods without food 

or water, or injuries inflicted by a competitor) and have to recover after such impacts, 

or eventually die. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/concise/figure%20of%20speech
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The outcome of resilience is perceived as progression, improvement and becoming 

more efficient and effective dealing with disturbance.  

 

3.1 Conceptualising Resilience  

 

The term “resilience” originated in the 1970s, when CS Holling borrowed the term 

from the field of ecology.  Holling originally defined the concept as “a measure of the 

persistence of systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still 

maintain the same relationships between populations or state variables” (Pisano, 

2012: 6). Holling refined his definition in 1985 and again in 1995.  His 1985 definition 

of resilience referred to the “ability of a system to maintain its structure and patterns 

of behaviour in the face of disturbance” (Holling, 1986: 296). His 1995 definition 

stated that “resilience is the buffer capacity of the ability of a system to absorb 

perturbations, or the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system 

changes its structure by changing the variables and processes that control 

behaviour” (Holling, 1995). 

 

According to Adger (2000: 350), “simply taking the concept of resilience from the 

ecological sciences and applying it to social systems assumes that there are no 

essential differences in behaviour and structure between socialized institutions and 

ecological systems”.  According to Adger (2000:350), such a notion is highly 

“contested” in the social science and needs to be examined. The application of the 

adaptive cycle to social systems is limited (Daedlow, Beckmann & Arlinghaus, 2011: 

4) and is perceived as a challenge to measure the dimensions of the adaptive cycle 

in social systems.  We have set out to argue through the use of our case study that 

such an analogy is actually valid. 

 

The definition of “resilience” has continually evolved, although it has kept the 

essential meaning of the capacity of a system to persist, and to maintain its 

functions, even when disturbances occur (Gunderson and Holling (2001), Carpenter, 

2001: 765).  The definition also includes the dimensions of renewal, reorganization, 
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adaptation and learning (Folke, 2004: 8). Somewhat differently, Pimm (1984) 

referred to the “ability of the system to resist disturbance and the rate at which it 

returns to equilibrium following a disturbance”. Pimm’s notion emphasizes stability, 

whereas other definitions focus on the ability of systems to move to new trajectories.  

Carpenter (2001: 766), for example, argues that a “complex coupled human and 

natural system” does not tend toward a stable or equilibrium condition, but rather 

moves towards a desired state or trajectory (Olsson, Folke & Hahn, 2004: 1). Even 

during periods of “perceived constancy”, incremental disturbances can take place, 

which can even accumulate over time, eventually causing a major transformation 

(Walker, Carpenter, Anderies, 2002: 2).   

 

3.1.1 Social Systems  

 

Social systems have abilities that ecosystems do not have. Metaphoric attributes 

linked to social systems are for instance that it have “social constructs”, “humans 

have foresight”, can “stabilize variability”, and “exploit opportunities” (Holling, 2001: 

396).  Humans have the ability to anticipate, strategize, negotiate and most of all 

manipulate changes and responses. They have the ability to engineer, forecast and 

“to plan, anticipate and consciously design their social and physical surroundings” or 

can even be to purposefully do nothing” (Smit & Wandel, 2006: 282). The importance 

of this opportunity led researchers Anderies, Janssen and Ostrom (2004: 1) to 

suggest that systems can be designed robustly (or built resiliently (Walker et al, 

2002: 2)) as well as be managed “resiliently”, although they acknowledge that “socio-

ecological systems are never fully designed or controllable”(Anderies et al, 2004: 2). 

The multi-scale relationships inherent to social systems, makes it difficult to draw a 

precise and secure boundary to such a system (Bland and Bell, 2007: 2)  

 

Social systems (as our focal point) are tightly interlinked or interpenetrated with other 

systems in their environment.  Social systems (and its subsystems) cannot be 

evaluated independently from their environments, as they are – at least partially – 

shaped by their environments.  They consist of interactions, relationships, and 

institutions with other systems.  Furthermore, social constructs such as the 
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institutionalizing of values, norms and cultural systems are derived from such social 

systems (Parsons, 1951).  Such interconnectedness causes systems across the 

spectrum to acquire new properties, resulting in the continuous evolution of systems.   

Systems thus can have infinite possibilities which contribute to its unpredictability.  

 

Zaccarelli (2008: 2) suggests that the interlinkages of social systems with other 

systems such as the physical, ecological and technological systems are so complex 

that any social system “is bound to be anyhow disturbed to some degree” (Reidsma, 

Tekelenburg, van den Berg and Alkemade, 2006).  

 

Complex human and social systems always change.  Change in complex human 

process is inherently common (Nkhata, 2009: 45).  Social systems can be robust for 

long periods of time (Nkhata, 2009: 45) and can collapse rather rapidly in response 

to disturbance.  

 

3.1.2 Resilience  

 

Resilience refers to the capacity of a social system (i.e. its ability, network, skill and 

knowledge base) to respond to changes or disturbances in the environment, by 

using bonding-, bridging-, and linking interactions (Walker et al 2002: 4). 

Disturbances could be expected or unexpected;  they could vary spatially and 

temporally; they could range between minor to major;  and they could be over in a 

minute (such as an earthquake), or last for years (such as a drought)  (Fleischman, 

Boenning, Garcia-Lopez, Mincey, 2010: 3).  These changes could trigger events 

within a social system, and force it to move “to a different space controlled by a 

different set of processes” (Carpenter et al 2001: 765).   

 

Sustained responses typically require collective capacity.  Adger (2003: 1) defines 

resilience also as the “ability to persist and the ability to adapt”.  Walker and Salt 

(2006: 10) observed that “at the heart of resilience thinking is a very simple notion – 

things change – and to ignore or resist this change is to increase our vulnerability 

and forego emerging opportunities. In so doing, we limit our options. Sometimes 

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art9/main.html#AUTHOR
mailto:k.boenning@googlemail.com
mailto:ggarcial@indiana.edu
mailto:skmincey@indiana.edu
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changes are slow; sometimes they are fast. Humans are usually good at noticing 

and responding to rapid change. Unfortunately, we are not so good at responding to 

things that change slowly. In part, this is because we don’t notice them and in part 

because it often seems there is little we can do about them”. 

 

Often, a system’s resilience is visualized as a kind of “bouncing back”, which implies 

a return to a previously stable state.  But the notion of “bouncing back” may simply 

denote that a system recovers successfully after a disturbance, whether to the same 

state or a new stable state.  The usefulness of the notion of “bouncing back” is that it 

highlights the capacity to act or respond creatively and resourcefully, rescuing the 

endangered system from potential collapse and re-establishing it on a stable footing.  

It is quite possible that “conditions demand a fundamental transformation” (Curry 

2013) or a “threshold crossing” (Pisano, 2012:14).  Either the magnitude of change 

can cause a social system in its totality to cross a threshold or “flip,” thus 

transforming to a new social system, or the change can be so incremental that the 

larger social system simply accommodates to the change, whilst maintaining its 

stability.  Such a new state may be stronger than before, because the system would 

have learnt new lessons and skills in the process of such readjustment. 

 

Figure 1   Adaptation routes 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 
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The fundamental principle is that, if things change (whatever the magnitude), 

adaptive capacity is needed to deal with such changes.  Maladaptation results if the 

capacity to adapt is paralyzed, or the opportunity to build adaptive capacity not 

developed.  

 

3.2 Adaptive Cycle Theory 

 

Resilience is often used in conjunction with “adaptive capacity” (Gunderson and 

Holling, 1986, Gunderson and Holling, 2002). CS Holling’s (2001: 394) illustrated the 

prevalence of adaptive capacity and resilience in a system by developing an 

heuristic model of an adaptive cycle (Carpenter, Walker, Anderies and Abel, 2001, 

Walker et al, 2002).  He developed the cycle from “a general understanding of large 

scale ecosystem behaviour” (Walker et al (2002: 2).    

 

Figure 2    Adaptive Cycle 

 

Source:  Adapted from CS Holling (2001) 

 

According to Carpenter et al (2001: 766), “the notion of the adaptive cycle has a key 

role in organizing our ideas about resilience”.   

 

3.2.1 Heuristic adaptive cycle modelling 
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Herrfahrdt-Pähle and Pahl-Wostl (2012: 2) calls the adaptive cycle a “heuristic model 

for dealing with the resilience of social systems [linked with its environs] and the 

varying degrees of continuity and change of a system over time”.   

 

For Pisano (2012: 14), the adaptive cycle deals with system changes “over time” 

passing through four distinct and recurring phases. Pisano (2012: 14) describes it as 

the way “how an ecosystem organizes itself and how it responds to a changing 

world”. 

 

Holling’s model contained four distinct phases as depicted in table 

 

Table 1    Four phases of the Adaptive Cycle 

 

 

 

 

Source:  CS Holling (2001) 

 

3.2.2 Fore- and Back loops 

 

The adaptive cycle has “two opposing loops” (Pisano, 2012: 17) known as fore- and 

back loops.  The fore loop links the “exploitation phase” (r-phase) with the 

“consolidation phase.  The back loop links the release phase (-phase) with the 

renewal phase (-phase) (Holling, 2001: 395).  Table 2 provides an overview of the 

characteristics associated with each phase. 

 

 

                                                      
2
 All symbols used refers to letters in the Greek alphabet i.e. K – Kappa, r- rho, -alpha and -omega. 

Disturbance and response Symbol2 

Renewal or reorganization (alpha)   

Rapid growth and exploitation  r 

Consolidation (also known as Conservation)  K 

Collapse or release (creative destruction) (omega)  
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Table 2    Fore- and back loops 

Loop 

direction 

Adaptive cycle 

phase 

Characteristics Function Impact 

Fore loop r- K phases 

(consolidation-

phases) 

Growth, stability 

and 

conservation 

Key agents 

formulated 

respectively their 

“Growth Strategy” 

(r-phase) and 

“Dominance 

Strategy” (K-

phase) 

Long-periods of slow 

accumulation & 

transformation of 

capital 

Maximize production 

and accumulation 

Back loop  -   phases 

(Uncertainty, 

novelty and 

experimentation) 

Engine of 

variety 

Generator of 

new 

experiments 

Key agents 

formulated 

respectively their 

“Survival 

Strategy” (-

phase) and 

“Renewal 

Strategy” (-

phase) 

Shorter periods that 

create the potential for 

innovation 

Maximizes invention 

and assortment 

Reaction of people 

can either be 

“intentional and 

thoughtful” or 

“spontaneous or 

reckless” 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

 

The fore loop respresents a growth (r-phase) an consolidation process (K-phase). An 

emergent r-phase represents abundant resources or opportunities for early users.  

Connectedness with livelihood capital gradually increases, change and innovation 

slow down, and a sense of stability sets in. With the latter occuring the back loop 

flips into a fore loop. 

 

The back loop represents innovation and creativity.  The push from the consolidation 

phase (K-phase) towards the release phase (-phase) flips the cycle into a 

backwards loop.  The progression from the consolidation to the innovation phase is 
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caused by a disturbance or revolt. It means a fundamental break with an increasingly 

obsolete system towards the creation and innovation of a new system.  The short-

term consequence is momentary chaos and release of potential to respond to the 

chaos. 

 

3.2.3 Disturbances and change 

 
Change can be the result of accumulated pressures, which eventually lead to 

change (Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al, 2012: 3).  Holling (2001: 394) uses the example of  

an ecosystem where accumulation agents can be nutrients, biomass and physical 

structure, or in an economic or social system, where the accumulation potential 

could be derived from the skills, networks of human relationships and mutual trust (or 

distrust) that develop incrementally.   

 

It is important to note that small disturbances can cause transformability, and 

conversely, a major disturbance may only contribute to an incremental change or 

persistence.  According to Pisano (2012: 13), transformation on smaller scales may 

contribute to resilience at larger scales.  The changes that take place through 

disturbances are seen by many as opportunities for renewal, growth, and 

evolvement of systems.  Such behaviour is non-linear (Walker, 2006).   

 

Disturbances, reorganization, exploitation and conservation take place from micro 

and mono-disciplinary level to macro and interdisciplinary levels (in this case, 

“discipline” refers to ecology, society, economics or culture), and vice versa (Jain, 

2012: 2). For instance, an ecological disturbance can have an impact on other 

ecological scales as well as social, economic, and cultural scales, and vice versa. 

 

Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al (2012: 4) supports Berkes’ (2003) warning that systems “that 

allow too much change will encounter loss of memory, while systems characterized 

by a high degree of continuity will almost certainly experience surprise and generate 

crisis”.  Pisano (2012: 14) adds that too much change in a system forces systems to 

“cross a threshold and begin behaving in a different way, with different feedbacks 

between its component parts and a different structure”. 
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3.2.4 Response to change 

 

Responses are what Bland and Bell (2007: 9) terms “deeply subjective”.  Analysing 

responses and categorizing events accordingly does not mean that it can be casted 

as an empirical truth (or as the “truth out there”).  It is fundamentally influenced by 

people’s analytical perspectives. 

 

Actual responses are triggered by agents of disturbance such as wind, fire, disease, 

insect outbreak, and drought.  Human enterprises can exhibit similar behaviour such 

as stakeholder revolts, public interest attacks through the legal system or more 

extreme societal revolts. 

 

Successful responses to small disturbances may enhance a community' capacity to 

cope with future, larger disturbances (Janssen and Anderies, 2007). A community 

that faces repetitive disturbances such as floods or droughts may, for instance, 

develop the ability to engage in adaptive behaviour.  

 

In complex social-ecological systems, disturbances are almost normal.  The speed in 

responding to these fast, moderate and slow disturbances depends on the 

“remember” and “learning” capacity or memory of a system.  “Effective [and stored] 

memory” (Ostrom et al, 2004: 251) “at multiple levels is one of the key lessons of 

recent research on multi-scale, human ecological systems”.  

  
 

According to Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al (2012: 3), if systems do not adapt incrementally, 

they can “get locked in a command-and-control syndrome” (also called a 

“pathological state” or “rigidity trap”) that can be highly persistent (Gunderson, 1995).   

This can result in major pressure for change:  “The potential for change accumulates 

and even the slightest disturbance can cause major inefficiencies or even a 

breakdown”. 
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Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al (2012: 2) distinguish between three magnitudes of responses 

(which include social learning) that can occur subsequent to a disturbance.  These 

responses are persistence, adaptation, and transformation: 

 

Persistence refers to an incremental change after a disturbance (Gunderson, 

Carpenter, Folke, Olsson, Peterson, 2006). An example is an “everyday practice that 

improves the system’s performance, such as adapting the date of crop planting” or 

operational rules with regard to farming practices. 

 

Adaptation refers to an unexpected disturbance which causes a shift in ecological 

and social systems to occur, and where the initial reaction is uncertainty.  This 

uncertainty forces institutions to become more “flexible and adaptive.”  The system’s 

underlying values and norms are not questioned.  An example is changes to the 

institutional arrangements in a local setting.   

 

Transformation refers to a system that is confronted with a broad mismatch between 

its functions and its environment or new desired state, which requires a total 

transformation on political, social, institutional, ecological and economic levels. This 

relates to the capacity of the social system to create a fundamentally new 

institutional system. An example is the change in rights of people in terms of water 

legislation, which could entail a change in management strategies from a centralized 

to a decentralized and participatory system of water governance. Such a 

transformation requires changes in constitutional rules (Pahl Wostl, 2009). 

 

3.2.5 Thresholds 

 

The moment a complex system undergoes a radical change, whether the causing 

event was small or large, it can cross a critical threshold. 

 

Hanlon (2010: 20) provides the following example to explain the term: 

 

mailto:srcarpen@facstaff.wisc.edu
mailto:per@ctm.su.se
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“The first World War is traced back to two fatal gunshots fired in Sarajevo on 

June 28, 1914.  The heir to Austro-Hungarian throne Archduke Franz 

Ferdinand of Austria and his wife Sofie were assassinated by a squad of six 

Bosnian Serb revolutionaries.  Their objectives were political; they wanted 

territory under Austro-Hungarian control to be annexed to Greater Serbia. 

However, the single event set off a sequence of cascading effects that 

ultimately brought most of the Western world to war. The event cascaded up 

in scale through a connective pathway. That pathway was a secret 

international treaty signed 22 years prior between the French and Russians 

that established agreements to form a coalition to counter a mobilization from 

within the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. When that 

day came, Europe would rapidly spiral into a war that would leave 16 million 

people dead by its end (Albertini 1953).  This is a classic example of a non-

linear [and threshold shift] response to a disturbance”. 

 

3.2.6 Resilience, Potential and Connectedness 

 

Three properties shape the adaptive cycle and determine the future state of a 

system, i.e. potential, connectedness, and resilience.  

  

Figure 3    Adaptive cycle of CS Holling (2004) 

 

Source: http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol9/iss1/art11/inline.html 

 

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol9/iss1/art11/inline.html
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol9/iss1/art11/figure2.gif
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The internal controllability of a system refers to the “degree of connectedness 

between internal controlling variables and process” reflects the degree of flexibility or 

rigidity of such control in a system (Holling, 2001: 394).  The degree of 

connectedness, as graphed on the x-asis, results in a “differing degree of rigidity or 

flexibility and overall sensitivity to external variation of the system” (Gabler, 2009: 

120).  Connectedness refers to the degree of control that a system exerts over its 

livelihood assets.   

 

Figure 4    Positioning of system properties 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 
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Low connectedness or control of capitals “foster novelty and experiment and occur 

during the back loop of the cycle” (Holling, 2001: 395). Increasing connectedness or 

control refers to the “accumulation of capital” and occur during the front loop of the 

cycle or between exploitation to conservation (Holling, 2001: 395). High 

connectedness or control is created “by efficient methods of social control, in which 

any novelty is either smothered or its inventor ejected”. Extreme connectedness or 

total control is also termed rigid control. Holling (2001: 396) warns that rigid control 

“becomes an accident waiting to happen”. 

 

The inherent and available potential (as depicted in Holling’s adaptive cycle) or of a 

system provides an indication of “what is possible” and “determines the number of 

alternative options for the future” (Holling, 2001: 393).  In the context of the adaptive 

cycle, potential fundamentally refers to the potential for change. 

 

The “resilience of the system…is a measure of its vulnerability to unexpected or 

unpredicted shock” (Holling, 2001: 394).  Resilience refers to the adaptive capacity 

of a system to respond to “unexpected disturbances and surprises that can exceed 

or break that control” (Holling, 2001: 394).  All three of the properties are linked and 

can be measured in specific situations (Holling, 2001: 396).  Figure 4 provides an 

indication of the positioning of the properties during the back- and fore loops of the 

adaptive cycle. 

 

Pisano (2012: 17) explains that, typically, “the system passes through an adaptive 

cycle by moving through the four phases”.  However, the adaptive cycle is “not an 

absolute” or a “fixed cycle”.  Pisano (2012: 18) suggests that a rapid growth or 

exploitation phase, for instance, can go directly to a release phase and skip the 

conservation phase.  Similarly, a conservation phase can move quickly through the 

other phases towards a growth phase. 
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3.3 Panarchy of cycles 

 

According to Ostrom & Janssen (2004: 25), systems do not consist of just one kind 

of cycle at one scale, but form part of a “nested, hierarchical structure, with 

processes clustered within subsystems at several scales”.   

