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Abstract

This dissertation looks at the role cities and towns played in the incorporation of Natal into
the capitalist world-system. It looks at which urban network came into existence and how this
interacted with the development of the economy. It also looks at the cities themselves and
how these were the locus of important class and racial struggles. The period that was
researched is the second half of the nineteenth century, more concretely from 1837, the year
that the voortrekkers crossed the Drakensberg into Natal, to 1899, the year that the Boer War
started.

The main economic activity in Natal for most of this period was the transit trade. This
was also at least partly by default, as commercial settler agriculture was not very successful.
This resulted in a pattern of settlement that was characterised by two primate cities, Durban
and Pietermaritzburg, and very little urban development in most of the countryside. The
pattern of settlement also followed the main trade route. The nature of railway development
entrenched this pattern by not fostering agricultural development as the railways were mainly
built to serve the trade. The dominance of the commercial elites led to policies that were
rather beneficial for the merchants than for the settler farmers, the labour and “native’ policy
and the railway development illustrate this. By the end of this period things however started to
change, the settler elite became more influential and the pattern of settlement started
changing.

The urban history of colonial Natal also shows that things do not just turn out as they
are planned by governments, elites or ‘capital’. The ideal of the white city turned out to be
impossible to achieve and also providing a large docile, dependent and cheap black labour
force was not a straightforward task. The cities offered Africans and Indians plenty of
opportunities to eke out an independent existence in or on the fringes of town, which put them
in a strong bargaining position. This led the administration to use a wide range of techniques
of social engineering, which in the twentieth century evolved into almost complete urban

segregation.
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Introduction

Introduction

Phrasing the question

This study will address the long-term changes in the society of the Colony of Natal during the
second half of the nineteenth century. It is going to look at this from an economic perspective,
more precisely by looking at the process of incorporation of this area into the capitalist world-
system. In other words, the transition to capitalism in Natal is the object of study in this
dissertation. This process, roughly speaking, took place during the second half of the
nineteenth century.

The main question in this study is however not how this process took place, but rather
what the role of the newly created urban network was in this process. “What was the role of
cities and towns in the incorporation of Natal in the capitalist world-system’ is the central
question of this study. Are colonial cities centres of political and military control, or
transportation nodes, or both? Are some cities the former and others the latter? How do these
cities and towns interact with their hinterlands? Is Natal characterised by two different urban
systems; one serving the settler economy and one more resembling the extractive economic
system of most non-settler colonies and servicing the overberg trade'? Which interests strive
for which spatial structures and how do they do that?

And above all: how do ideal-type visions and planning translate into real life? It is one
thing to pursue certain policies and envisage certain spatial structures, but these are of course
not uncontested and cannot simply sweep away already existing structures. Therefore, the text
will come down from structures and models to the conflicts and struggles of the day-to-day
reality.

These are some of the issues to be dealt with. In the following paragraphs these

questions will be elaborated upon and a theoretical and conceptual basis will be articulated.

Some conceptual issues

Cities, urbanism, urbanisation, et cetera are frequently used, but therefore no unproblematic
concepts. Many definitions of a city or of urbanisation as a process exist. These can, for
example, be spatial, referring to the concentration of a population within certain geographical
limits; or cultural, referring to the diffusion of an urban culture, in other words a number of

values, attitudes, and behaviours. In economic definitions, this urban culture often gets



Introduction

equated with an industrial mode of production. As such it is contrasted with the rural,
agricultural mode of production.2 Other definitions use a more political approach and define
cities by their political and administrative functions.” All these conceptualisations of the city
have merits and limitations. Cities are more than just concentrations of population or a
cultural entity. They existed before the industrial revolution and can therefore not solely be
characterised or defined by an industrial mode of production and the role of a city in societies
is more than just a political-administrative one. Cities, therefore, are not just concrete entities
with well-defined characteristics; they are also social constructs and the results of concrete
historical circumstances.

All of these definitions can be useful but only to study certain aspects of urbanisation.
For geographic studies a spatial definition will work perfectly, but for studies of the urban
culture this will not offer much of a conceptual foothold. Considering the many faces of the
object of interest of this study, no attempt shall be made to do the impossible, to give an all-
encompassing definition of the city or of urbanisation. Instead, conceptualisations suited for
this study will be used. As this paper will look at the role of cities in economic change and in
the penetration of capitalism in the colony of Natal, definitions will have to be used that will
make it possible to highlight, firstly, the role of cities in the accumulation of capital and,
secondly, the functional differentiation and interdependence of city and countryside.