 

Figure 5    Adapted Panarchy 

 

Source: Pahwa-Gajjar, 2012: 168 

 

It may also be different subsystems at different scale in different phases which can 

change at different rates with cross-scale interactions occuring.  In effect, we can 

have systems within systems, at different scales, changing in different ways and at 

different tempos. 

 

These subsystems are “semi-autonomous”, with some “cross-scale interaction” 

being possible (Walker, 2002: 7).  This is called a “panarchy” (Gunderson and 

Holling, 2002).  A panarchy draws on the notion of hierarchies of influences between 

embedded scales, and analyze how these linked scales influence each other and 
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produce impacts across scales and across space and time (Gunderson and Holling, 

2002). 

 

It is not always true that significant disturbances cause significant shifts.  It may well 

be the case that insignificant shifts or disturbances can cause major responses.    

 

3.4 Understanding Maladaptation 

 

Some such societies continues to exist in a degraded state of bare subsistence, 

barely able to persist as a group, and unable to accumulate enough potential to form 

larger structures (Holling, 2001: 400).  

 

3.4.1 Poverty traps 

 

An adaptive cycle can collapse “because the potential and diversity have been 

eradicated through misuse”, resulting in an impoverished state. A “poverty trap is a 

situation in which connectedness or control of resources and resilience or capacity to 

keep control are low, and the potential for change is not realized (Gunderson and 

Holling 2002, Allison and Hobbs 2004). Folke (2004: 12) uses the term “untenable”.  

The knock-on effect is downwards in a panarchy, collapsing cycles as it spirals out of 

control.  Examples are anthropogenic disturbances (influence of humans on the 

environment).  The result of these collapses could either be anarchy, or even 

communities that continue to live in impoverished and degraded conditions, “barely 

able to persist as a group, unable to accumulate enough potential to form larger 

structures and sustaining properties of a complete panacea” (Holling, 2001: 400).  

Factors that can “maintain poverty traps” include hunger, inadequate water supply, 

disease, poverty, population growth, environmental degradation, and poor 

governance.  Poverty traps may be imposed deliberately or “perpetuated within 

subsystems (based on attributes such as location, gender, class, ethnicity or identity) 

through a variety of strategies of exploitation, repression or deliberate avoidance by 

powerful elites” [or majorities such as governments] that limit local mobilization or 
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participation by the marginalized, thereby exacerbating local conditions (Robard, 

Schoon, Meek and Engle (2010: 524).  

 

Figure 6    Collapsing panarchy - moving into an undesired state 

 

Source: Holling, 2001: 400 

 

Under such circumstances, blame and responsibility pass on to local people, away 

from the broader underlying issues driving the reductions in flows of ecosystem 

services.  

  

3.4.2 Rigidity traps 

 

Holling (2001: 400) proposes that a panarchy can collapse for reasons other than 

anthropogenic disturbances. A collapse can take place due to high resilience (calling 

it a “perverse resilience”) that resists adaptivity and creativity, and thus preserves a 

maladaptive system.  Robert et al (2010: 523) observes that rigidity traps also result 

from “self-reinforcing processes and high connectivity”, in contrast with poverty traps 

that are a result of conditions of low-connectivity. 
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According to Robard et al (2010: 523), institutions (informal & formal markets, rules, 

laws, and norms) can be (although not necessarily) intractable, path dependent, and 

remain highly connected, self-reinforcing and inflexible despite changing 

circumstances.  Sometimes it is difficult to change them.  A lot depends on the type 

of institutions.  Some are more rigid than others – e.g. churches may be more rigid 

than business corporations (Robard et al, 2010: 523). This creates the potential for 

rigidity traps.  According to Robard et al (2010: 523), rigidity traps constrain the 

development of capacity to reorganize or renew when a disturbance occurs and a 

new desired state is required, even when the benefits are obvious (Gunderson and 

Holling, 2002). 

 

Pelling and Manuel-Navarrete (2011: 4) supports the idea proposed by Scheffer, 

Westley and Brock et al (2002) as well as Robard et al (2010), that “rigidity traps can 

set in if there is too much stability in an institutionalized regime, whether through 

uncritical consensus or suppression of alternatives. This reduces flexibility, 

willingness, and ability to enter into new rounds of adaptation, and increases risk of 

catastrophic collapse”. Robard et al (2011: 524) argue that “some level of rigidity” 

may be useful and even essential “for providing structure to society (maintaining 

values, reducing injustices and fostering resilience), but it can also cause 

maladaptive behaviour and “result in overconsumption or trade-offs”, leading a 

system to an undesirable state. Kim (2013: 6) also maintains that cultural and 

religious forces may offer “strong stability and community bonds”, but also pose “the 

danger of inflexibility and dogmatization of well-intended rules restricting the system 

adaptability”. 

 

Robard et al (2010: 524) suggest that limited collective action within institutions may 

indicate a rigidity trap. In such a rigidity trap, “high potential” can mean that change is 

inevitable, but that those spearheading change are paid-off not to continue with the 

effort. High connectedness” refers to controllability, with no room for innovation.  

Such maladaptive systems can, according to Holling (2001: 400), even be in a 

sustainable state.  
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A fundamental question discussed by Holling (2001: 400), with regard to systems in 

an undesired state, is:  How is recovery possible, and what are the critical attributes 

that need to be reinvented and reestablished from the residual memory, in order to 

recreate a new sustaining panarchy? 

 

Walker et al (2002: 7) suggest “where an SES is already in an undesirable 

configuration, resilience management involves reducing the resilience of the 

undesirable configuration as well as enhancing the resilience of the desired ones”.  

Robard et al (2013: 524) argue that the process of turning maladaptive capacity into 

adaptive capacity may require “outside intervention, possibly through redirecting 

ecosystem services to alleviate constraining conditions”.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Resilience and adaptive capacity in the broad field of development is fundamentally 

important, not only in the studying of historical events, but also in future development 

planning. 

 

The concepts of resilience and adaptive capacity are based on the incontestable 

notion that things change constantly.  Change inevitably creates responses, which 

reflect the level of capacity and resilience in a system.  The possibly greatest 

weakness is that responses can be subjective and controlled and disabling rather 

than objective and strengthening resilience and adaptive capacity.  

 

The measurement of resilience and adaptive capacity through a heuristic model such 

as the adaptive cycle is complex, and there may never be a consensus on the exact 

positioning of elements within a system.   

 

The complexity is further enhanced in the sense that one system can contain various 

cycles, with one being caught in a trap, while another adapts normally to changing 

conditions.  
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The art of historical, social analysis is, therefore, to identify the most important 

cycles, and to interpret how those cycles affect each other over time.  Although the 

Ebenhaeser study are depicted in three distinct historical trajectories dating 1832-

1927, 1927-1994 and 1994 to date, it is important to note that it is impossible to 

demarcated system boundaries for each of the trajectories as they are fundamentally 

linked. 
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CHAPTER 4:  EBENHAESER AS CASE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 

Several characteristics of a community give clues to the degree of its social 

cohesion.  These include the history of the community and its present social 

structure, its cultural values and the way it governs itself.  

 

The impact of its settlement history and the idiosyncratic local system of land rights 

influenced Ebenhaeser’s ability to adapt and manage its resources.  The 

Ebenhaeser history was fundamentally influenced by the ancestral origins of the 

community, as descendants of the original ancestor, Captain Kees Louis and his 

followers, because it remains the underpinning of contemporary social cohesion in 

the community.  

 

In his dissertation, Cronje (1979: 153) described Ebenhaeser as a closed-in system 

of patrimonial self-governance, which amounted to a “nepotistic oligarchy”.  The local 

elite, consisting of the descendants of the initial residents, fiercely protected the 

rights allocated to them through the missionary and segregation systems.  These 

rights included the use of water garden stands, grazing areas and water allocations. 

 

As the community grew from 290 residents in 1875 to the current 2800 residents, the 

system became increasingly protected by the local elite, and this gave rise to internal 

dissent and opposition.  

 

4.1 An overview of the Ebenhaeser Trajectories 

 

Three distinct transformative disturbances can be identified in Ebenhaeser’s history 

of 180 years i.e.: 

 

- a Missionary state; 

- a Segregation state; and 
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- a Democratic state. 

 

The town of Ebenhaeser experienced six socio-political phases, leading to three 

major trajectory changes as depicted in table 2: 

 

Table 3  Trajectory changes and periodic socio-political phases 

Trajectory Socio-political phases Dates 

Indigenous settlement  

(voluntary destination) 

KhoiKhoi governance under Captain 

Kees Louis 

Pre-1832 

Transformation - Trajectory Change 

Theocratic governance 

(forced destination) 

Rhenish Missionary governance 1832-1890 

Dutch Reformed Church Missionary 

governance 

1890-1925 

Transformation – Trajectory Change 

Segregation (inclusive of 

Apartheid) (forced 

destination) 

Bestuursraad (Management Council) 

Governance 

1925-1994 

Transformation - Trajectory Change 

Democratic governance 

(voluntary destination) 

Transitional Council Governance 1994-2000 

Municipal Governance & Communal 

Property Association Governance 

2000-2014 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

 

4.2 First Trajectory:  Indigenous to Missionary rule (1832–1927) 

 

4.2.1 Externally enforced transformation 

 

The Olifants River formed the natural southern boundary between the southern Cape 

Colony and Namaqualand. The river descends from the Witzenberg, a plateau lying 

between the Winterhoek on the west and the Skurweberg on the east. The river 

flows in a northwesterly direction, meeting the Atlantic Ocean at Doring Bay. The 

area is unique due to its complex mountain, desert and marine ecology (CSIR, 1982: 

6).   
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          Map 2 Confluence of the Olifants and Doring Rivers  

 

The Soaqua, as indigenous hunter-fisher-gathers, lived in the Olifants River valley 

since the 17th century (Williams 2013:83).  At the end of the 17th and the beginning of 

the 18th century, a combination of factors led to the disintegration of the KhoiKhoi 

clans.  The frontier wars, sicknesses and livestock losses led to structural 

disintegration and scattering of the KhoiKhoi inhabitants.  Many clans moved 

northwards as the Colonial frontiers expanded.  Smaller clans continued to graze 

their livestock on allocated portions of land.  Many were left impoverished (Cronje, 

1979: 5). 

 

The KhoiKhoi who lived within the boundaries of the Cape Colony, and who did not 

choose to emigrate, faced very limited choices (Elbourne 2002: 9).  Three options 

were available:  to join the Cape Corps, the Khoisan regiment based in Cape Town; 

to work as servants in white households, typically on farms; or to reside at Mission 

Source: www.gutenberg-e.org 

 

http://www.gutenberg-e.org/


 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

41 
 

Stations (Elbourne, 2002: 154).  The latter was perceived as the most independent 

type of existence within the Colonial territory.  The early KhoiKhoi used Christian 

conversion as a means to gain status and, possibly, some influence and autonomy 

within the new British Colonial order. 

 

For the first part of the 19th century, the remaining and relative autonomous KhoiKhoi 

chiefs and captains invited missionaries into their settlements, and allowed them to 

practice their Christianising work amongst their followers.  As Mission Stations were 

established in these communities, they bolstered the status of the KhoiKhoi chiefs.  

Missionaries endeavoured to create “self-supporting, self-governing, and self-

propagating congregations” during this period (SPP and LRC, 2000: 5).   

 

Mission Societies (such as the London Missionary Society) provided KhoiKhoi 

people (often refugees) with the opportunity to join the established Mission Stations.  

Mission Stations offered security of tenure and access to land and some level of 

autonomy from the labour-seeking colonial farmers (SPP and LRC, 2000: 6).  

Furthermore, KhoiKhoi men could leave their families safely at the Mission Stations, 

while they re-entered the Colonial mainstream economy, working outside the 

boundaries of the Mission Station (Elbourne, 2002: 162).  

 

The Mission Societies’ successes in spreading Christianity and creating self-

sustainability in communities, motivated the Rhenish Mission Society to establish its 

Mission Stations in the Cape Colony.   

 

4.2.2 The establishment of the Ebenezer Mission Station 

 

Captain Kees Louis’ invitation to the Rhenish Mission Society to establish a Mission 

Station on the farm Doornkraal was a typical practice, at the time, amongst leaders 

of the KhoiKhoi tribes in the area.  Captain Louis represented the inhabitants of a 

small “Hottentot kraal” near the Lower Olifants River. 
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Travel Depiction 1    A Khoi Family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Simons 2001: 107 

 

In August 1832, Captain Kees Louis came to a “Distance Agreement” with the 

Rhenish Missionary, Reverend T von Wurmb.  The Agreement provided the Rhenish 

Mission Society with the right to replace the tribal leadership structure with a secular 

governing structure (Cronje 1979: 12).  The new mission-based administrative 

structure denoted the beginning of western influence. 

 

In terms of a Crown Grant Letter dated 6 July 1837, the Farm Ebenezer (5270 

morgen/4514 ha) was registered in the name of the Rhenish Mission Society, to be 

used as a mission station for the Ebenezer people. A remaining portion, Doornkraal 

(6555 morgen/5615 ha), was reserved for the Ebenezer people as grazing area. 

 

The Cape Government stipulated several conditions:  

 
“Article 1 - That the portion hereby granted, together with the 
building erected, or to be erected hereafter by the Society shall be 
exclusively used for the purposes of the said society’s institution 
called Ebenezer, and when no longer so used shall revert to the 
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Colonial Government to be disposed of in a manner herein after 
mentioned; 
 
Article 2 - That the remainder of the lands, as shown in the diagram, 
shall be appropriated to the use of the Hottentots only, those now 
residing thereon or belonging to the party of which Captain Louis is 
the present acknowledged head, being entitled to a preference in all 
grants of erven to be hereafter made in favour of individuals of that 
class; 
 
Article 3 - That the grazing of the whole of these lands, both 
missionary and Hottentot portions, shall be used in common 
between those parties to the exclusion of others; 
 
Article 4 - That the Society shall have the right to construct such 
aqueducts or make such water courses in any part of the Hottentot 
portion of lands as the Resident missionary for the time being shall 
deem proper for the good of the settlement; 
  
Article 5 - That in the case of the Society’s portion reverting to the 
Colonial Government, the same together with all the buildings 
erected thereon shall be held by the said Government for the sole 
use and benefit of the said Hottentots and shall be disposable only 
under the conditions set forth in Article 2.” 

 

(Crown Grant 6 July 1837) (Williams, 2013: 85) 

 

Although Captain Kees Louis and his followers received habitatio (residential rights) 

on the farm Doornkraal, they did not receive any property right. 

 

                   Map 3   Land Utilised by the Rhenish Mission Society  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Source: Dutch Reformed Church Archives 
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4.2.3 Rhenish Mission Society 

 

For a period of almost 100 years (between 1832-1927), the Church controlled 

Ebenezer’s spiritual life and provided a system of local government.  

 

Ebenezer was located in a challenging climate - “semi-desert, with variable rainfall 

and periodic droughts” (Cronje 1979: 13).  These conditions forced the community to 

develop a level of self-sufficiency by relying on the Olifants River.  Apart from fishing, 

the community depended on the annual winter flooding to irrigate their crops along 

the river.  

 

The phenomenon of flooding declined over time (Cronje 1979: 13). From 1836 to 

1842, severe drought affected the agricultural potential of the cultivated areas and 

grazing of animals.  During this period, initiatives such as the building of water wells 

and water channels had to be implemented to capture and conserve rainwater. 

 

In late 1841, Johann Heinrich Lutz replaced Reverend Samuel Hahn as Missionary 

in Ebenezer.  Upon his arrival, Reverend Lutz found “the windmill on the hill, the 

houses neatly arranged in rows and little church a pleasing sight” (Backhouse, 2013: 

70).  During his first year, Lutz counted 300 residents at the station, although he had 

baptized only 88 of them. 

 

In 1840, the traveler James Backhouse visited Ebenezer, and provided a valuable 

description of the settlement (Backhouse 2013: 290).  He described the residents as 

“warm hearted Christians”.  During his visit, he was told that: 

 

“In moist seasons the Olifants River overflows some of the land on its banks, 

which then yield, a hundred–fold increase.  For a few years there has been no 

flood, and the people had sown corn in the rainy season, upon some of the 

hills to the south but it had yielded an insufficient crop”. 
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Backhouse (2013: 290) arrived at Ebenezer during a drought-ridden year.  He 

reported that: 

 

“The drought had temporarily driven many people away from the place.  The 

number remaining was only about 170…in the dry weather the cattle had to 

wander over many miles to get food and to return to the river to drink…” 

 

Backhouse described a typical day in the lives of the residents: 

 

“We joined the mission-family at breakfast…the afternoon was usually 

devoted to catechetical exercise and to the teaching of an adult school”. 

 

Backhouse illustrated the scenery at Ebenezer and described the physical 

surroundings as: 

 

“Several people were living in huts built of reeds, which were more substantial 

dwellings that mat huts, but not transportable.  A windmill was about to be 

erected on low rounded hill…the quantity of land secured to the Hottentots at 

this station is 11,800 morgen”. 

 

Travel Depiction 2    Ebenezer as depicted by Backhouse, 1840 

 

Source:  Backhouse, 2013: 290 
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The structure and rules introduced under the Rhenish Missionary Governance 

provided an example of the rigid rule-set, whereby enforced rules gave no 

opportunity for collective input: 

 

Table 4  Rhenish Mission Society Rules 

Rules 

The election of a local committee called the “Voorstand” (“those who stand in front”) comprised 

four Corporals, elected by the Community.  The Voorstand assumed responsibility for ensuring 

the application of moral, religious and civil rules in the community, as well as the responsibility 

for mediation and sanctioning; 

The Missionary held the prerogative to allocate to confirmed members of the Church a piece of 

land for garden or cultivation purposes.  If any resident left the Colony for more than two 

months, then the Voorstand could decide how to distribute his land; 

Those who did not adhere to the rules were sanctioned and their land given to others at the 

prerogative of the Voorstand.  The Voorstand also applied a system of fines for damages 

caused by livestock to neighbouring land.  No products could be sold to people outside of the 

community without the approval of the Voorstand.  Whomever caused damage, through 

negligence or any other means, had to pay for damages in the amount set by the Voorstand.   

If anyone deemed the fine as prescribed by the Voorstand as too high, he could use his 

prerogative to appeal to the Missionary.  If still deemed too high, the matter would be referred 

to the relevant official authority. 

The rules made provision for appointing supervisors (Opsieners) to supervise “productive 

planting and use of the land”.  The supervisors collected payment for damages from the 

residents. 

Every person who had land or a garden needed to ensure that: 

(a) They fenced off their garden; 

(b) Their demarcated their wheat or zaailand; 

(c) The livestock was secured in the corrals at night; 

(d) They did not bind their horses or cattle to the fences, but locked them into the kraals to 

a rope or pole; 

(e) They did not allow pigs and poultry to wander freely on the farm; 

(f) Nobody would be allowed to cause a fire in the field, especially not near tree plantations 

and without the knowledge of the Missionary; 

(g) Fruit trees had to be planted six feet from the fence of a neighbouring farm; 
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Rules 

(h) All those who had sown wheat collaboratively would equally share in the care for area. 

All residents participated in communal work such as maintenance of the graveyard, the water 

irrigation system, dams, roads, etc.  Everyone had to keep their house and garden clean and 

orderly. Water had to be used sensibly ((DRC Archives, n.d). 

 

During abnormal periods of drought, water conservation initiatives such as the 

building of water wells and water channels helped to preserve possible rainwater.  

The area experienced a period of prosperity in 1842 when the Olifants River flooded; 

enabling the community to plant gardens and uses pumping systems and 

infrastructure. 

 

The Government Engineer, P Fletcher reported in 1859: 

 

“The overflow of the river showed even they could appreciate the 

sweets of profitable toil.  Those people, who could not plough for years 

before, went heart and soul into it, knowing the returns would be ample 

and sure” (Cronje, 1979: 33). 

 

Water remained a constant problem, especially during drought periods.  The 

Missionary at the station introduced a new rule in 1885 prohibiting the removal of 

trees.  The residents noticed that flooding no longer occurred, as in the past.  The 

decline in river flooding was attributed to the removal of the thorn bushes and trees 

along the river (which was used for wood), which caused the deterioration of the 

“natural binding strength and left the sandy banks of the river defenceless against 

flooding, whilst the banks of the river broadened with time and the “flooding impact” 

no longer appeared visible".  Wells and canals were dug to maximize the use of rain 

water.  But this was still an inadequate water supply.  Furthermore, the water pump 

they installed required high quantities of wood to keep it working (Cronje, 1979: 34).   

 

The attitude towards the introduction of new technologies and ideas were not always 

met with enthusiasm and trust.  The idea of artificial irrigation as proposed by 

Reverend Leipoldt was initially a novel one.  The subsequent crop failures 
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contributed to skeptism amongst the residents towards technological interventions 

such as the water pump.  The Government Engineer, P Fletcher, reported in 1859 

(Cronje, 1979: 33): 

 

“But to talk to them of artificial irrigation by dams on the river, the 

idea is ridiculed and pumps they can satisfactorily demonstrate 

would prove a dead failure.”  

 

For almost 20 subsequent years, the Cape Colonial Government did not provide any 

support in terms of water supply to the area (Cronje 1979: 33).   

 

During drought periods, the community lost the majority of their cattle.  The 

impoverished community depended strongly on fishing, a few head of livestock and 

working on the farms of the white farmers (Cronje, 1979: 15).  Neighbouring white 

farmers provided assistance during periods of drought, suggesting that the Ebenezer 

community enjoyed local goodwill (Cronje,1979: 38). 

 

After 1838, the arrival of a small number of emancipated slaves in the area caused 

major conflict, specifically with regard to land rights.  Some cases had to be 

mediated by the District Magistrate at VanRhynsdorp.  The disputes between the two 

groups, i.e. the descendants of Captain Louis and the new entrants to the 

community, led to the creation of the Louis-Party and the Bywoners-Party in 

Ebenezer.  This social cleavage led to strong opinions and ongoing disputes.  The 

Louis-Party initially insisted that all applications by “the Bywoners” to live in 

Ebenezer had to be negotiated through them.  The animosity between the Louis-

Party and the Bywoners-Party affected the residents’ social cohesion throughout the 

latter part of the 19th century and into the early 20th century (Cronje, 1979: 42). 

 

4.2.4 Dutch Reformed Church Home Mission in Ebenezer 

 

In the 1880s, the Rhenish Mission Society changed its policy regarding Ebenezer, 

and it decided to terminate its work there.  The Sub-Mission Commission of the “NG 
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Kerk” (Dutch Reformed Church) agreed to take over the management of the 

Ebenezer station.   

 

In 1890, the Dutch Reformed Church succeeded the Rhenish Mission Society as 

Trustee to the farm Ebenezer.  This transfer directly breached the 1837 Deed of 

Grant, which determined the land had to be allocated to the Ebenezer people if the 

Rhenish Mission Society renounced its trust.  Doornkraal remained reserved for 

Kees Louis’ descendants and followers.  The deed of transfer dated 14 April 1890 

provided for the title of the land, held in trust by Reverend S Terlinden on behalf of 

the Rhenish Mission Society, to be transferred to Ds AC Murray of the Dutch 

Reformed Church, to be held in trust (Cronje, 1979: 30). 

 

During the period 1890–1927, the Dutch Reformed Church enforced a new structure 

and new station rules, which were as rigid as those of the Rhenish Mission Society 

were.  The rules (termed de facto rights) had no legal standing and could not be 

recognized or enforced by Government. 

 

Table 5  Station Rules as imposed by the Dutch Reformed Church 

Station Rules 

In 1890, the Commissie van Bestuur established a party consisting of 5 members (3 from the 

Louis Party and 2 from the Bywoners Party) with the functions of authorizing local norms, 

administration, and technical support.  The Missionary acted as the Chairperson.  The rules 

stipulated the democratic election of the members of the Commissie and their responsibilities, 

which included maintaining social order but also ecological management.  The Commissie 

van Bestuur had to submit to the supervision of the Field Cornet and Resident Magistrate of 

the District (Van Rhijnsdorp), in addition to the authority of the Church. 

No one could be accepted as a registered occupier unless he upheld good moral standards 

and earned the approval of the Commissie van Bestuur. 

Each person who wished to live in the area belonging to the Mission Society at Doornkraal 

had to obtain a certificate of approval stating his good behaviour, signed by the Minister or 

“Lord and Master” under whose supervision or service he lived for the past 12 months. 

Any undesirable person who lived immorally and caused conflict, incited hatred against the 

Missionary, or was disobedient and willful, would be called to appear before the Commissie 
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Station Rules 

van Bestuur and Church Council.  If his behaviour improved, the person would be re-admitted 

to the Church.  If such a person transgressed a second time, the person would be banned 

from the Station.  If such a person lived on allocated land or garden, a reasonable time would 

be provided for them to gather their belongings (DRC Archives, 1903). 

Every person who voluntarily departed from Society Land at Doornkraal would forfeit their 

right to transfer the residential unit or plantation to people, if the Commissie van Bestuur did 

not grant permission.  The Commissie van Bestuur also decided on the compensation to be 

paid. 

The Commissie van Bestuur held the right to decide, depending on the seasons, whether all 

livestock, large and small, had to leave the summer grazing area and migrate to the winter 

grazing.  During the months of November to the end of February, no livestock could graze on 

the reserved summer grazing – namely the valley alongside the riverbank.  Each person had 

the right to keep one or two milking cows in a stable during the summer months.  Pigs had to 

be kept in a sty ((DRC Archives, 1903). 

The Commissie van Bestuur decided on the use of grazing land for cattle and livestock, as 

well as winter grazing and the quantity of livestock each occupier would be allowed to graze. 

Nobody had the right to hold livestock they did not own, large or small (horses and donkeys 

included), at Ebenezer Colony without the approval of the Commissie van Bestuur. 

Everyone with a house paid a monthly amount of two shillings and six pence (2/6) to the 

salary of the Missionary. 

Nobody would be allowed to trespass on another person’s property, land, and garden, or 

appeal a decision made by the Commissie van Bestuur as this could lead to forfeiture of their 

rights. 

No person held the right to rent livestock from another person without the permission of the 

Commissie van Bestuur ((DRC Archives, 1903). 
 

The Dutch Reformed Missionary Church required every occupier to be a member of the 

Church and submit to the supervision of the Church Council; in addition, no other Church 

denomination or sect could start a church in Ebenezer.   

No occupier held the right to receive compensation when leaving Ebenezer Colony, although 

he could, with approval from the Commissie van Bestuur, transfer his right to an approved 

successor. 

The registered occupiers, with a majority vote and the approval of the Zending Commission 

of the Government, could provide approval for the exchange, rental or selling of Ebenezer 

Colony land. 
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Station Rules 

The Commissie van Bestuur required the locality and planning of units to first be submitted to 

them for approval before construction of new buildings took place. 

Dogs were prohibited in the outer areas of Ebenezer Colony in order to protect wildlife. 

Compulsory education, applied at Ebenezer Colony for children from 7 to 14 years old, until 

they passed Standard IV. 

The Commissie van Bestuur allocated land annually and decided on the extent and location 

of land each male resident could cultivate and plough. 

The Commissie customarily allocated “sowing” lands on the non-irrigable parts of Ebenezer 

and Doornkraal, areas quite distinct from the alluvial plots and treated as communal property. 

Regulations for residential building sites did not exist.  The residents themselves chose 

where they wanted to build a residential unit, called a “pandok”, in the areas of Ebenezer, 

Doornkraal, Vaalkrantz or Olifants Drift. 

 

4.2.5 Influence of Missionaries on Ebenezer 

 

The Rhenish Mission Society as well as the Dutch Reformed Church remained 

somewhat disappointed in their quest to create a self-sufficient town at Ebenezer.  In 

contrast to other mission stations, Ebenezer never achieved the same level 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Travel Depiction 3   The Missionary Learning by Charles Bell 

Source:  Simons 2001: 136 
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economic and spiritual development, possibly due to the harsh climate, the remote 

location, and the traditional pastoral nature of the community.  One of the greatest 

concerns for the Rhenish Mission was that the majority of the community still 

practiced a nomadic lifestyle, which undermined the missionaries’ attempts to create 

a strong social foundation (Cronje 1979: 17). 

 

In addition to their frustration with the land rights system, the Dutch Reformed 

Church described Ebenezer as poor and backward.  By 1917, more than half of the 

court cases heard by the Magistrate at Clanwilliam pertained to land and water rights 

in Ebenezer (Cronje, 1979: 42), suggesting that the management and functioning of 

the local natural resource system was not functioning well.   

 

However, Ebenezer was not the only poverty-stricken community in the area.  The 

surrounding communities and farmers were equally deprived and experienced the 

harshness of geographical and climatic elements contributing to poor economic and 

social circumstance. 

 

Despite their sense of failure, the Missionnaries left a seemingly stronger, more 

enlightened, and integrated community behind.  The value system that the 

Missionaries transferred as part of their mission must not be discounted.  The 

emphasis on strict discipline, institutions (rules, structure), collaboration, and 

diligence was fundamental characteristics of their mission (Cronje, 1979: 38).  

 

Preaching and catechism, as elementary education contributed to the adults and 

youth’s knowledge base.  The exposure to Christianity with Christ as the Savior, the 

hereafter and forgiveness of sins would eventually contribute to the structuring of the 

residents moral values.  The introduction of the “economy of money” totally changed 

the indicators of status amongst the residents.  Similarly did the emphasis on hard 

work, neatness, and sobriety (Cronje, 1979: 20).   

 

By the end of the 19th Century, collaborative initiatives became a stronger part of the 

local culture, a clear indication that social cohesion amongst the residents was 
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strengthening. The Ebenezer residents sent a petition to the Government in 1909, 

urgently requesting irrigation assistance to break the continuous poverty due to 

drought.  

 

The Missionaries played a dedicated role in terms of frequency of religious services, 

school functioning and medical work.  They devoted their lives to studying the people 

they had come to convert and participated in the political conflicts.  They closely 

observed the implications of the cultural dynamics.  Elbourne (2002: 141) further 

observed that: 

 

“The missionaries attempted to impose time discipline and work 

discipline…while also attempting to select leaders…a great deal of ancillary 

evidence suggests that such attempts at cultural and political control were 

only ambiguously successful”. 

 

The residents were remarkably adaptive.  During periods of floods, they embraced 

what was available, i.e. the abundance of water and fertile land.  They planted 

gardens and joyously celebrated the good times by baptizing their children, attending 

school and getting married, thus generally embracing Christianity and the Missionary 

rules.  During periods of drought, their sense of survival took precedence and they 

sought alternative options such as fishing, labouring on neighbouring farms, and 

moving with livestock to greener pastures.  During difficult times, the residents 

focused primarily on securing their livelihoods, postponing their Christian education 

until times were better. 

 

Despite the rigidity and conservatism of the Mission Stations, the relative freedom at 

Ebenezer provided Captain Kees Louis and his contemporaries with the opportunity 

to live and die on their own land. 
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4.3 Second Trajectory:  Missionary to Civil Rule (1927-1994) 

 

4.3.1 External influences 

 

The promulgation and application of the 1925 Ebenezer (Van Rhynsdorp) Land 

Exchange Act, affected the lives of the residents of Ebenezer fundamentally.  The 

Act was the culmination of four major legislative and policy influences: 

 

 The Unification of the 4 South African Colonies under British rule (1910); 

 The promulgation of the Mission Station and Communal Reserves Act, no. 29 

of 1909, which ended the missionary rule and introduced rural segregation; 

 The settlement of poor whites as provided by the Land Settlement Act, no 12 

of 1912; and  

 The establishment of the Olifants River Irrigation District (1911). 

 

4.3.1.1 Unification and the Promulgation of Act 29 of 1909 

 

The British had not only conquered the Boer Republics of South Africa, they 

conquered the Colonies inclusive of all their residents.  At the end of the Second 

Anglo-Boer War in 1902, the four formerly independent colonies - Cape of Good 

Hope, Natal, Transvaal, and the Orange Free State for the first time resorted in 

unification under the rule of the British Flag.  After defeating the Colonies, Britain 

ambitiously started to rebuild a unified country.  The post-war period saw pro-white 

policies strongly emphasized through segregationist legislation, including the 

establishment of the South African Native Affairs Commission in 1903.  

 

The unification period (1902–1910) saw the Government’s plan for “racial 

segregation intensifying, as efforts to reduce white poverty, most notably through the 

allocation of land to poor whites for agriculture, took precedence” (Williams 2013: 

86). 

 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

55 
 

The South African Native Affairs Commission existed from 1903-1905 and was 

known as the Lagden Commission (referring to Sir Godfrey Lagden, Commissioner 

for Native Affairs in the Cape Colony).  It was the brainchild of Lord Alfred Milner, 

British High Commissioner for South Africa (Pretorius, 2012).  

 

The Lagden Commission gathered representatives from mission churches to assist 

in the policy formulation processes, with the idea of using Christianity, as a tool of 

“ensuring loyalty” (Martin, 2008: 20). The Lagden-Commission’s Report became the 

blueprint for South Africa's segregation policies. 

 

Figure 6    Members of the Lagden Commission 

 

Source:  The Myth of the White Man’s Country, n.d. 

 

In 1909, the Commission of Native Affairs advised that expansion of reserves and 

property ownership by Coloured and African people be prohibited. The Commission 

condemned sharecropping and recommended the enforcement of the Masters and 

Servants Ordinance.  The Mission Stations and Communal Reserves Act (Act 29 of 

1909) was promulgated in the same year.  In accordance with the Act, twenty three 

(23) Coloured Rural areas were demarcated.  The Act determined the mission areas 

http://tonymac04.hubpages.com/hub/The-myth-of-the-White-Mans-Country-the-unification-of-South-Africa-31-May-1910#slide4072817
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and reserves as communal areas in which the people would pay taxes, and be 

entitled to graze their livestock and cultivate fields (SA History, n.d). 

 

The 23 Coloured rural areas were governed for more than 50 years in terms of Act 

29 (1909).  The Act contained recommendations on the establishment of a Board of 

Management (or Bestuursraad) to manage and administer the individual areas.  It 

underwent several amendments.  The Rural Areas Act, no. 24 of 1963 repealed the 

1909 Act and its Amendments in totality.  In terms of Act 24 (1963), Ebenezer was 

administered by the Department of Coloured Affairs. 

 

Act 24 of 1963 was amended by the Amendment Act of Coloured Rural Areas (Act 

31 of 1978), and the latter by the promulgation of the Rural Areas Act (Act 9 of 

1987).  Act 9 was the culmination of legislative actions pertaining to rural areas 

which co-ordinated the management and administration of 23 towns in the country. 

The Act reaffirmed the authority of the Bestuursrade as the local authority in each of 

the 23 Coloured towns, with the Trusteeship of the communal land in the hands of 

the Minister in the House of Representatives.   

 

4.3.1.2 The Poor White Problem 

 

The causes of the poor white problem, first noted at a Dutch Reformed Church 

Synod in 1886, appeared unclear.  Many blamed the inadequate education system, 

urbanisation, cheap wages, and cultural factors.  Others argued that external events 

such as the Rinderpest (1896-1897) and the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) 

added to the numbers of poor whites (Fourie 2006: 1).  But “as the plight of the poor 

Afrikaners came to the fore, the purpose of Dutch Reformed missions changed from 

saving souls to enlisting the nationality of people and raising it to a unique and 

Native Christendom” (Martin, 2008: 59). 

 

Whatever the reason, the social dilemma of the poor whites subsequent to the 

Second Anglo Boer War, became a priority.  By 1906, a Select Committee appointed 

by Orders of Council investigated the settling of the poor whites in rural areas. 
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General Louis Botha, first Prime Minister of the Union, cemented the settlement 

concept through the Land Settlement Act (Act no. 12 of 1912). 

 

4.3.1.3 Limited access to the Olifants River Irrigation Scheme, 1911 

 

In 1909, the Director of Irrigation, F.E. Kanthack, recommended the construction of 

an irrigation system to supply water to the Lower Olifants River region.  He proposed 

a scheme, which could irrigate on a perennial basis, by means of a canal system, fed 

from a high weir with considerable storage capacity (Cronje, 1979: 84).  On the basis 

of Kanthack’s report, the Olifants River Irrigation District was established in 1911 in 

terms of Irrigation Act (Act no. 32 of 1906) of the Cape Colony.   Construction of the 

canal and Bulshoek Dam commenced in 1913 (Cronje 1979: 82). The canal was 

finished up to Ebenezer by 1918. The Bulshoek Dam construction was delayed due 

to the Big Flu epidemic of 1918.  

 

The first Superintendent of the Irrigation Scheme was Johannes Jacob Lutz, the son 

of one of the original Missionaries at Ebenezer and the person after which Lutzville 

was to be named (Linder, 2011: 5) in 1923 with its establishment. 

   

Figure 7   Johannes Jacob Lutz 

 

Source:  Wikipedia, 2014 

http://af.wikipedia.org/wiki/L%C3%AAer:Japie_Lutz.jpg
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Kanthack’s motivated the scheme for use by post-war poor white farmers. However, 

with the planned Government Water Works scheme, the Department of Irrigation 

showed reluctance to leave it in the hands of those who only practiced subsistence 

farming from amongst the poor-white farmers.  For this reason the cost of land and 

the development of the area had to be as cost efficient as possible. 

 

In accordance with Kanthack’s proposal, a portion of land on the farm Doornkraal 

and Ebenezer on the Lower Olifants River was perceived as ideal for such a project 

and land could be obtained at a very reasonable price. 

 

The government subsequently purchased, under the Olifants River Irrigation Works 

Act (Act 28 of 1917, repealed by Act 10 of 1943), large areas at the lower end of the 

scheme, which included 3699 morgen (3168 ha) of Ebenezer Station and Doornkraal 

(Cronje, 1979: 83). The Olifants River Government Water Works provided the 

Missionary in charge and the community with hope for Ebenezer to have a rosy 

future ahead (Cronje, 1979: 66).  It became evident; however, the community of 

Ebenezer and Doornkraal, although included during the planning process, would be 

excluded from preferential irrigation allocations earmarked for the poor white 

families. This laid the basis for a century of conflict and resentment. 