Looking at the role of cities in the accumulation of capital starts with questioning how
capital is accumulated. It is not necessary, nor possible within the constraints of this
introduction, to reiterate the bulk of Marxist theory here. A short recapitulation of some of the
basics should be sufficient to show the links between urbanisation and capitalism. Capitalist
society reproduces itself through a continuous process of circulation of capital in which the
accumulation of more capital is the primary goal. Through this process of accumulation the
capitalist class reproduces itself and its dominance over labour and ensures in this way the
continuation of capitalism. In the basic form of this process, capital is converted into
commodities, which are the basis of the production of new commodities. These new
commodities can be converted into capital again. In this process a certain surplus value can be

earned.® The circulation of capital can be schematised as follows:
M—-C([LP+MP)--P--C’—> M+ AM — etc.

With capital (money, M) you can acquire (—) commodities (C), for example the means of

production (MP) and labour power (LP), which can be used in the production process (P) to
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create new commodities (C’). These new commodities can be sold (—) again. After the sale
(ideally), more money (M + AM) will be returned, the extra capital (AM) being the surplus
value. This capital can be reinvested. The arrows show the process in the phase of commodity
exchange. This is where the spatial dimension becomes important. In the circulation of
commodities it is possible to separate purchase and sale in space and time, thanks to the
existence of money.” This makes spatial and functional specialisation possible. Mabogunje
notes that specialisation and the existence of a food surplus are necessary but not sufficient
conditions to make urban growth possible. Other conditions are the existence of a class of
traders and merchants and of a small group of people with the power to guarantee the supply
of food.® This provides the inhabitants of cities with the possibility to specialise themselves in
other things than the production of food; urbanisation and greater functional and social
differentiation are two sides of the same coin.” Therefore urban growth and the rise in tertiary
activities also go hand in hand.® Economic specialisation has made urbanisation possible, but
therefore not necessary. It does not explain this process.

The existence of money and the revolutions in transport and finances made
specialisation, and therefore urbanisation, possible by relaxing spatial and temporal
constraints.” These constraints are however not eliminated. In the process of circulation of
commodities, the phase in the circulation of capital that takes place in the market, there are a
number of not directly productive costs, for example storage and bookkeeping, and transport
and communication require a lot of fixed capital. This fixed capital is however not completely
unproductive, it lowers the costs of transport and communications and therefore the costs of
operating in the market. The increasing market activities bring a new problem, namely the
long turnover time of capital. If you have to wait until your goods have travelled halfway
around the globe before you can reinvest your capital, you are not using your money in the
most efficient way.'” Therefore, trading can still be quite expensive.

One way to deal with this problem is to de-link the circulation of money from the
circulation of commodities. This is possible thanks to the existence of a credit system. "’
Another option is of course to minimise the turnover time of commodities by organising space
in such a way that the volume of idle capital can be kept to a minimum. Harvey calls this the
‘annihilation of space by time’. o Space as an obstacle is eliminated by organising transport
and communications (space). This organising of space is the driving force behind
urbanisation, ' as it will be conceptualised in this study. The annihilation of space in not

something that can only be done in the sphere of exchange of commodities; industrial

10



Introduction

capitalists can also reduce their turnover time and circulation costs. They can establish their
places of production where there is abundant and cheap labour or close to their main markets
(in other words, in places with high concentrations of population). Within their companies
they can use the factory system and the conveyor belt.'* Both the city and the factory are tools
the industrial capitalist can use to eliminate the obstacle of space. By conquering space, time
has become the fundamental dimension of human affairs. "

To come back to the outline of the circulation of capital: acquiring AM is the object of
circulating capital. AM is what the capitalist gets more as return than what was invested; it is
the profit. This surplus value can again be invested, again made to circulate, in order to
acquire even more surplus value, even more capital. This is not a stable system, it is prone to
conflict. Capitalism is essentially anarchic, because actors are led by self-interest. This
interest is not necessarily the same as the class interest. The interest of the individual capitalist
is to make as much profit as possible. The interest of the labourer is to get a job; but when
they are all looking for one, they might very well depress the wages, which is not in their
class interest.'® And when all the capitalists try to maximise their profits, they will try to
minimise their costs — for example through technological innovation that limits the number of
labourers and the skills needed — and maximise their output. The results are periodic crises of
overaccumulation, i.e. situations in which surpluses of both capital and labour cannot be
invested profitably anymore, due to overproduction. L