 

4.3.2 1925 Ebenezer (Van Rhynsdorp) Land Exchange Act, no. 14 of 1925 

 

An Intergovernmental Committee, consisting of 2 representatives of the Cape Land 

Committee and a representative of the Department of Native Affairs, was appointed 

in 1919 to discuss the rights and conditions of a possible land exchange (Cronje, 

1979: 84) with the Ebenezer community. The Committee’s objective stipulated: 

 

“To ascertain what persons would have to be negotiated with and what rights 
and claims would have to be bought up or compensated for, in order to 
acquire the aforesaid farms for the purpose of including them in the Olifants 
River Irrigation Scheme”. 
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In March 1920, the Committee met with representatives of the Community, known as 

“Ebenezer Eisen Kommissie” (Ebenezer Claims Commission), to negotiate various 

options. The Ebenezer Eisen Kommissie saw themselves as negotiators for the 

protection of the rights of the residents of Ebenezer, with specific reference to land 

demarcation, water supply and grazing rights (DRC Archives, 1924).   

 

In a similar move, the Church established the Zending Kommissie (Home Mission 

Commission and later the Binnelandse Zending Sub-Commissie) in April 1920 with 

the aim of negotiating the rights of the Dutch Reformed Church in terms of the 1890 

Trust conditions.  The specific requirements tabled by the Church comprised 20 

morgen (17 ha) of irrigation land in the name of the church, with free water and 

“adequate” grazing rights. 

 

In 1920, a report classified the affected parties as: 

 

“(a) Those claiming by virtue of direct descent from Keis Louis (b) those 
claiming by virtue of descent from the original followers of Keis Louis; (c) 
those claiming by virtue of marriage with a descendant of Keis Louis, or a 
descendant of one of the original followers; (d) strangers admitted as 
residents by the local committee either on Ebenezer or on Doornkraal; and 
those of the Dutch Reformed Church” (DRC Archives, 1920).   

 

Other considerations included the “communal and patriarchal way in which the 

people have resided on the two properties; and a recognition of the rules and 

regulations, which, whatever their sanction, had been observed by the residents for 

considerably more than a period of prescription”.   

 

Further considered was the prerequisite that:  

  
“a claimant can prove he has observed and conformed to the rules of the 
community and has not forfeited the rights by a breach or in accordance with 
those rules” (DRC Archives, n.d). 
 

The Ebenezer Eisen Kommissie perceived the benefits of the exchange as an 

improvement on the status quo.  Furthermore, Government would carry the costs 

associated with the change. 
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The final agreement process reached completion in 1925 and the Ebenezer (Van 

Rhynsdorp) Land Exchange Act was drafted and promulgated as Act no. 14 of 1925.    

 

The Act stated: 

 

- The Government gave the residents of Ebenezer and Doornkraal, the farm 

Viswater (8223 morgen/7042 ha), the farm Sandkraal and they get 300 

morgen (257 ha) irrigable water rights; 

- The Government would provide £1400 for maintenance on the land, the 

building of two small dams (later termed by the Department of Native Affairs 

as “shallow depressions, built in the open field” (Cronje, 1979: 105), the 

erection of fences, the building of a dipping-pen and £3000 to the church for 

church buildings).  

 
The benefits being proffered (and eventually collectively supported by the residents) 

were presented as: “The prospects for the people are much better than on the old 

Ebenezer” (direct translation). The benefits promoted during the period came to be 

negotiated in a “mooie gees” (peaceful circumstances) and “aldaar tevreden zyn met 

de overeenkomst met die Regering getroffen” (“everyone involved was satisfied with 

the agreement with the Government”) (DRC Archives, 1924). 

 

The Act itself stated: 

 

“…the Home Mission Committee of the Dutch Reformed Church in the Colony of 

the Cape of Good Hope with the consent of the inhabitants of the said Ebenezer 

Station accepted transfer of the aforesaid land known as the Ebenezer Station in 

Trust for the native occupants of such land, subject to certain conditions and with 

all the privileges and duties set forth in the aforesaid Grant”: 

- The cancelation of the transfer deed dated 14 April 1890; 

- The cancelation of the title deed dated 6th July 1837; 

- The cancelation of the reservation for the use of Hottentots only of the land 

known a Doornkraal; 
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- The transfer of the ownership of the lands described to the Crown; 

- The exchange for the land: 

- The farm Ongegundefontein alias Viswater (“which excluded the land 

used by the residents of Papendorp” 

- Part A of Rode Klipheuvel; 

- Land registered as the remainder of the Portion C of Zandkraal. 

 

Map 4   Land Exchange Map 

 

 

Original land under Kees Louis’ decendants 

(1832 – 1927) 

Land exchange agreement 

(1927 – 1996) 

Source:  Cronje, 1979 adapted  

 

The Ebenezer community lost a great deal of fertile river frontage, particularly in the 

upstream region, where water flows were more reliable.  The fertile region on the 

banks of the Olifants River upstream was replaced by a saline riverfront, closer to 

the ocean. 

 

The agreement made provision for several benefits to the Ebenezer community: 

- Water from the irrigation scheme would be delivered free of charge upon 

finalisation of the scheme.  It was expected that Ebenezer would become self-

sustaining and independent from financial assistance and survive any drought 

periods. 

- The Church felt so optimistic with the new arrangement, it went as far as to 

purchase a dairy herd (which were lost during the first drought period) (DRC 

Archives, 1924).   
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The actual result of the land exchange was that Government secured much greater 

benefits than the Ebenezer community. 

 

“The advantages of this exchange will be: - 

(a) The opening up of some 1370 morgen (1173 ha) or irrigable land for white 

settlement; 

(b) The segregation of the Hottentots apart from white settlers and other private 

owners participating in the irrigation scheme; 

(c) The provision of an opportunity for the Hottentots to make continuous, instead 

of sporadic, use of land which only requires water for its development; 

(d) The concentration of the Hottentots which should afford the Mission 

authorities greater facilities for their spiritual work; and 

(e) The retention of the portion of the river frontage for the Hottentots which is 

most suitable for fisheries…”(DRC Archives, 1920). 

 

The implementation of the 1925 Land Exchange Act (known as Act no. 14 of 1925) 

between Government and the residents of Ebenezer was coincidentally 

simultaneous with a major flood in 1925 (Cronje, 1979: 66). Almost the whole area 

along the lower Olifants River suffered destruction and the estuary mouth in the 

lower Olifants River assumed its present configuration.   

 

The exchange had four important consequences.  Firstly, the white settlers received 

intensive agricultural extension assistance and a large irrigation allocation from the 

newly constructed Olifants River Irrigation System.  Secondly, the exchange was the 

provision of mostly arid land to the residents of Ebenezer, offsetting a dispossession 

of fertile land along the upper parts of the Lower Olifants River.  Thirdly, the 

Ebenezer community, in stark contrast, lying adjacent to these newly settled white 

farmers, received limited agricultural extension services, an end-tail irrigation 

allocation from the Olifants River Irrigation Scheme and a self-governance model, 

which fiercely protected the few rights they had. 
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In terms of the growing ideology of segregationism at the time, “non-whites” should 

live in separate areas, as remote as possible from white communities.  The land 

exchange was therefore not simply a mechanism to provide land for poor whites; it 

was also a way of ensuring sufficient distance between two racial groups.  

 

In February 1927, the Magistrate of Van Rhynsdorp issued, in accordance with 

Article 4 of Act 29 of 1909, a list of prospective water garden stand occupiers for 

Ebenezer.   

 

Missionaries and Government's officials’ typical vision of the residents of Ebenezer 

appeared in the 1920 words of an official of the Department of Lands after the 

approval of the Land Exchange process: 

 

“The resolution aims to introduce the system of individual tenure, 

and experiences show people in a state of evolution similar to the 

one existing at Ebenezer do not fully realise the value as well as the 

obligations arising from a change from the communal to the 

individual system of tenure; in the various legislatures formerly in 

South Africa, it became recognised as a principle  that such people 

require to be protected from themselves and against the more 

sophisticated European” (DRC Archives, 1920). 

 

4.3.3 Ebenezer Internal Management 

 

The 1925 Land Exchange Act encapsulated the provisions of the Mission Station 

and Communal Reserves Act, 1909.  The 1925 Act stated: 

 

- Those individuals who, in the opinion of the Magistrate or Commissioner 

previously had usufruct and habitatio rights will now be entitled to become 

“registered occupiers” or “grantees of lots or holdings” and will be entitled to 

“receive water free of charge from the irrigation works constructed under the 

Olifants River Irrigation Works Act, 1917;  
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- Such registered occupiers had the obligation to supply labour from time to 

time to maintain the main irrigation canal in so far as such canal transverses 

the land; 

- A Bestuursraad (Board of Management) would be established. 

- One of the resolutions adopted during the negotiations stated that irrigable 

land at the “New Ebenezer” should be divided and allocated in 2 morgen (1.7 

ha), 3 morgen (2.6 ha) and 4 morgen (3.4 ha) stands.  These lots should be 

proclaimed as state land in order to prohibit expropriation and sub-rental 

(Cronje, 1979: 85). 

 

The implementation of Act 14 (in conjunction with Act 29) during 1927 marked the 

formal end of Church Administration at Ebenezer.  With the incorporation of 

Ebenezer under the jurisdiction of the Department of Native Affairs, the once vague 

definition of “Ebenezer resident” became legally conceptualized and the overlapping 

responsibilities of the Church and Local Management were separated and 

demarcated.  The community, as a whole, now fell under government supervision.  

Individually, each Ebenezer resident was liable to pay local taxes and fees to the 

Bestuursraad. 

 

The Department of Native Affairs, as custodian of the implementation of both Acts 

enforced the following rules: 

 

The District Magistrate received the power to keep a register of residents who had, 

according to his opinion, the right to be registered occupiers of Ebenezer (Cronje, 

1979: 98) 

All subsequent regulation and legislation would be based on this presumption; 

The community members now became known as “burgers” (residents of the area); 

In Ebenezer, one of the key conditions to receive the title of “burger” relied on the 

allotment of a watertuinperseel (water garden stand); 

Locally, the right to vote accompanied the acceptance of an individual as a burger. 

Apart from ownership and the right to vote, additional privileges applied (Cronje, 

1979: 98), such as: 
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(a) Grazing rights; and 

(b) Claim to the so-called free water rights (this, however, did not constitute a 

legal right, but rather a privileged right) (Cronje, 1979: 99). 

 

The District Magistrate approved the first list of 150 occupiers in 1927.  The 

Bestuursraad received the function to sanction burgers who were in arrears on their 

taxes. This introduced an implicit and complex status system.  The original water 

garden stand holders had a higher status.  Furthermore within this category of “first 

residents”, there was a smaller group which tended to serve on the Bestuursraad 

and dominate its proceedings. They could decide on the implementation of rules, 

although they were also subject to the same rules.   

 

Sometimes, the rules were implemented in ways that suited their own self-interest – 

most significantly, when stands became vacant, and a new standholder had to be 

selected.  Allocations to the lower statuses of newcomers to the region and even the 

second sons (and wives and daughters) had to be approved by the Bestuursraad.   

 

Non-registered occupiers had equal obligations to pay taxes.  However, they were 

registered as temporary residents. Even on surveyed communal land, differentiation 

took place between the right to a registered permanent structure (“huisplek”) and 

unregistered temporary structure (“sitplek”) (Cronje, 1979: 99). 
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Source: Constructed from Cronje (1979) 

 

- The term “transfer of property” found acceptance, whereby an undivided stand 

with its usufruct rights could be transferred to one of the children (usually the 

oldest son); 

- Taxes and usufruct rights remained limited to the males; 

Figure 8    Governance model according to the Missionary and Communal Reserve Act, 1909 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

67 
 

- The extension of the Burger right system referred to the increase in registered 

occupiers in Ebenezer through the allotment of a building or a water garden stand 

(Cronje, 1979: 100).  The allotment of communal areas for building and water 

rights depended on the application by residents to and the approval of the 

Bestuursraad. 

 

The year 1936 was marked by a revolt in the community. Members of the old-Louis 

party (approximately 50 residents) approached the Cape Town-based Advocate 

Harry Snitcher to facilitate discussions on grievances between the residents of 

Ebenezer and the members of the Bestuursraad. On learning of the process, the 

Magistrate at VanRhynsdorp issued a prohibition of public gatherings in Ebenezer. 

Snitcher was requested to withdraw his assistance to the revolting members and 

subsequently did so (Cronje, 1979: 104), leaving the rebellious residents at a loss. 

. 

In 1939, the first of various Inter-departmental Committees established by the 

Department of Native Affairs visited Ebenezer to look at prevalent dissatisfaction in 

the town.  It became apparent the second and third sons (and more) did not have 

any political, property or grazing rights.  The Committees offered no substantial 

solutions and the status quo remained.   

 

Interlocking family ties strengthened the Bestuursraad’s influence within the 

community.  Certain key aspects played a significant role in the process of election 

onto the Bestuursraad such as intermarriage, bloodlines, and family ties. 

 

The District Magistrate, who acted in the position of chairperson of the Bestuursraad, 

also exercised significant influence. The physical distance of his office at Van 

Rhynsdorp limited his involvement in the implementation of the operational rules at 

Ebenezer. His role was a combination of Superintendent, advisor, treasurer and 

secretary. Cronje described (1979: 127) the relationship as a paternalistic one.  

 

The Superintendent of Coloured Affairs, based regionally in Cape Town, replaced 

the role of the Magistrate as Chairperson in 1960  (Cronje, 1979: 133).   
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4.3.4 The Role of Water 

 

Water as a scarce resource in this arid area played a significant strategic and 

political role.  The water crisis in Ebenezer throught the 20th century, had been 

continuously discussed in meetings of the Bestuursraad and various complaints in 

this regard addressed to the Departments of Native Affairs and Water Affairs. 

 

Act no. 14 of 1925 only provided for the allocated water quota indicated for Ebenezer 

(300 morgen (257 ha) irrigation water) to be brought by the Department of Water 

Affairs to the border of Ebenezer.  From this point, the Department took no 

responsibility for reticulation and canal maintenance. This was left to the judgment 

and resolutions of the Bestuursraad (Cronje, 1979: 158). The Bestuursraad’s policy 

was: 

 

- The water had to be distributed from the first stand on the canal; 

- Bestuursraad members had to take turns to be in charge of a sluice; 

- The water was divided amongst the water garden stand holders; 

- The first holder used his allocation, and when finished, informed his neighbour 

who took over the water supply; 

- The water was distributed from the beginning of the canal to the end; 

- The system became known as the “man-to-man” system or the “down-the-

row” system. 

 

Originally, the old main canal consisted of a ground furrow running through sand 

dunes, and it periodically became covered with windblown sand (Cronje 1979: 158). 

The sand caused a great part of the water to drain away. A portion of the canal was 

cemented during the 1940’s and subsequently shortened.   

 

The system highlighted the vulnerability of the “bottom-end irrigators”, who felt the 

impact of poor water distribution management practices by neighbouring white 

communities upstream (Cronje, 1979: 160).  This became a huge challenge during 

1940.  The excessive water use to the farms  (due to increased commercial farming) 
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along the canal caused the capacity of the canal to be exceeded, which made the 

shortage of supply to Ebenezer unavoidable.   

 

A conflict between the public duty and private self-interest of Bestuursraad members 

was challenged in 1940, when they experienced a severe drought.  The irrigators 

who had not been represented on the Bestuursraad decided to send a letter of 

complaint to the Department of Native Affairs.  The Department’s “Administrative 

Engineer” subsequently proposed that a Water fiscal be appointed to Ebenezer, who 

had to oversee the distribution roster and administer the man-to-man system 

(Cronje, 1979: 160). The Bestuursraad did not approve the appointment of Water 

fiscal in their jurisdiction.  However, they devised a new man-to-man programme in 

1944 which included nine new sluices and a distribution meter. 

 

Map 5    Water Distribution Network 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Cronje, 1979: 203 
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To ensure an equal system of distribution amongst all users, the Department of 

Water Affairs decided in 1959 to implement a quota system in terms of the Olifants 

River Irrigation Scheme (Cronje, 1979:162). According to the quota system, irrigators 

had to apply for an allocation on a weekly basis- for the next week’s allocation.  This 

meant that water distribution would no longer be the prerogative of the Bestuursraad 

as it will became an individualized internal reticulation system monitored by 

Department of Water Affairs. 

 

The Bestuursraad opposed almost every proposal made.  Their major issue was that 

it was in direct contrast to the conditions of the 1925 Act (Cronje, 1979: 163).  They 

further argued that the characteristics of the infrastructure (sandy burrows) and the 

upstream users’ tendency to overuse the water for their vineyards limited the 

quantity of water delivered at Ebenezer.  The distribution network was very 

inadequate.  Individual delivery would be impossible.  It was decided to continue as 

before, which again reconfirmed the Bestuursraad’s authority with regard to water 

delivery (Cronje, 1979: 163). 

 

With the Superintendent of Coloured Affairs becoming Chairperson of the 

Bestuursraad in 1960, one of the first issues he dealt with was the application of the 

rules relating to the distribution of water at Ebenezer (Cronje, 1979: 164).   The 

Superintendent was astonished to see half of the stands were uncultivated. 

 

Due to the very limited supply of water, the Superintendent limited the use of water in 

the system to dry months - a rule that had to be monitored by the Bestuursraad.  The 

Bestuursraad remained suspicious of the Superintendent’s regulations. Not only did 

they want to remain responsible for water decisions, but their profound concern 

about the limited quantity of water made available to Ebenezer, meant that the 

Superintendent’s tinkering with the system did not improve the prospects for local 

irrigation. 

 

During February 1967, the Ebenezer irrigators handed a petition to the Bestuursraad 

requesting an impartial party be appointed to oversee water allocations.  Eventually, 
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in 1972 the Superintendent convinced the Bestuursraad to appoint a Water fiscal, 

but within five months of the appointment, conflict arose concerning the duties of the 

Fiscal (Cronje, 1979: 166).  The Bestuursraad persisted with the man-to-man system 

as the most effective way of water distribution for Ebenezer. 

 

The Department of Water Affairs became so concerned about the constant conflict in 

Ebeneser, that it offered the post of Water Fiscal to the town free of charge (Cronje, 

1979: 170).  Apart from offering assistance, the Department of Water Affairs issued 

new standards and regulations which required a water levy to be paid by water 

users.  The amount of the levy would be calculated on the extent of the irrigation 

area, and it needed to be paid to the Bestuursraad.  

 

The Bestuursraad strongly opposed the idea, citing the 1925 Land Exchange Act as 

their guideline. According to a Government report, the Bestuursraad could not 

comprehend the reason for paying for water or even for maintenance or the 

upgrading of the infrastructure, as they already maintained their portion of the canal 

system at no cost and with the voluntary assistance from the residents (Cronje, 

1979: 171).  The Bestuursraad remained fundamentally suspicious of new measures 

foisted on them – although they did capitulate on the issue of the introduction of 

water meters. 

 

The drawback for the Bestuursraad of not accepting the standards and regulations 

proved to be their lack of defence against water thievery.  Despite their unwavering 

stance and authority, they held no legal powers to act against such persons, but 

could only issue warnings and reprimands to the guilty parties. 

 

Agricultural productivity was undermined by not only water shortages, but also due to 

various social problems.  These included a lack of agricultural expertise, especially 

during the early years, inadequate planning, inadequate initiative and interest, 

minimal agricultural guidance and training; and a lack of agricultural implements 

Cronje (1979:172). 
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The 1925 Land Exchange Act did not provide clear guidelines for agricultural and 

technical assistance.  The absence of extension services and implements limited the 

economic viability of the water garden stands as the primary source of food (Cronje, 

1979: 107). The stands proved to be uneconomical due to their size. The Inter-

departmental Commission appointed in 1947 found that the annual average income 

per stand in Ebenezer amounted to a “meagre £20”. Most of the residents resorted 

to fishing on a subsistence level to ensure food security, or they migrated to seek 

alternative employment outside the boundaries of Ebenezer.  In due course, some 

registered occupiers even left their allotted stands permanently (Cronje, 1979: 108).  

This trend was not only for material survival, but in some cases, it was done to 

ensure that the residents could pay their water taxes (Cronje, 1979: 108). 

 

A proposal tabled in 1973 by the Department of Coloured Affairs (and again not 

approved by the Bestuursraad) proposed a reduction in the number of stand holders.  

The Superintendent reported that, out of the 150 stands, 42 had not been cultivated.  

The Department realized that some registered occupiers earned an income 

elsewhere, or had no interest in cultivating their stands (Cronje, 1979: 174). In a 

survey of 1974, the Department of Coloured Affairs found that the stand occupiers 

included 33 widows who leased their stands, 22 pensioners and 28 who worked 

elsewhere.   

 

Non-payment of taxes led to community members losing their right to vote in local 

elections.  Taxes in arrears appeared to a regular occurrence (Cronje 1979: 109).  

 

The period 1927-1980 can be summarized as the period where the “have” and the 

“have nots” were differentiated in terms of status boundaries in Ebenezer.  The 

limited resources exarcibated the unequal system created by the Mission Station and 

Communal Reserves Act, 1909 and the 1925 Land Exchange Act.  By the 1980’s 

both Ebenezer and South Africa in general has reached a fundamental turning point 

in its history. 
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4.4  Third Trajectory:  Democratic Rule (1994-date) 

 

4.4.1 External locus of control 

 

By the mid-1980’s, South Africa experienced massive and tragic internal violence, 

international sanctions and economic decline, with a racial war brewing.  In this 

volatile context, PW Botha, leader of the ruling National Party, offered some reforms 

to reduce the likelihood of a violent revolution.  In 1984, the Government created the 

Tri-Cameral Constitutional System in an effort to provide a modified and restricted 

form of legislative authority to the two of the three marginalized defined races in 

South Africa i.e. the Coloured and Indian people.  The “Tri-Cameral Parliament” 

differentiated between a (White) House of Assembly, a (Coloured) House of 

Representatives, and an (Indian) House of Delegates.  

 

The House of Representatives, representing the Coloured people, handled their 

“own” affairs in the Rural Areas. The Minister of Local Government, Housing and 

Agriculture became the Trustee of the 23 Coloured Rural Areas, formerly managed 

under the Mission Stations and Communal Reserve Act (Act no. 29 of 1909). The 

obligation to develop the 23 Coloured Rural Areas was delegated to the House of 

Representatives. 

 

The Rural Areas Act (House of Representatives, Act no. 9 of 1987), was 

promulgated in March 1987 “to provide control, improvement and development of 

rural areas and settlements” and deal with the disposal of land in such areas.  The 

Act repealed the Mission Station and Communal Reserves Act of 1909. 

 

Act 9 was intended to integrate all legislative requirements for the governance of the 

Coloured Rural areas.  The Act reconfirmed the management powers of the 

Bestuursrade as authorities in the various Coloured areas.  It further confirmed 

Government’s trusteeship of communal land, under the jurisdiction of the Minister of 

the House of Representatives.  The Act distinguished between two types of land in 
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rural areas i.e. the town lands and commonage.  Communities’ rights to access 

commonage as defined in law was seen as a community asset. 

 

The House of Representatives retained the Bestuursrade as Local Government and 

service delivery institution. The Bestuursrade were used as service points in the 23 

Coloured Rural areas.  They participated in the budgeting processes, and submitted 

their projected financial needs to the House of Representatives for approval.   

 

In general, the members of many Bestuursrade acted in their own self-interest, not 

only ignoring strategic development initiatives in their communities, but also making 

themselves guilty of corruption, poor financial management and continuous nepotism 

as in the past.  In 1989, the residents of some of the 23 Coloured Rural Areas 

revolted against the use of Bestuursrade as a local governance vehicle.  

Independent community committees were established in an effort to neutralize the 

Bestuursraad authority (Boonzaaier, 2001: 50). The Coloured Rural Areas in 

Namaqualand collectively created the “Namakwalandse Burgers Vereniging”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Constitution of the Vereniging indicated its support to the national struggle for 

freedom with specific reference to the retention of the Burgers’ land. 

 

Figure 9    Namakwalandse Burgersvereniging, 15 July 
1989 

 
Source: Vrye Weekblad, 4 Augustus 

1989 
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Under the guidance of the Vereniging, each member (town) created their own 

“Grondeise Kommittee” during this period (H. Love, 2013).  The Grondeise 

Kommittee played a fundamental role in the restitution of the Ebenhaeser land and 

tenure of the towns’ land rights during the 1990’s. 

 

The National Government decided, in 1993, to abolish the Tri-cameral Constitution, 

which paved the way for full non-racial democracy.  On 27 April 1994, South Africa 

held its first democratic elections, electing the African National Congress as the new 

ruling party. The new democratic Government promoted its slogan “Government by 

the People, for the People” (Boonzaaier, 2001: 58).  However, the Department of 

Land Affairs continued to enforce parts of Act 9 (other parts have been superseded 

by new municipal legislation).  

 

The newly elected ANC government formulated its land reform policies on the basis 

of a “moral appeal…from the party’s role both as leader of the liberation movement 

and the transformation process in South Africa” (Mathekga, 2008: 1).  Its political 

philosophy was strongly built on the notion of human rights.  

 

From 1995 onwards, the Land Reform process consisted of three components, i.e. 

land restitution (the restoration of historic land rights), land redistribution (re-division 

of land) and transformation of land tenure systems (Boonzaaier, 2001: 58). 

 

In 1994, the new established Department of Land Affairs investigated the application 

of the Rural Areas Act, 1987 (Act no. 9 of 1987) and its impact on the 23 Coloured 

Rural Areas. The Local Government Transition Act (Act no. 209 of 1993), provided 

for the conversion of competent Bestuursrade to Transitional Councils.  The Minister 

appointed the Rural Areas Committee in 1995.  The Committee received a mandate 

to advise the Minister on the relevance of Act 9, to undertake consultation processes 

with the respective communities, to elicit the views of community members, and to 

propose administrative processes.  The results indicated that the Department 

strongly supported the abolishment of Act 9. 
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4.4.2 Ebenhaeser Growth Strategy 

 

 In 1996, the Ebenhaeser Bestuursraad converted to a Transitional Council. 

 

Drafting of replacement legislation followed and the Transformation of Certain Rural 

Areas Act, 1998 (Act no. 94 of 1998) (TRANCRAA) was promulgated. The provisions 

of the latter Act resorted under the third component of the Land Reform process, i.e. 

the transformation of land tenure systems (Boonzaaier, 2001: 69). 

 

The following principles were encapsulated in the new Act: 

 

- The old Bestuursrade automatically received the status of a municipality.  In 

case a Bestuursraad did not have an adequate ratepayer base, the 

community could choose incorporation with their nearest local municipality; 

- Land ownership limitations were repealed.  The persons with a home or a 

land right could register title deeds to this land, and could sell it; 

- The community had to draft development plans indicating future land uses.  

This had to be done with the assistance of the Department of Land Affairs. 

 

The demarcation process of new municipalities in 2000 delayed the required 18-

month transitional process.  The delay in effect stalled the full implementation of the 

TRANCRAA.   Certain clauses of Act 9 today still applied with the two Acts running 

concurrently.3 

                                                      
3
 The Act has been implemented unevenly across the four provinces. Only in the Northern Cape did 

the majority of Act 9 communities completed their reports to the minister within the time periods 
prescribed under the Act. Also, in the Northern Cape large areas of state land and redistribution land 
adjacent to the Act 9 areas were set aside for land reform and use by the Act 9 communities. The 
reasons for this failure to implement the Act to its conclusion in other provinces include an 
underestimation by the department of the capacity required to properly manage the process. “The 
only part of Act 9 which is applicable to townships concerns the issuing of toekenningsbriewe (letters 
of award) and grondbriewe (a grondbrief is equivalent to a title deed and is registered at the Deeds 
Registry). In effect this means that a Municipality may not transfer ownership of a piece of land in the 
township without the approval of the provincial authority. The sections of Act 9 dealing with such 
matters were assigned to the Premiers of the affected provinces in terms of Presidential Proclamation 
No. R154 of 1994” (DRDLR, 2012: 6) A municipality may administer leases in respect of land in the 
remainder, may conduct certain works onland in the remainder and so forth. Any obligation or duty of 
a board of management listed in Act 9 of 1987 in respect of land in the remainder now becomes the 
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Prior to the promulgation of the TRANCRAA, the new land reform legislation – 

including the Restitution of Land Rights Act (Act no. 22 of 1994) and its amendments 

(1995 and 1996) - prompted the Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee to submit a land 

claim on 22 May 1996.  

 

A notification of the Ebenhaeser residents’ intention to claim land was Gazetted on 2 

June 1997.  The Community claimed the land held in Government Trust (11 047 ha), 

as well as “subject land”.  The relevant land referred to the land exchanged in terms 

of the 1925 Land Exchange Act.   

 

This land included 264 allotments (approximately 1566 ha) owned by 53 private farm 

owners, as well as and Government land of approximately 1919 ha. The area 

developed during the 20th century into highly productive vineyards with the Lutzville 

wine cellar within their proximity.   

 

Travel Depiction 4   Olifants River at Lutzville 

 

Source:  Google Earth, 2014 

 

The Ebenhaeser Community entered into extensive negotiations with the Land 

Claims Commission (LCC) and the Department of Land Affairs (DLA) in 1999.  The 

discussions revolved around the choice between financial compensation and land 

ownership.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
obligation or duty of the relevant municipality. However, Municipalities are reluctant to carry out these 
duties, mainly because of fears of resistance from particular interest groups within the area. 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

78 
 

On 4 April 2000, the Government offered a cash settlement of R20 million. The 

Ebenhaeser Community, represented through the Ebenhaeser Grondeise 

Kommittee, rejected the offer.   

 

The Government resumed with settlement negotiatons during 2004, eventually 

agreeing with the Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee, to a phased land transfer 

process. The Government set the value of the claim at a R100 million (LRC, 2005b: 

retrieved). On 21 March 2005, the Department of Agriculture and Land Affairs, the 

Commission on Restitution of Land Rights and the Ebenhaeser Community signed 

the Ebenhaeser Land Claim Framework Agreement (LRC, 2005b: retrieved). An 

important condition stipulated in the Agreement required successful long-term social 

and economic development of the community. The Agreement committed 

Government and the “claimants” to devise and implement a Community 

Development and Land Acquisition Plan (CDLAP).  

 

The 53 private farm owners organised themselves as the Lutzville Land Forum in 

order to collectively negotiate their rights.   

 

The Land Claim (Land Restitution) and Land Tenure (TRANCRAA) processes ran 

concurrently.  Two key Committees were established by 2005: The Ebenhaeser 

Grondeise Kommittee (established in 1989) and the “Ebenhaeser Transformasie 

Kommittee” (established for the purpose of TRANCRAA implementation in 2005). 

 

The Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee, as the oldest Committee, primarily 

represented the agricultural sector in the community. 

 

During 2010, the National Department of Land Reform designated Ebenhaeser as a 

Comprehensive Rural Development Programme (CRDP) node. The Department 

conducted a socio-economic analysis of the area in 2011.  The results of the 

analysis were used to devise the CDLAP.   
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The Ebenhaeser Council of Stakeholders as a third important Committee was 

established in terms of the CRDP process.  The Council of Stakeholders provided a 

multi-stakeholder platform and represented mostly the non-farmers (Mason, 2013). 

Although synergies exists between the Committees each focused on a specific area 

of interest. 

 

The Community Development and Land Acquisition Plan (CDLAP) sets out the 

extent of the claimed Land and the proportion of the R100 million to be utilised for 

the acquisition of such land and proportion to be used for the development of 

Community Land or Government Land. 

 

The CDLAP also provides a clear description of the restituted land, the users 

affected and the proposed institutional and governance system of choice.  

 

All the wishes expressed by the affected community members during extensive 

discussions and public participation processes were captured as part of the CDLAP. 

 

The plan is an ambitious and extensively drafted document.  It offers many well 

thought through practical solutions, structured in the typical jargon of South African 

developmental concepts.  The plan consists of three main components inclusive of 

the proposed institutional arrangements in terms of property rights and management 

thereof, land acquisition, use and development; and a socio-economic development 

component. 

 

The CDLAP stipulates several principles.  Firstly, beneficiaries consist of of the 

Ebenhaeser claimant community consisting of those residing in Ebenhaeser and its 

sub-wards and those residing in Viswater near Papendorp.    

 

Secondly, ownership of the claimed land will be registered in the name of the 

Ebenhaeser Communal Property Association (CPA).  The individual rights to the 

land are not absolute.  The CPA owns the land. Should an individual wants to sell his 

or her right, the CPA has the first option to purchase it.  If the CPA is not interested, 
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then it can only be sold to another member of the community, but not to an outsider.  

These rights therefore appeared to be some kind of midpoint between usufruct rights 

and full ownership rights. 

 

Thirdly, the land claim encompasses the “new Ebenezer land” (in terms of 1925 

Land Exchange Act) which includes the usufruct rights of the 153 water garden 

stands held by some members of the community. This matter was specifically 

addressed in the CDLAP as a matter of contention.  Three categories of rights were 

addressed: Those interested in selling their land and businesses immediately; those 

interested in selling their land and businesses within a period of 5 –10 years and 

subsequently renting the land back; and those not interested in selling at all.   

 

The land claim also encompassed “old Ebenezer land” (prior to the 1925 Land 

Exchange Act).  The pending land reform process affected the productivity of 

vineyards, some of the 53 earmarked commercial farming units near Lutzville 

negatively.  In order to address the declining productivity a clause was incorporated 

dealing with the creation of a business support fund to regenerate abandoned and 

unproductive orchards (Mason, 2013). No formal valuation was done on the land 

owned by the 53 private farm owners to date.  A new allocation of funds to the 

amount of R350 million was approved by end 2014. 

 

The CDLAP firstly stipulated that the CPA would, inter alia, be the landowner.  They 

will use the claimed land mainly for agricultural development (preferably commercial 

farming) inclusive of cultivation (of various produce inclusive of vineyards) and 

livestock.  The CPA will provide mandates in term of the management of the land.   

 

Secondly, the CPA determines policy on the rights and responsibilities entailing the 

creation of wholly owned companies with qualified directors and management. 

Alternatively they can agree on a collective with shareholders. 

 

Thirdly, the CPA will have the obligation to keep a register in terms of the rights and 

responsibilities pertaining to the different portions of land; and draft rental contracts. 
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Fourthly, the Ebenhaeser Development Trust has to be established to undertake 

socio-economic development.  This Trust will receive its mandate from the CPA to 

manage the land.  It is envisaged that the Trust will receive a mandate from the 

community to manage grants and investments, which the community receives from 

benefactors. 

 

Finally, it is foreseen that the Development Trust will manage the Community’s 

income derived from rental income of lands, profits from its developmental 

investments and grants.  The Trust will further manage the distribution and division 

of dividends from profit-making initiatives and rental income to beneficiaries. 

 

The community collectively decided during 2010 to establish a CPA. On 10 February 

2014 the CPA had its first meeting.  At the time of the final interviews, neither the 

land transfer process, nor the policy and rule making process been finalized.  The 

Development Trust had also not been created yet. 

 

 

4.4.3 Inhibited Growth 

 

De Gouveia (2013: 26) observed the current circumstances in Ebenhaeser as 

impoverished. She indicated that a large number of residents are dependent on 

social grants as a secure and reliable source of income.  De Gouveia’s (2013: 26) 

research in Ebenhaeser revealed that the youth are generally despondent and 

disillusioned.   

 

“The youth feel their dreams and their lives have been put on hold as a result 

of the land claim.  They are living in limbo – if only the land claim can be 

finalized, everything will fall in place for them”.   

 

De Gouveia (2013: 28) further states; 
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“The youth here wants change, but they are somehow incapable of self-

facilitated change.  As is the case with their parents, it seems they are waiting 

for change to be driven by outside agencies”. 

 

The interest by a variety of interested parties, such as NGO’s, Government 

Departments and regional committees, such as the Lower Olifants River Water User 

Association produced many developmental ideas. There is no shortage of offers to 

assist the community in terms of developmental assistance.  Despite the existence of 

such a broad platform of advice the majority of Ebenhaeser residents are perceived 

as having low levels of energy. The prevailing dependency on grants depicts a low 

resilience.   

 

According to De Gouveia (2013: 28), the main reason or obstacle in the minds of the 

Ebenhaeser residents is Government’s inability to drive the land acquisition claim to 

its full conclusion and the perception that the processwill give people deeds and 

transport and thereby ownership of their land. She indicated that many of the older 

people who started the land claim, have passed away, documentation and 

paperwork have been lost in the process and the real prize, access to the fertile 

commercially cultivated land at Lutzville, is still a decidedly dim light in a very distant 

future. 

 

Another opinion is that of David Mason, consultant responsible for the drafting of the 

CDLAP.  Mason indicated during the interview in 2013 that the process of 

development in Ebenhaeser has just commenced: 

 

“Over the next 10-15 years there is going to be a whole lot of development in 

this area…there is so much happening in terms of leadership and the 

resilience ability to handle things”. 

 

Mason acknowledges that the issue of land rights is a fundamental to the 

development of Ebenhaeser. He observed that: 
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“it is not just a silly little thing because it is dealing with land rights and land 

rights here is a huge thing.  There are all sorts of others, brothers and sisters 

of others that have got the right, who want access to land, but don’t primarily 

because there is no water. Water is king here!  The rainfall here is just about a 

100mm per year here.  So if you don’t have water from the canal forget it! 

 

The Department of Agriculture is in the process of upgrading the irrigation 

system, the canal, which is going to significantly change the face of 

agriculture at Ebenhaeser, because it is going to mean that people will have a 

regular supply. There are a whole lot of tensions in confirming the allocation 

for the 150 stands.  The principle is if you can’t utilize water or can’t pay for it, 

then alternative uses must be considered”. 

 

Mason (2013) further indicated in terms of the prevailing leadership in Ebenhaeser: 

 

“… You have a very tiny leadership, tiny, tiny – probably only two or three 

people understand everything – and they are all involved with everything.  So 

what it means is that the community constantly requires consultation – you get 

community members that are called to meetings and asks “which one is this 

for?”.  Every little part of the state from local to national wants to make their 

mark. The leadership is saying they have to find a way to deal with access to 

land and water. Employment is a constraint here.  You can’t expand much if 

you don’t have water”.   