The absorption of these surpluses is an important recurring theme in the history of
capitalism. To explain how these crises can be resolved, one has to look at the structure of the
flows of capital. Capital operates in three circuits.'® In the primary circuit of capital, surplus
value gets appropriated directly from labour.' When an overaccumulation crisis takes place
in this circuit, the surplus capital and labour can be invested in fixed assets, the secondary
circuit.?’ These can be investments directly in the production process, in machines for
example, or in the framework for production and consumption — the built environment — for
example roads, railways, houses, power plants, etc. These investments are not directly in the
production process and give no direct profits, but they are still productive as they make
further accumulation possible. As building roads or water works is usually too expensive for
the individual capitalist, the role of the capital market and the state in investments in this
circuit of capital is important.”’

When even these investments become unproductive, there is a tertiary circuit in which

investment can take place, viz. in science and technology and in social expenditures. These
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investments have even less direct effect on the appropriation of surplus value, but by
improving the quality of the labour force and by pacifying the masses, these are still
productive in the long run.?* In other words, investing in the secondary and tertiary circuits
can expand the basis for the production of surplus value. Doing this is however only a
temporary solution, as investments in these circuits do not take away the possibility of
overaccumulation. On the contrary, the capital invested in these circuits is productive because
it makes more accumulation possible; doing this it also sets the scene for new crises.”> When
further investments in certain goods become unproductive, the value of the capital tied up in
these goods devalues and the fixed assets become free goods, which provide the basis for a
new cycle of accumulation.”* Another fix to overaccumulation is redirecting investments to
other places, outside the core of the capitalist system.”

In this way, fixed investments accumulate and the built environment for production
and consumption is constructed. This is the framework of spatial organisation that gave rise to
the capitalist city. Cities in the capitalist world-system therefore represent places where this
fixed capital is accumulated.?® This leads to one of the contradictions of capitalist urban
development. The amortisation time — the time in which the full potential of the investment
gets used — of fixed capital in the built environment is very long. On the other hand, it
increases the productivity of capital in the first circuit and therefore expedites
overaccumulation and thus it becomes more likely that investments in new and more
productive fixed capital will have to be made before the old capital is amortised. The value of
that old capital is then devalued.?” The geographic structures are also immobile, which means
that each new cycle of investments has to take into account the old fixed assets.”® The streets
in a medieval inner city might be too narrow to cope with the traffic of the twenty-first
century, but broadening them can be too expensive as it could be necessary to tear down half
the city. Therefore investments in for example transport or communication always have some
negative aspects too: they are unlikely to be used to their full potential and they organise
space in a way that may not be the most useful one for future and unforeseeable
developments.

It has already been explained that capitalism is not a stable system that has been the
same throughout history. It is no ahistoric entity. And just as capitalism has been transforming
itself, so have cities. First of all, capitalism has not been around forever and has only started
to encompass the whole world fairly recently. Pre-capitalist towns were fundamentally

different entities than capitalist towns. A Roman town was a consumer town, surplus was not
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created in the towns but extracted through tribute, conquest and the use of slave labour,
according to Timberlake. In capitalist towns on the other hand, surplus is created through
market trade and commodity production based on free labour.”” Capitalism has also changed
throughout history. Gordon discerns three stages of capitalist accumulation: commercial,
industrial, and corporate accumulation. The cities have transformed accordingly.”

During the phase of commercial accumulation, merchant capitalists acquired profits
through operating in the market. They bought and sold commodities but intervened only
marginally or even not at all in the production proa::f:ss.3l The city had four functions in this
phase. First it all, it was the political capital, the seat of the government. Secondly, it was a
commercial metropolis, the place where essential activities in support of the commercial
exchange took place, examples being credit lending and accounting. Thirdly, the city was a
transport node, a place where commodities were collected and distributed. In this role, it
serves as organising element in the geographical space. Finally, wealthy merchants also
consumed luxury goods, therefore the city was also a craft-manufacturing centre.*?

In industrial capitalism, the way in which goods are produced does get altered.
Industrial accumulation depends on two important factors: the deskilling and homogenisation
of the labour process and the existence of a reserve army of cheap labourers. The
homogenisation of labour minimises costs and makes more efficient disciplining of labour
possible.*® This can be done by rationally organising the production in space.** This form of
capitalism is characterised by factory production in the city, where the labourers are.”® The
third phase of capitalist accumulation, corporate accumulation, is not relevant for this study
and shall therefore not be discussed here.