 

The progress according to Mason (2013), is extremely slow.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The Ebenhaeser community experienced simultaneously empowerment and 

disempowerment during the 180 years of its existence.   
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The post-apartheid Government are clearly aiming at empowering the community, 

but it envisages very complex institutional machinery to do this.   

 

The community members of Ebenhaeser have expressed their excitement on the 

future: 

 

“Ek sien groot vooruitsigte hier soos ek se ek is bietjie bekommerd oor die jonger 

geslag want hulle koppe werk heeltemal anders. As Landbou net tot sy reg kom 

sal alles in plek val. 

 

Elkeen  moet begin aanleer dat die individu ‘n verskil kan maak. Die gemeenskap 

soek na opregte en eerlike leiers. Wanneer dit gebeur sal ons die seën van die 

Here ontvang.4 

 

 

  

                                                      
4
 "I see great prospects here.  I am a bit worried about the younger generation because their heads 

work completely differently.  If only Agriculture can work, everything will fall into place.  Everyone 
should realize that the individual could make a difference.  The community must seek sincere and 
honest leaders.  When this happens, we will receive the blessings of the Lord. 
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CHAPTER 5:  EBENHAESER FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF ADAPTIVE 

MANAGEMENT CYCLES  

 

Introduction 

 

For 180 years, the community of Ebenhaeser was buffeted by the “whims of external 

variability” (Holling, 2001: 394).  Ebenhaeser has a rich and colourful history shaped 

by dynamic multi-scale relationships, each scale characterized by its own 

disturbances, responses, levels of adaptiveness, connectedness, potential and 

levels of resilience. 

 

Cognitive or socio-psychological behaviour such as trust, commitment, tolerance, 

acceptance, patience, stubbornness, risk taking, sense of history, community 

cohesion, and perception of control played a major role in the complex network of 

relationships.  Such behaviour shaped the speed and cohesiveness of the transitions 

between the three trajectories of Ebenhaeser.   

 

The legitimization of institutions during each of the trajectories commenced with the 

foresight, intention and anticipation of internal and external actors.  They utilized 

coalitions of interest and power, to influence control of the community’s livelihood 

resources.  Institutions created during the course of each of the trajectories were 

characterized by the balance between the rights and responsibilities that existed 

between the designated dominant actors and the subordinate actors.  

 

The Ebenhaeser residents’ inability to forcibly revolt against the rigid systems, such 

as the Bestuursraad, contributed to the legitimizing of the ruling institutions. 

 

Although the community had a history of various maladaptive or pathological states, 

it will be misleading to portray Ebenhaeser and its residents as merely a 

disadvantaged community which could not fend for itself.  The residents, as with all 

human beings, had the capacity to anticipate with foresight and intention and look 
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forward to change with anticipation.  Like their national and global counterparts, they 

strategized, manipulated, and adapted to changes and disturbances. 

 

The multi-scale relationships of Ebenhaeser will be discussed within a framework of 

a panarchy.  The following elements will be highlighted: 

 

Table 6   Strategies and Structures 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

5.1 Foresight, Intentionality and Anticipation 

 

The transformative “disturbances” or releases (-phase) that marked the trajectory 

transitions happened what Holling (2001: 401) termed within “human foresight, 

intentionality and in anticipation”.  

 

On several occasions, the community made decisions which changed their local 

institutions.  In each case, they were very aware of the changing political 

circumstances.   

 

5.2 Panarchy 

 

Typically, in communities, there are many variables, which co-exist in complex 

relationships.  Some of these relationships change over time, which could strengthen 

or weaken the entire system. 

Scales Adaptive 

cycle 

position 

Strategy Structure Response to 

change 

Macro 

Global 

National/regional 

Local (Municipal – 

where relevant) 

Micro 

Community 

 

 Agents formulate a 

survival strategy 

Creation of 

structures of 

significance 

Incremental 

Adaptive 

Transformative  Agents formulate a 

renewal strategy 

r Agents formulate a 

growth strategy 

Creation of 

structures of 

legitimization 

K Agents formulate a 

consolidating strategy 

Creation of 

structures of 

dominance 
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Relationships, negotiation and adjustment cause continuous movement and change.  

 

A panarchy represents multi-scale interactions that characterise a specific system, in 

our case, Ebenhaeser.  Such relationships are arranged in a system’s space and 

time and interact dynamically.   

 

Using the panarchy framework, the scales and network of relationships in 

Ebenhaeser are described in the context of “macro-scale interactions” (referring to 

global, regional and national interactions) and “micro-scale interactions” (referring to 

local interactions) that influenced the development of the community.  A visual 

representation of Ebenhaeser’s adaptive cycles as depicted in figure 10, illustrates 

the fore- and back loops of the adaptive cycle as it pertains to Ebenhaeser’s 

historical interactions on national and global spheres within scale and time. 

 

Figure 10    Ebenhaeser Panarchy (1800-2014) 

 
Source:  Ilma Brink 
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The following inferences reflect the socio-political multi-scale (macro- and micro 

scale) interactions within Ebenhaeser:  

 

5.2.1 Trajectory 1 (1832 – 1927) 

 

The British Empire and agents such as the London Missionary Society, made an 

irrevocable impression on South of Africa and its residents during the 19th century. 

The dynamic growth strategy (r-phase) pursued by the British Empire globally 

caused a fundamental structural renewal (-phase) and reorganisation of their 

Colonial territories.       

 

5.2.1.1 Upper or Macro-scale linkages 

 

Global sphere 

 

The competition amongst the European nations to establish global trade centres led 

to a series of wars and conflicts at the end of the 18th century.   

 

The British occupation of the Cape Colony at the end of the 18th and the beginning of 

the 19th century characterized a major transformative disturbance, constituting a 

release phase (-phase) for the Colony.  

  

The Cape Colony as the “key to India and the East was considered paramount in the 

struggle for supremacy among the European powers” (Campbell, 1897: 4).  The 

British fleet conquered Table Bay initially in 1795 and legitimized their position with 

the Cape of Good Hope officially “passing into the possession and occupation of the 

King of Great Britain” (Campbell, 1897: 4). 

 

Whilst, the intention to conquer the Cape Colony formed part of the British Empire’s 

Colonial growth strategy (r-phase), the Cape Colony experienced the takeover as a 

serious disturbance.  The initial resistance by the local troops in 1805, through 
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armed opposition and their eventual surrender, forced the Colonists to accept that a 

new future lay ahead.   

Figure 11    Great Britain & Cape Colonial Panarchy (1800-1830) 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

 

The British Empire consolidated their position in the Cape Colony throughout the 19th 

century through various frontier wars and administrative structures. During the period 

1817 – 1820 approximately 5000 British Settlers immigrated to settle in the Colony 

(Campbell, 1897: 43). 

 

Not all the Colonists in the Cape Colony accepted the new consolidation of power by 

the British. Apart from smaller rebellions against the British rules, a large scale 

exodus of Dutch farmers to the interior of the country, known as the Groot Trek, took 

place between 1835–1840.   

 

Fluctuating policy by the British on racial issues illustrated the British Empire’s ability 

to adapt to changing circumstances. The promulgation of the 1809 Hottentot 

Proclamation by the British, compelled the KhoiKhoi to carry passes.  However, the 

Act was repealed within 20 years through the promulgation of the Ordinance 50 of 
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1828. The British Act (Act no. 73 of 1833) provided liberation to “Hottentots” in the 

Cape Colony and slaves throughout the British Empire (Marais, 1957: 155).  The 

British colonial rule’s change in racial stance was brought on by pressures from: 

 

“a particular mercantile vision…of free indigenous communities, generating ever-
expanding markets for British produce…At this point mercantile interest and 
humanitarianism joined forces in agitating for the reform of colonial society – away 
from slavery and other forms of servility in labour relations, away from restrictions on 
trade and enterprise, away from autocracy and patronage in politics” (Keegan, 1997: 
95). 

 

The discovery of diamonds in Kimberley and gold in the Transvaal Colony between 

1870-1886, triggered a renewed interest in the Colonies by the British Empire, 

leading to a process of renewed expansion (-phase) of British territorial influence in 

the Cape-, Transvaal and Free State Colonial areas.  The British legitimized and 

consolidated (K-phase) their power through the two “Anglo-Boer Wars” (Robson, 

2011: 46).  

 

Missionary sphere 

 

Dr John Philip, a Scottish Reverend and “committed Congregationalist” (Keegan, 

1997: 90), became a staunch supporter of the British humanitarian drive in the 

Empire’s Colonies. Philip arrived in the Cape Colony in 1820.   

 

“Philip’s first task on his arrival at the Cape was to restore good relations with the 

colonial authorities.  [Lord Charles] Somerset initially tried to secure Philip’s support 

for his policies across the frontiers.  Then Acting-Governor Donkin lifted the ban on 

new London Mission Society missionaries working beyond colonial borders in 1820, 

after being persuaded by Philip of the utility of the London Missionary Society’s 

missionaries in securing stability and peace” (Keegan, 1997: 92). 

 

The Moravian and London Missionary Society’s missionary work in the Cape Colony 

by the late 18th century coincided with the British Empire’s interest in the Cape 

Colony. Missionary work was not initially perceived by the British Empire as a means 

to further their territorial expansion policies. It was only after 1820 that the British 
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Empire exercised “tighter control” over the work of the Missionaries (Keegan, 1997: 

92).  Dr. John Philip’s was sent by the London Missionary Society to the Cape 

Colony to revive (-phase) the struggling London Missionary Society’s mission.  He 

suggested as part of his survival strategy the acculturation of the Khoisan.  His 

proposal included actions such as property accumulation, promoting cleanliness, and 

the wearing of western-style clothing.  This coincided with the British Empire’s 

liberalization of the Cape Colony’s economy.  Emphasize were placed on trade 

relations and hard work (Elphick et al, 1997:  38). 

 

The London Missionary Society’s faltering reputation in the Cape Colony by 1815 

necessitated a structural and functional restructuring and growth of the organisation 

(r-phase).  The arrival of Dr John Philip, a Scottish Evangelist, contributed to a 

renewal period (-phase) for Missionary work in the Cape Colony during the early 

19th century.  

Figure 12    Ebenezer Panarchy (1830-1850) 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 
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Dr Philip promoted improvements to the legal status of the KhoiKhoi, equal civil 

rights and the abolition of slavery (Elphick et al, 1997: 38). His pledge coincided with 

promulgation of the Cape Ordinance 50 of 1828 and the British Act (Act no. 73 of 

1833), which provided liberation to “Hottentots” in the Cape Colony and slaves 

throughout the British Empire (Marais, 1957: 155). 

 

As part of his “renewal strategy” (-phase), Dr John Philip strengthened the London 

Missionary Society’s network of connections, by inviting the first Rhenish 

Missionaries in 1829 to create settlements amongst the KhoiKhoi.  He assisted the 

Rhenish Missionaries adapting to local circumstances. He promoted the use of the 

Moravian model of self-subsistence (Elphick et al., 1997: 175).  For the London 

Missionary Society, the period represented a period of growth and exploitation (r-

phase), whilst presenting a period of innovation and creativity for the Rhenish 

Mission Society. 

 

The first Rhenish Mission Station at Wupperthal proved to be a success, providing 

the Rhenish Mission Society with the confidence to grow their mission work at a 

regional level.  During the 19th century the Missionaries come to dominate and 

consolidate their position at its established Mission Stations by enforcing strict 

“Station Rules”.   

 

5.2.1.2 Lower or Micro-scale linkages 

 

Local sphere 

 

At a micro-scale, the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th  century marked 

the gradual degeneration of the KhoiKhoi clans. The residents of the clans become 

scattered, resulting in transformation on political, social, institutional, ecological and 

economic levels.  Fundamentally, new structures were required.  The KhoiKhoi’s 

“survival strategy” offered three significance structures: to join the Cape Corps, the 
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Khoisan regiment based in Cape Town; to work as servants in white households, 

typically on farms; or to reside at Mission Stations (Elbourne, 2002: 154).   

 

The three options led to interest groups forming like-minded organized structures.  

The exploitation phase marked the institutionalizing of the three options, the 

strengthening of social capital positions, coalition building and the differentiation of 

three new social orders (Pelling et al., 2011: 3).  The former collective unit of the 

KhoiKhoi now co-existed in three contrasting institutions, with different values and 

under the influence of external or higher scales of power and interest. Each group 

legitimized their new structures, marked by their own application of social 

organization, legislation, and policy frameworks. Each developed along different 

trajectories. 

 

Ebenezer 

 

The year 1832 began with high potential for change and a new envisaged trajectory 

by the inhabitants of Captain Louis small “Hottentot kraal.”  The period 1832 to 1837 

represented an experimental and innovative development phase of the livelihood 

resources attributed to the inhabitants.   

 

In the case of Ebenezer’s transition from indigenous to missionary rule, it is accepted 

that the foresight and intention by Captain Kees Louis, as part of his renewal 

strategy (-phase), was captured in the Crown Grant of 1837.  The Crown Grant was 

the culmination of discussions that has taken place since the 1832 Distance 

Agreement between the first Rhenish Missionary, Reverend T von Wurmb.  Using 

the Crown Grant and the traveller insights of the period, we can reconstruct the 

intentions of Captain Kees. He, firstly, wanted to secure the acknowledgement of his 

leadership, secondly the exclusive use for land by his descendants and followers for 

grazing purposes, and finally to protect the KhoiKhoi clan from further scattering and 

landlessness under the protection of a Missionary Society. 

 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

94 
 

The process of creating the Distance Agreement and Crown Grant represented the 

movement between the release phase (-phase) and the renewal phase (-phase) 

on the adaptive cycle.  The end of the release phase was marked with the 

formulation of a new identity, the “Ebenezer Mission Station” and represented a 

threshold crossing that moved the indigenous tribal clan of Captain Kees Louis 

towards a new destination.   

 

Ebenezer’s structure and growth was no longer determined by Captain Kees Louis, 

but was directed by the growth strategy (r-phase) of the Rhenish Mission Society.   

 

The strength of the foresight and intentionality of the Rhenish Mission Society was 

what transpired during the period as depicted in the Mission Station rules of the 

period.  The rules clearly stated that a new configuration of leadership will be 

introduced i.e. the Voorstand.  The Missionary allocated rights to land and 

determined the use and care of land. No produce could be sold to people outside of 

the community without the approval of the Voorstand. 

 

The 1837 Crown Grant fundamentally reduced the resilience prevalent in the 

Hottentot Kraal of Captain Kees Louis.  The group’s resilience degenerated due to 

the growth (r-phase) of a new identity. The progressive degeneration led to the 

eventual deinstitutionalization of the “Hottentot Kraal” and the leadership structure 

under Captain Kees.  The property rights system, the group’s sense of belonging, 

internal relationships and networks, degree of trust and safety, values and norms 

and control fundamentally degenerated.   

 

Despite declining resilience, the historical depiction of Ebenezer during the period 

1832–1920 at times illustrates strengthened levels of resilience. The residents 

adapted to their changing circumstances by strengthening their network of internal 

relationships (bonding) such as collectively planting gardens during flooding 

seasons, and the creation of the Kees Party in opposition to the Bywoners Party.  

They also strengthened the prevailing resilience through bridging relationships such 

as working on neighbouring farms during drought seasons.  
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Another example of the residents’ resilience can be found in their ability to adapt to 

water variability.  The recurring droughts and floods played an important role in 

building resilience.   

 

During years when flooding occurred, the residents of Ebenezer managed to build up 

livelihood capital, only to lose many assets such as livestock during drought-ridden 

periods which left the community impoverished and despondent.  They survived by 

depending on fishing from the nearby river, the few surviving heads of livestock and 

working on the farms of the neighbouring farmers (Cronje, 1979: 15).  
 

From a social-ecological perspective, Ebenezer’s social adaptation to drought and 

flooding constituted relatively normal adaptive cycles.  The land released the “pent-

up energy” stored during periods of drought following a raining or flooding season.  A 

disturbance such as the annual winter rainfall depicted the release phase (-phase).  

During good seasons, semi-arid landscape’s vegetation condition and grazing 

capacities changed albeit briefly.  The landscape then provided better feeding for the 

livestock and possibly a faster livestock productive growth period (r-phase) due to an 

increase in soil nutrients, light, and water.  Similarly, the vegetation and trees along 

the Olifants River controlled the river.  During unexpected events such as major 

rainfall or flooding, the river for a brief time assumed control and triggered a release 

(-phase) of fertile soil nutrients.  Flooding will cause a short period of social chaos 

demanding renewal or reorganization (-phase).  After a brief period of exploitation 

the system settles into a longer consolidation phase (normal environmental periods).  

With the stored energy exhausted, the rangelands of Ebenezer settled once again in 

arid environment governed by hot summer, resulting in generally low carrying 

capacities, which posed a threat to biodiversity as farmers need to use the lands 

intensively to obtain sufficient food for their animals (Anand, 2013: 5).   

 

The Government Engineer, P Fletcher reported in 1859 that the overflow of the river 

showed that Cronje (1979: 33): 

 

“even they could appreciate the sweets of profitable toil…those people that could not 

plough for years before, went heart and soul into it, knowing that the returns would be 

ample and sure”.   
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Flooding and drought and thus water management practices were an ongoing theme 

in the history of Ebenezer.  

 

The fluctuating state of low to high connectedness, resilience and potential, indicates 

that the town moved in and out of poverty at specific points in time, with its varying 

survival-, renewal/reorganization- and growth strategies.   

 

The residents developed important coping mechanisms to overcome their 

vulnerability during dry seasons”.  The strict resource management practices of the 

Missionaries, with the support of the Voorstand (as the dominant structure) 

prevented the land from being over-utilized.  The missionaries’ strong values 

regarding land management and conservation contributed to the quality and value of 

the land negotiated prior to the 1925 Land Exchange Agreement process. Other 

examples of incremental and adaptive responses to disturbances were the 

introduction of a new rule in 1885 prohibiting the removal of trees due to a concern 

that the flooding effect was no longer visible on the banks of the Olfiants River.   

 

Kim (2013: 6) observed that cultural and religious forces offer “strong stability and 

community bonds”, but also poses “the danger of inflexibility and dogmatization of 

well-intended rules restricting the system adaptability”. This applied to Ebenezer. 

 

The period was not without some expressions of resistance and these required 

incremental and adaptive responses. The impoverished circumstances, during 

periods of drought, led some residents seeking relief from the less restrictive rules 

and access to alcohol outside the boundaries of Ebenezer, which also represented a 

degree of adaptive behaviour during the consolidation phase.  The Missionaries 

banned such residents from the Station and redistributed their land. 

 

Apart from the Kees-party and the Bywoners-party, opportunities for leadership and 

efforts to self-organize were limited.  The ability to form the Kees and Bywoners 

parties indicated strengthening resilience.  Useful terms that Hoffman (2008: 115) 

suggested and applicable to Ebenezer in this context are behaviours such as 
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tolerance, acceptance, patience, stubbornness, risk taking, sense of history, 

community cohesion, and perception of control.  These characteristics are seen as 

critical to adaptability of communities (Hoffman, 2008: 115). 

 

The degree of resilience that developed during the fluctuating periods of drought and 

flooding was strengthened by the influence of the Missionaries.  Reverends Hahn 

and Knab contributed by offering a water pump system to ensure water preservation.  

The growth strategy (r-phase) of the Mission Society made provision for education.  

Both the church and school were used by the Missionaries to strengthen the 

community’s resilience such as discipline, access to information and skills.   

 

In the consolidated years of the Rhenish Mission Society’s work at the Station, 

potential for change was escalating.  The Rhenish Mission Society’s struggled to 

grow the Mission Station to a self-sustaining unit and their inability to contribute 

financially to the Station economic circumstances accumulated the potential for 

change in the midst of the Society.  The Station was transferred, without major 

changes to the system’s general values and norms, to the Dutch Reform Church 

Home Mission in 1890. 

 

The takeover of the Mission Station from the Rhenish Mission Society by the Dutch 

Reformed Church Home Mission in 1890 formed Ebenezer’s first passage through a 

potential social-political release phase (-phase).  Despite including the residents in 

discussions pertaining to the transfer, which represented an experimental, innovative 

and creative process, the Missionary influence represented a quick maladapted 

return to the consolidation phase as the theocratic and political system did not 

incorporate the ideas posed by the residents. As with the first Missionary period, the 

Dutch Reformed Church, as a dominant structure, quickly consolidated its position 

through the implementation of almost identical rules as the Rhenish Mission Society.   
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Figure 13    Ebenezer Panarchy (1850-1910) 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

The fundamental characteristic in the consolidation phase especially in systems that 

remain over long periods in an unjust and unequal state, as is the case with 

Ebenezer, is that the governance system becomes more resilient. Pay-off rules 

(such as sanctioning and banning) played a fundamental role and rigid 

configurations can persist (Nkhata et al, 2009: 46).  The consolidation phase during 

the Dutch Reformed Home Missionary period coincided with a macro-scale 

transformation process that was taking place at global and national level i.e. the 

strengthening of British rule and the Second Anglo Boer War. 

 

In conclusion, the British Empire’s high connectedness and global control 

fundamentally changed how the Cape Colonial residents’ developed their livelihood 

resources. The British and Missionaries contributed to the development and 

consolidation of new identities, new structures and new functions in the Cape 

Colony.   
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5.2.2 Trajectory 2 (1827-1994) 

 

The turn of the 19th century into the 20th century was characterised by the crossing of 

a structural threshold. The British’ victory of the Second Anglo Boer War caused the 

four South African Colonies to move in unity along a different trajectory.  

 

5.2.2.1 Upper or Macro-scale linkages 

 

Global scale 

 

The Second Anglo-Boer War represented a national transformative disturbance and 

release (-phase) with high potential for change.  During the post-war period, the 

British Empire, as a global influence, immediately commenced with formulating their 

renewal strategy (-phase) through, inter alia, investigations by the Lagden-

Commission, dealing with the poor white problem, and the creation of Union of South 

Africa.  

  

The legitimizing of governance structures, representing the exploitation- or growth 

phase (r-phase), through various Acts, inter alia, the segregationist legislation such 

as the Communal and Reserves Act (Act no. 29 of 1909) represented the newly 

established Union of South Africa’s growth strategy (r-phase). It laid claim to the 

abundance of natural, physical, social, human, financial and economic resources of 

the country as a whole.   

 

The multi-scale linkages were delineated and described through the various 

segregationist policies and acts. 

 

National sphere 

 

On a national level, South Africa entered the consolidation phase in the late 1920’s 

with the implementation of the British Empire’s Westminster parliamentary 
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governance model.  The Union of South Africa as a dominion of the British Empire 

and a member of the Commonwealth continued to interact with Britain.   

 

Dissatisfaction in the ranks of the Afrikaner political regime in terms of the linkages 

with the British Empire gradually increased in the period 1940-1960. With resilience 

against British rule increasing the potential for change escalated.  By the late 1950’s, 

Britain began to challenge the oppressive racial legislation prevalent in its Colonies.  

The British Empire’s distancing contradicted the increasingly segregationist policies 

in South Africa. The dominant local political factions in South Africa strongly bonded 

in terms of their racial stance. South Africa formally chose to distance itself from the 

British Empire in 1961 to establish a Republic outside of the British Commonwealth 

(which represents a release phase (-phase) at National level).  

 

The South African Constitution of 1961 (with a State President as Head of the 

Republic) was fundamentally and structurally similar to the South Africa Act of 1909 

(with the Queen as Head of the Union of South Africa).  The change ensured that the 

new Republic of South Africa rapidly progressed through the renewal phase (-

phase) (replacing the Queen as Head of the Country by a State President) to a 

renewed consolidation phase. At national level, the Government’s relationship with 

both the upper and lower scales became more complex. The Republican 

government’s linkages with Britain reduced and “contempt” for international 

“meddling” in South Africa’s business escalated (Siko, 2014:19). At a lower level 

racial legislation increased and dissatisfaction, violence and suppression escalated. 
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Figure 14    Ebenezer Panarchy (1910-1990) 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 

 

Regional sphere 

 

The “old Ebenezer” entered a new period of change and variety in the 1920’s.  The 

establishment of Lutzville in 1923 provided a new identity to the area, bringing new 

actors (poor white farmers) and a process of renewal (-phase) and access to 

physical capital such as water infrastructure (Bulshoek and Clanwilliam Dams and 

canal), financial and economic capital (assistance to the poor white farmers) and 

increasing resilience (agricultural training for the poor white farmers) (Cape of Good 

Hope, 1909: 32).  The national growth strategy (r-phase) linked the region with 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

102 
 

actors at national scale and the area settled into a consolidation phase (K-phase) 

(from the 1930’s) with a high connectedness and high resilience due to the 

assistance by national government.  The establishment of the Lutzville Winery was 

indicative of the economic maturity that the area had reached by 1963.   

 

5.2.2.2 Lower or Micro-scale linkages 

 

Ebenezer 

 

The Lagden Commission’s recommendations represented the growth (r-phase) and 

renewal strategy (-phase) of the newly established Union of South Africa.  In terms 

of Ebenezer, the discussions represented a new release period (-phase).   

 

The transition from secular to civil rule happened with foresight and intention by the 

Mission Society, the Cape Colonial Government as well as with the participation of 

the Ebenezer community.  The idea of an exchange agreement was not totally novel. 

Government perceived the farm Doornkraal as “largely fertile and irrigable” (Cronje, 

1979: 30). The possibility of a land exchange prompted the residents to request a 

generous and fair exchange process.  

 

The foresight and intentions expressed by the residents in the 1920 process echoed 

the demands they made in 1890.  The creation of the Ebenezer Eisen Kommissie in 

1920 illustrated the strengthening of an internal bonding process by the residents.  

The local Dutch Reformed Church congregation established Zending Commissie, 

which also included members of the Community as members. It was a period of 

excitement and innovation (the negotiations took place in a “mooie gees”).  The 

Eisen Kommissie believed that their “structure of significance” should include firstly 

the “descendants of Keis Louis”, the descendants of the “followers of Keis Louis”.  

The Kommissie also acknowledged the rights of “strangers admitted prior to the 

negotiations” and secondly retaining the strict rules set that has become part of the 

residents lives (“a claimant can prove he has observed and conformed to the rules of 

the community”).   
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The residents and local congregation saw the prospects offered by the land 

exchange as being “much better than the old Ebenezer”. The negotiations 

incorporated security of land and water rights and a brighter economic future (the 

local congregation went as far as to “purchase a dairy herd”). The finalization of the 

1925 Land Exchange Act represented their growth strategy.  The Union of South 

Africa legitimized a self-governing structure, the Bestuursraad, through the 

conditions of the Missions and Communal Reserves Act of 1909.  

 

The internal and external tolerance, trust, and commitment created during the 

negotiation process were, however, short-lived.  The Ebenezer Bestuursraad quickly 

moved towards a consolidation strategy (K-phase)  and structure of dominance. 

Distrust and dissatisfaction amongst the non-registered occupiers almost 

immediately escalated. The Bestuursraad was financially unable to comply with the 

conditions set, such as the fencing off-of the area as demarcated in terms of the land 

exchange.   They also had to deal with a growing revolt amongst the residents with 

regard to the limitations set on land use and water allocations.  The prevailing 

dissatisfaction made no impression at National level.  Instead of facilitating the 

strengthening of resilience (i.e. social cohesion) amongst the residents, the 

principles of the segregationist policy (i.e. creation of divisions) was upheld by the 

national authority.  The national strategy effectively sterilized livelihood growth in 

Ebenezer.  Only 150 water garden stands were demarcated, allocated to only 150 

residents, and only 300 morgen of free water allocated, to the 150 holders.  

Ebenezer was internally and externally caught in rigidity traps.  

 

The human population growth in the area magnified Ebenezer’s rigid internal social-

political system.  The residents faced a dilemma of available land.  The 150 holders 

started with significantly higher endowments of resources: land for grazing of 

livestock, cultivation and rights to free water, nomination to the Bestuursraad and the 

opportunity for education. 
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The higher status attributed to the 150 holders reduced the opportunity for growth 

and reinforced the impoverishing impact of disturbances and changes.  The social 

foundations created by the 1925 Land Exchange Act undermined the social and 

economic resilience of the growing population.  The disadvantages created by the 

1925 Act limited the access of the majority of residents to the local livelihood assets.  

Significantly, this included the descendants of the registered as well as the non-

registered occupiers, suggesting that there was a general and growing degree of 

impoverishment.  As the population escalated so did the potential for change.   

 

Some small groups attempted to resist the rigid and restrictive conditions of the land 

exchange deal.  However, their inability to develop strong coalitions was 

exacerbated by the deliberate support that the District Magistrate and the 

representatives of the Union of South Africa provided to the Bestuursraad, when it 

suited them.  The strong family representations on the governance structures 

allowed for minimal political disagreement and excluded opportunities for alternative 

structures.   

 

The uncertain future of the non-registered occupiers matched the growing structural 

inflexibility and rigidity that were exhibited by the exploiters (the Union of South 

Africa).     

 

The legitimacy that the 1925 Land Exchange Act provided to the execution of the 

Ebenezer structural system, dominated all responses to changes and disturbances.  

Due to the rigidity of the system, responses to the internal revolt events were 

incremental or adaptive, but not transformative.  An example is the approval by the 

Bestuursraad to install new sluices and a distribution meter as part of an extremely 

vulnerable water delivery system at Ebenezer.  Such responses however, lack 

scope. 

 

These “incremental responses” again replicated the “incremental responses” 

proposed by the Union at a macro-level to the issues and protests reported from the 

other Ebenezer residents to the various Inter-Departmental Committees. Instead of 
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providing a secure transformative solution and proper infrastructure to the water 

shortage at Ebenezer, the Union offered incremental changes such as, the services 

of a Water Fiscal, the implementation of a quota system, new rules and even water 

taxes.   

 

Sharp (1984: 2) summarised the almost curious resistance of the Bestuursraad to 

any tabled proposals as:  

 

“many inhabitants…have regarded Government proposals for agricultural and other 

development in these areas with great suspicion, and have seen part of their struggle 

against impoverishment as a struggle against their implementation...in all reserves, 

therefore, people have realised the development proposals embody economic and 

political threats…”. 

 

It seems that such conservatism had become a standard response to any changes.  

This suggests consolidation (K-phase)  with a vengeance!  The continuing resistance 

by the Bestuursraad to discuss alternative options with the residents and 

Government undermined the key adaptive elements of adjustments, learning, and 

experimentation within the community.  The Bestuursraad allowed minimum room for 

novelty and invention and limited collective action in the town.  Ebenezer became 

fully enveloped in a rigidity trap cycling back and forth from the consolidation phase 

(K-phase) through a release phase (-phase) (adversarial behaviour) but then back 

to consolidation (K-phase), thus unable to break free, adapt, adjust and overcome 

the authoritarian response to system disturbances.  The disadvantaged residents 

were unable to create new and more appropriate institutions to enable more 

transformative change. 

 

Due to the low energy to mobilize strong enough resistance against the system, 

Ebenezer’ Bestuursraad was able to exist in a sustainable consolidated state for 

more than sixty years. 
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5.2.3 Trajectory 3 (1994 to date) 

 

By the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the South African Apartheid Government was 

characterized by a rapid degeneration, heralding the end of a long and rigid 

consolidation phase (K-phase). The disintegration of Apartheid represented another 

fundamental structural threshold crossing. The renowned speech by President F.W. 

De Klerk during 1990 marked the Republic of South Africa’s movement towards a 

democratic trajectory.  

 

5.2.3.1 Upper or Macro-scale linkages 

 

Global and National sphere 

 

The fall of Apartheid coincided with important international developments such as the 

collapse of communism (the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989), the end of the 

Cold War and the democratisation of Eastern Europe and Namibia (Herbst, 1998: 

201). The end of the Cold War meant that the National Party in South Africa no 

longer had such fear of black majoritarianism, as there were no longer communist 

backers for the ANC. 

 

Seo (2009: 280) observed that the Apartheid government in its final years, under 

President FW De Klerk realised that the collapse of communism would impact on the 

ANC’s survival and renewal strategies (-phase).  In his speech on 2 February 1990, 

De Klerk alluded to the change South Africa was about to face: 

 

“The General Elections on September the 6th, 1989, placed our country 

irrevocably on the road of drastic change (-phase). 
 
Our country and all its people have been embroiled in conflict, tension and 
violent struggle for decades. It is time for us to break out of the cycle of 
violence and break through to peace and reconciliation. The silent majority is 
yearning for this. The youth deserve it”. 

 

As with its global counterparts, the end of Apartheid and the transition to a 

democratic regime in 1994 left the majority of the population with a sense of 
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insecurity.  The newly elected government was unsure of the task ahead.  The 

transition was characterised by intensified violence. Various organisations formed 

alliances in an effort to “prevent their adversaries from strengthening their positions” 

(Seo, 2009: 291).  Major structural changes were proposed at national, regional, and 

municipal governmental levels. South Africa was about to “transition” or “flip” into a 

different complex adaptive cycle (Holing, 2001: 71).  

 

The period after 1994 marked the fundamental review of all South Africa’s laws.  

Populist measures to strengthen the country’s resilience were introduced such as 

social grants, reformed education, water security, and local-economic development 

as a local government objective.  One of the most controversial was Land Reform.  

Moving from a renewal strategy (-phase) to growth strategy and from envisioning 

structures of significance to legitimized structures, Government introduced its new 

Constitution and Growth, Employment and Redistribution Policy (GEAR) in 1996. 

 

Figure 15    Ebenhaeser Panarchy (1990-2014) 

 

Source:  Ilma Brink 
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The pace of renewal (-phase) and growth (r-phase) in South Africa has been slow 

since 1994.  After more than a decade, the slow pace of change has started to 

impact on the livelihood security and resilience of the country’s vulnerable 

communities (Pollard, Biggs, and Du Toit, 2014: 2).  The partial implementation of 

the growth strategies (r-phase) of South Africa (initially GEAR, later ASGISA, and 

currently the New Growth Path Framework) created constant expectations of 

economic change.  The inertia of the agents of the growth strategy to fully implement 

the promises has, in recent years, led to and increasing potential for change.  The 

high connectedness and resilience to change led to dissatisfaction within the ruling 

African National Congress.  New coalitions such as the creation of the Economic 

Freedom Fighters are indicative that the South African Government has either to 

adapt or face a new release phase (-phase) constituting a new trajectory. 

 

5.2.3.2 Lower or Micro-scale linkages 

 

Ebenhaeser 

 

By the late 1980s, the Ebenhaeser residents reached a critical threshold, reflecting 

an accumulated pressure for change. Against the changing global and national 

context, the Ebenezer residents, under the guidance of the “Namakwalandse 

Burgers Vereniging” gathered enough energy, courage and commitment to create a 

new institution, the Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee.  The foresight and intention 

of its land reform ideals was encapsulated by the Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee 

in its Constitution, which became the blueprint for the restitution claim seven years 

later. 

 

Ebenhaeser’s renewal strategy (-phase) not only included the restitution claim, but 

also the transformation of the prevailing land tenure systems (as part of the 

TRANCRAA).  Both processes were legitimized with the claim being Gazetted in 

1997 and the land tenure system agreement of 2005.  Ebenhaeser has entered its 

growth phase.  The residents of Ebenhaeser adopted its growth strategy, the 
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CDLAP, in October 2013.  The CDLAP provided the strategic outline of the 

community’s expectations.   

 

In many instances in South Africa, the Land Reform process has left communal 

areas in states of low resilience, high vulnerability and reduced productivity (Cundill, 

2008: 31).  Despite the National Government’s growth strategy, Ebenhaeser is still 

“resource poor”. The capacity of the residents to innovate, create and maintain the 

transition process away from the legacy of racial segregation to a more desirable 

state is still extremely low.  Leadership is still very much family-supported (nepotistic) 

and limited (Mason, 2013).  

 

The general impression is that Ebenhaeser is pursuing change but waiting for 

results. 

 

The Communal Property Association (CPA) first met in February 2014.  The 

precursors of the CPA, i.e. the Ebenhaeser Grondeise Kommittee, the 

Transformation Committee, the Council of Stakeholders and various other 

committees active in Ebenhaeser represented a time of continuous renewal (-

phase) and rapid movements through the adaptive cycle.  This period has been 

marked by “slow recovery and the restoration of lost potential” (Holling, 2001: 399). 

 

Conclusion 

 

By 2014, Ebenhaeser reached a point of potentially major change, shaped by 

several multi-scale variables.  The most important has been the regime change in 

South Africa, from Apartheid to democracy.  This regime change has been 

accompanied by major policy shifts, including a programme of land reform.  This 

programme will be a critical opportunity for the Ebenhaeser community. 

 

Given a suitable range of choice, the residents will craft complex networks of 

institutions (both on their own and in the process of interacting with other 
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communities facing similar problems) (McGinnis, 2005: 1). Such bottom-up 

governance institutions have significant advantages”. 

 

Diverse institutions are already actively involved with developmental initiatives in 

Ebenhaeser.  NGOs and committees provide an institutional platform (Deneulin 

(2006: 20) that are necessary for social “flourishing”. They provide the conditions for 

the fulfilment of certain constitutive features of human life. Gran (1983) reflected that 

participatory development is enabling and can act as catalyst to build a self-

sustained community. These interactions provide incentives for mobilization towards 

the consolidation phase (K-phase)  and further adaptation and evolvement of the 

socio-political system of Ebenhaeser. 

 

The potential for change are there, the strengthening of control as well as the town’s 

conserving ability prevalent.  While the potential is high, the dependency on 

government as a rigid prescriptive institution makes the town still extremely 

vulnerable. 

 

There is scope for change and room for optimism; but there are major and painful 

shifts, which will have to take place first. 
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CHAPTER 6:  BUILDING ADAPTIVE CAPACITY 

 

Introduction 

 

Chapter 5 has set out to highlight the internal vulnerabilities and external influences 

of Ebenhaeser in a multi-stakeholder sphere.  Continuous strengthening of 

community resilience and adaptive capacity is however, fundamental.  

 

Chapter 6 proposes four types of proactive resilience and adaptive strategies that 

may contribute to understanding change and building robust socio-economic 

development in Ebenhaeser i.e. firstly proactive adaptive governance, secondly 

participatory rule-making, thirdly creating awareness of traps and finally the creation 

of social cohesion. 

  

6.1    Moving Forward 

 

Ebenhaeser is in a growth phase and positioned on the fore-loop of the adaptive 

cycle.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16    Ebenhaeser future progression 

 
Source:  Ilma Brink 



 
Resilience and Adaptability of Rural Communities.   A Case Study of Ebenhaeser 

Ilma Brink 

 

112 
 

 

The progression from the exploitation phase (r-phase) to the consolidation phase (K-

phase) encompasses a long-term growth process.  Such a growth process entails a 

slow sequential increase in skills, multi-scale networks or interactions and building of 

social cohesion.  Organizational learning will be vital.  Eilertsen (2005: 4) proposed 

three types of processes as illustrated in table 7 to address incremental, adaptive 

and transformative changes or disturbances that may occur during the development 

process: 

 

Table 7    Types of Organizational Learning 

 

Source:  Eilertsen, 2005: 4 

 

The consolidation phase (K-phase)  will be characterized by increasing 

connectedness or control over Ebenhaeser’s livelihood resources.  It is important 

that Ebenhaeser, through its CPA, stay in control of their asset base as to ensure 

rigorous growth.  

 

6.2 Proactive Adaptive Governance  

 

Ebenhaeser is in the process of consolidating its internal structures and rules.   The 

popular phrase “Development for the people, by the people” depicts a fundamental 
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adaptive approach that needs to be maintained and pursued in Ebenhaeser.  It 

includes the notion of adaptive governance. 

 

Nussbaum (Deneulin, 2006:38) elaborates as part of her capability theory that 

development should not be to “make people function a certain way, but to make 

them able to function in a certain way”.   Resilience according to Pisano (2012: 25), 

cannot be achieved through conventional governance modes, but can be achieved 

through adaptive governance.   Adaptive governance encompasses principles of 

polycentric and multi-layered institutions, participation and collaboration, self-

organization and networks and learning and innovation (Pisano, 2012: 26).  Without 

overstating the positive impact of participation and self-organization, it is necessary 

that governance structures, whether at national, regional, or local level must 

endeavor to create an enabling environment for its communities.  An enabling 

environment refers to the promotion of adaptive governance rhetoric amongst 

governance structures, especially at local level.  In the case of Ebenhaeser, the 

Communal Property Association (CPA) will play a fundamental role in maintaining 

the adaptive capacity of the residents.  On the other hand, the National and Regional 

Departments of Land Affairs and Agriculture, amongst others, have an obligation to 

ensure that the CPAs adaptive capacity to changing local circumstances is 

strengthened. 

 

Pisano (2012: 25) explains adaptive governance by comparing it with conventional 

governance. In summary: 

 

Table 8   Adaptive Governance Characteristics 

Conventional governance Adaptive governance 

Social learning focus on creating consensus 

around management ideals 

Social learning is institutionalized to 

understand system dynamics 

Institutions are designed to achieve fixed 

targets 

Institutions are designed for adaptation to 

system change 

Evaluation is unsystematic and applied ad hoc Policy viewed as hypotheses and 

management as experiments from which to 

learn 
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Conventional governance Adaptive governance 

Strategies to deal with uncertainties are absent Strategies to tackle uncertainty and 

complexity are a fundamental aim 

Collective action and network-building is 

promoted to strengthen capacity to deal 

with unexpected events 

The emphasis on solutions to achieve fixed 

quality and quantity targets 

The emphasis on solutions to reduce 

vulnerability and strengthen capacity to 

respond and adapt 

High reliance on models is prevalent in 

management plans 

Models in collaborative processes 

important to understand the behaviour of 

systems and to identify critical thresholds 

Institutional homogeneity is promoted to 

secure administrative equality 

Institutional diversity encouraged to 

promote innovation and reduce 

vulnerability.   

Multilevel governance is encouraged for 

legitimacy and efficiency with regard to fixed 

targets 

Multilevel governance promoted to secure 

local ecological knowledge, reduce 

vulnerability, and strengthen capacity 

Source:  Pisano, 2012 

 

Jain (2012: 4) supports the notion of adaptive governance and concluded that the 

most cited adaptive capacity factors in literature includes strong institution and 

networks, previous exposure to change and social memory, access to capital and 

development.   

  

National, regional, and local government’s lack of support to CPA’s is well 

researched and commented on.  The Department of Land Affairs acknowledged their 

own weaknesses. An assessment done on Land Reform Projects in the Western 

Cape by the Western Cape Provincial Government, reported that the tension created 

in land reform projects between political imperatives, economic imperatives and 

social imperatives in the past 20 years has highlighted the vulnerabilities and in turn 

the level of resilience in the South Africa system (Phulisani, 2014).   The report 

stated that vulnerabilities in the system are highlighted by the eroding of the initial 

good faith in government specifically in terms of the expectation that government will 
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provide everything.  Communities are realizing that they need to strengthen their 

resilience beyond the expected assistance of government. Phulisani (2014) reported 

that aspects such as communication are critical especially in terms of trust and 

morale strengthening. Also critical is the internal determination of leadership (not 

management).  Financial expectations and partners must be carefully considered.   

 

The residents of Ebenhaeser are aware of the challenges.  In the words of one of the 

residents (2013): 

 

“Ons het dit geleer die CPA”s val soms plat.  Daar is wetgewing vir die CPAs, so ons 
het besluit ‘n CPA kan werk. Dit is die lede wat die ding laat val so die wetgewing is 
daar en jy het ‘n CPA Grondwet wat die mense beskerm. Daar moet nog geskaaf 
word want ons is nog bekommerd want die leierskap is maar min 
 
Ons gee mekaar die skuld, die staat gee ons die skuld en daar is duiwels in die 
gemeenskap en hulle dra by tot konflik. Dan sit dit ons terug en dan is daar ‘n 
bakleiery onder mekaar omdat ons mekaar nie verstaan nie oor wie moet wat doen 
nie.  Daar word tydsrame geplaas maar hulle hou nie daarby nie en so loop die tyd 
uit.5”.  

 

The external stakeholder interest in Ebenhaeser and its residents has contributed to 

the strengthened resilience and adaptation.  Williams (2013: 213) observed that 

relationships created at local scale at Ebenhaeser addressed various conservation 

and development initiatives and have resulted in “mutual learning”.   

 

De Gouveia (2013) observed, what she called, “the staggering number of 

stakeholders all [showing] a vested interest in the outcomes of [the Ebenhaeser] land 

claim”.  She listed: 

 

 

                                                      
5
 We’ve learned that CPA's sometimes collapse. There are laws that CPAs must adhere to, so we 

decided a CPA can work. It is the members that cause CPA’s to collapse. However, if there is 
legislation and a CPA Constitution, it can protect beneficiaries. There is still fine-tuning to be done.  
We are concerned about the lack of leadership.  
 
We blame each other, Government blames us and there are demons in the community that contribute 
to conflict. We sit back and we observe the fights among each other because we do not understand 
each other in terms of who should do what. We put time limits, but they do not like it and so time is 
running out. 
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Table 9   Stakeholder interest at Ebenhaeser 

Sector Stakeholder Interest of stakeholder 

Government 
Institutions 

Commission on Restitution 
of Land Rights 

Chief Land Claims Commissioner 

 Land Rights Management 
Facility 

Fits into Department of Rural Development 
and Land Reform – intervenes in farm 
evictions and when CPAs are under stress 

 Department of Agriculture Owner of Financial Assistance Land 
(FALA)– included in land claim 

 Department of Rural 
Development and Land 
Reform 

Holder of Ebenhaeser land; Manages 
transformation of Act 9 land; Manages 
CRDP 

 Department of Water Affairs In the process of upgrading the irrigation 
system 

 Department of Public Works Owns some of land in Transformation 
process 

 Matzikama Local 
Municipality 

Ward 2 

 West Coast District 
Municipality 

Owns some of  land in Transformation 
process 

 Western Cape Provincial 
Government 

Has MOU with Matzikama LM to uplift and 
develop youth 

Community 
Institutions 

Ebenhaeser Grondeise 
Kommittee 

Mandated by a community to submit a land 
claim; Farmers 

 Ebenhaeser Transformation 
Committee 

TRANCRAA representatives 

 Council of Stakeholders – 
Ebenhaeser 

Represents all parties 

 Council of Stakeholders - 
Papendorp 

Represents all parties 

 Lower Olifants River Water 
User Association 

Represents the Water Users from the Lower 
Olifants River Region 

 Lutzville Grondeienaars 
Forum 

White farmers and current owners of 
irrigated agricultural land (wine farms) 

 Olifants Estuary Forum Deals with issues of fisheries and 
management of land at river mouth 

NGO’s Surplus Peoples Project Land rights organisation  

 Masifundise Development 
Trust (MDT) 

Works with fishers throughout South Africa 

Consultants ECO Africa Procured bid to develop CDLAP 

 Phulusani Consultancy contracted to establish the CPA 

Environmental 
Agencies 

EEU Environmental Evaluation Unit (UCT) 

Processes CDLAP (Restitution) Community Development Land Acquisition 
Plan  

 Transformation Act 9 of 1987 

CDLAP CPA Institution to hold land claimed as restitution 

 Development Trust Beneficiaries of land; To manage 
development component of the land claim 
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Sector Stakeholder Interest of stakeholder 

 Business Support Fund To be funded by Government 

Private Sector Cellars (Lutzville, Vredendal, 
Klawer) 

Would like to keep up the current rate of 
wine production.  Has developed the 
Ebenhaeser wine range 

Upliftment 
projects 

TRANCRAA Transformation of Certain Rural Areas Act 

 CRDP Comprehensive Rural Development 
Programme 

 CASIDRA Supports Act 9 land from agricultural point of 
view 

 Chrysalis Department of Social Development 

 Narysec Department Rural Development and Land 
Reform 

 Coastal Care Department of Environmental Affairs and 
Tourism 

 

Source:  De Gouveia: 2013 

Initiatives include, inter alia, the analyses and documentation of fisheries, training 

and capacity-building initiatives, co-management and fisheries management, 

community-based fisheries monitoring programme (employing young community 

women to collect fisheries landing data), the participation of community members in 

fisheries monitoring, their engagement in management meetings, socio-economic 

development and historical, cultural and governance aspects of development. 

 

The involvement of Masifundise Development Trust (MDT), Coastal Links and the 

Legal Resource Centre (LRC) has resulted in strengthening community-research 

partnerships. The MDT’s focus on specifically socio-economic development, 

education and capacity-building aimed to develop an understanding among fishers 

and fisher representatives to about their rights to livelihoods and food security 

(Williams, 2013: 213). 

   

6.3    Collective Decision-Making 

 

Elinor Ostrom (2005) advised that governance structures must be resilient to survive 

shocks, changes, impediments and disturbances.  She surveyed a wide range of 

factors that affects a community’s ability to cooperate.  The configuration of norms 

and rules that can facilitate collective actions are fundamental.  Rules in use must be 
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aligned as to “reinforce shared perceptions of trust and norms of reciprocity” 

(McGinnis, 2005: 6).  Ostrom (2005) warned against the use of a set of rules that 

were devised for different circumstances.  Rules and norms must be collectively 

determined and “homemade” taking cognizance of local circumstances, traditions 

and knowledge. Due to the nonlinear nature of development and the fundamental 

uncertainty in systems, communities must accept that local rules of interaction will 

change as the system evolves and develop.   

 

The CPA Constitution contains the principles that form will form the backbone of 

future collective and operational rule-making at Ebenhaeser.  The lessons learned 

from the application of the 1925 Land Exchange Agreement are fundamental in the 

application of the CPA Constitution.  This constitutes awareness that too much 

rigidity reduced the opportunity for growth and reinforced the impoverishing impact of 

disturbances and changes.  Ebenhaeser will have to strengthen their capacity in 

dealing with external perturbations such as policy changes and making the correct 

investment decisions.  The community must foresee surprises.  It may be that what 

was foreseen in the CDLAP will not be fully achieved. How will forced deviations 

structurally be dealt with?  Capacity development and survival strategies in dealing 

with natural disasters, market demands, subsidies and governmental policies will be 

fundamental. 

 

6.4 Creating Awareness of Traps 

 

Due to a history of rigidity, it is fundamental for the Ebenhaeser residents to 

understand the fundamental principle that “things change”.  The fatal flaw will be to 

believe that the historical structures were more moral than the present.  Such 

sentiments could still be heard during the interviews: 

 
“Almal kyk vir iets beter. Tog is daar die wat aan die verlede vashou. Mnr. Nel (vorige 
skoolhoof) het opgemerk, nadat hy hier skool gegaan het, weg is, en weer hier kom 
skool hou het: Ebenhaeser is nog net so, nog net so dieselfde”. 
 
“Dit is duidelik dat die gemeenskap nog nie die vaardigheid ontwikkel het om die 
verlede te verwerk en aan te gaan met hul lewens nie. Die vas gekleefdheid aan wat 
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verby is, maak die ouer mense swak en so spoel dit oor na die jongmense. Die 
uitsigloosheid en moedeloosheid maak dit ‘n baie negatiewe gemeenskap”. 
 
“Daar is nog mense wat die dinge doen soos destyds: soos om brood te bak in die 
buite-oonde. Mense het nie geleenthede aangegryp nie. Hulle is vreesbevange vir 
oorgang en vernuwing. Hulle voel die beheer is uit hulle hande geneem”. 
 
“Die oorgang van Ebenhaeser na die munisipaliteit, het skuld gebring: die mense was 
nie ingelig nie en het nie die nuwe dinge verstaan nie. Nou sit hulle met skuld wat hulle 
nog armer maak”.6 

 

Castillo and Saysel (2005: 422) warned against the notion of too much external 

regulation and indicates it “tend to undermine social structures supporting local 

institutions” and can destroy a “community’s capacity to regulate access to common 

property resources”. 

 

It is vital that Ebenhaeser constantly analyses its governance models for adaptivity 

and reassess inhibiting repetitive or restrictive patterns, such as the holding of 

outdated traditional images, traditional prejudices and dependence on external 

authorities.   It is important to create and maintain interactive networks amongst the 

residents or specific focus groups such as the women and youth. 

 

6.5   Building Social Cohesion 

 

The volatility during the past 20 years in Ebenhaeser has gradually started to decline 

due the growth in social cohesion. An Ebenhaeser resident (2013) sums it up 

indicating that: 

 

                                                      
6
 Everyone looks for something better. Yet there are those who cling to the past. Mr. Nel (a former 

principal) that left Ebenhaeser has noted on returning to Ebenhaeser that nothing has changed. 
 
It is clear that the community has not developed the skills to deal with the past and move on with their 
lives. Reminisce to the past influences the elderly and the youth. There is a hopelessness and despair 
that creates a negative community. 
 
There are people that still do things as in the past, like to bake bread in outdoor ovens. People have 
failed to seize opportunities. They are terrified of transition and renewal. They feel that control has 
been taken from them. 
 
The transfer of Ebenhaeser under the jurisdiction of the Municipality, have brought debt. The people 
were not informed and did not understand the new things. Now they are sitting with unnecessary 
debts that they have made them poorer. 
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“Ons sê daar is samehorigheid.  Ons was by ‘n vergadering gewees waar daar 250 
mense was, maar dit was nog altyd ‘n klein persentasie van die groep van ‘n 1400 
mense. Ons praat hier van 30%. Jy weet nie wat in die ander se koppe aangaan nie 
maar jy het samehorigheid daar. Wat ons gemaak het ons het die belhamels ingetrek 
en as jy die man intrek dan trek jy die groep wat saam met hom loop ook in. Ons het 
hom ingetrek want anderste is hy ‘n groot gevaar. Ons het hulle almal betrek en ons 
werk met hulle koppe binne”7. 

 
Social cohesion is perceived by the South African Government as of national 
importance (Department of Social Development, 2009).  The reasons stated were: 

 

“In the post-1994 era, the main challenge to the Government is to resolve the race 
and class polarizations within the population and to form and build a united nation 
within a unitary state in which justice and equity are leading values. At the same time, 
diversity in cultural term is regarded as an asset should be preserved. Social 
inclusion is seen as a necessary condition for achieving a high level of cohesion and, 
therefore, all members of society, regardless their race, sex, belief, or class are to 
participate within public affairs and processes. This includes sharing in the resources 
and assets of society are, providing the opportunity for poor and vulnerable people to 
increase their livelihood and quality of life”. 

 

Social cohesion is a critical resilient characteristic dealing with the connections and 

relations between societal units such as individuals, groups, associations as well as 

territorial units (McCracken, 1998).  The sociologist Emile Durkheim considered 

social cohesion as “an ordering feature of society and defined it as the 

interdependence between the members of society, shared loyalties and solidarity” 

(Berger-Schmitt, 2000: 3).   

 

Conclusion  

 

The analysis suggests that Ebenhaeser’s complex adaptive system remains in the 

growth phase. The system may potentially be on the brink of transitioning to the 

consolidation phase (K-phase).  

 

Ebenhaeser is being confronted by serious challenges, such as the implementation 

of the CDLAP that will require adaptive capacity and resilience. 

                                                      
7 We say there is cohesion. We were at a meeting where there have been 250 people, but it was still a 

small percentage of the group of a 1,400 people. We're talking about 30%. You do not know what is 
going on in other people's heads, but there is a sense of cohesion. We have identified the ringleaders 
and pulled them in and with that the group supporting him. They can be a danger for the social 
cohesion. We engaged them and work with their heads.
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It is important to have the ability to identify the challenges, devise strategies and 

policies that will enable both growth and equality, but most importantly reduce 

poverty and dependence on social grants.  

 

The CPA is as vulnerable as the residents of Ebenhaeser.  It is therefore important 

that government not only contributes R350 million to the development of the 

community, but assists with the facilitation of relationships at a multi-scale. 

 

The ideal will be that the consolidation phase (K-phase)  be entered into smoothly 

and the adaptive cycle evolves naturally, bringing a new and sustainable future, 

building upon knowledge and influence connectedness.  

 

For this reason proactive robust design of the social-ecological system can 

contribute to the sustainability of keeping a system in a desired state. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the dissertation, the concept of resilience and adaptive capacity referred to the 

ability of people to adapt to changing circumstances.  It builds on the notion that 

multi-scale relations cause continuous change in relationships between people, 

social organizations and structures. The ability to adapt to changing circumstances 

can robustly be developed through foresight and intentionality.   

 

Qualitative, semi-structured interview were utilized in conducting the primarily 

research and participant interviews (i.e. the community, the Municipality and 

Government Departments).  A comprehensive body of secondary literature 

pertaining to resilience, adaptive capacity, multi-scale interactions, poverty, and 

rigidity traps were consulted.  Noteworthy was the in-depth research done by ST 

Cronje and depicted in his 1979-dissertation:  Ebenhezer, ‘n Sosiaal-Historiese 

Studie van ‘n Landelike Kleurlinggemeenskap. 

 

Ebenhaeser is one of 23 Coloured towns that evolved along almost similar 

trajectories.  The huge attention that the town is receiving has sparked tremendous 

anticipation for a bright future.  The history of distrust has been a fundamental issue 

that has been addressed in the past seventeen years.  The low levels of energy, in 

Ebenhaeser are still a major concern.  The strengthening of resilience and 

connectedness is an ongoing goal.  
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