The world-economy with which urbanisation is so closely functionally interlinked is
however not only an economic process, it is an interaction of economic and political
processes. Economy is never free of politics.”® Consequently, urbanisation is not only
influenced by economy, politics also play an important role in this process. It is indeed
important to conceptualise cities as spatial manifestations of the capitalist accumulation logic,
as ‘nodal points of coordination, command, control, and management of global capitalist
production and/or trade.”®’” There are however other aspects of urbanisation that should also
be taken into account. Apart from an economic logic, a geopolitical logic also influences the
process. Two important aspects of this logic are the military strategies and the symbolic

strategies.”® Mabogunje, additionally, discerns the following aspects of life that are influenced
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by urbanisation: economy, demography, social and physical conditions in the towns and
administration.”

An issue that has not yet been discussed in this section is the role of cities and the form
urbanisation takes in the non-Western world. It could be said that the modern capitalist city is
a European (or at least Western) creation that has been exported together with the spread of
capitalism.* Do city networks have the same characteristics in the colonies as in the
metropolis? Can the process of urbanisation in Africa be treated without looking at the
European society? According to McGee, colonial cities serve as nerve centres for colonial
exploitation.*’ They are instruments in the expansion of the capitalist world-economy; they
organise their hinterland, organise political control and the creation and expropriation of
surplus. Therefore it could be argued that all cities are colonial; they all fulfil the same
functions for their respective hinterlands.*” The colonial powers were usually not very
interested in the cities themselves, but only in the produce from the countryside. Urbanisation
Was seen as a necessary evil,® especially in Africa, where this resulted in policies that
discouraged or prohibited ‘natives’ to settle in urban areas.* Despite being seen as necessary
evils, colonial cities were very important for the (under-) development of the colonies. De

Bruijne expresses this:

History is the means through which a culture accounts for its past. This is
especially true of studies of colonial cities as expressions of the spatial and
territorial configuration by which Western countries have penetrated other
regions and cultures.*

As colonial cities are designed to serve the interests of the colonising power, they are
unlikely to play the same role in economic development as they do in the core countries. The
Argentinean economic structure of livestock haciendas for example made (and still makes)
the development of a local city network on the pampas and the expansion of the internal
economy very difficult. The growth of internal economic linkages is not fostered by this
system that is geared towards export; this economic activity has little or no multiplier effect.*
Such a society is characterised by a countryside almost completely devoid of urban
settlements, with a few big dominant cities instead of a dense urban network. These dominant
cities, or primate cities, are often harbours and/or centres of administration. Christopher
illustrates these features of a typical import-export urban hierarchy with the example of
Southern Rhodesia (present day Zimbabwe): there are little or no small villages, there are no
cities at all in large parts of the country and the two main cities are clearly much bigger than

the third city (high primacy). The Orange Free State on the other hand was a typical settler
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colony and the urban hierarchy was very different, better-developed internal economic
linkages fostered a more elaborate urban pattern and lower primacy.ﬂ (See figure 1) Foreign
investment does not change much to this state of affairs. Foreign capital is usually used to
reinforce the same patterns, for example by investing in railways to the main export ports, in
mines and in pl:mtatimls.43 According to Timberlake, it is reasonable to expect that the city

systems in peripheral regions will be less well integrated internally than in the core.*

Some different views on urbanisation

The city is often seen as the vanguard, the motor, of development and industrialisation, as the
paragon of modernity. The traditional-modern dichotomy gets mirrored in the rural-urban
duality. In this dual-economy view the city is considered to be an island of progress in a sea of
backwardness.* Therefore, in modernisation theory, the path to economic growth is thought
to run along the route of urban industrialisation.”’ This line of thought resulted in programs of
urban industrialisation as implemented in the 1950s and 1960s by the Economic Commission
for Latin America or by Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana. Free labour in the cities would stimulate
investments and education and urban life would stimulate modern, economically sound,
behaviour.>

These theories, however, were not substantiated by reality. Urbanisation in the non-
Western world was not backed by economic development and industrialisation. Instead of
industrial cities, the Third World ended up with cities without industries or jobs. These
societies did not become modern through urbanisation, but had to cope with problems of so-
called overurbanisation, in Slater’s words.>® The cities in the periphery are not imbedded in a
local process of industrialisation, but rather in a process of dependent development, dependent
on the industrialisation of the West. This process influences both rural and urban social and
economic structures in the Third World.** Am, for example, stresses that the urban history of
Accra can only be understood in relation to the origins of capitalism in rural Ghana.”
Urbanisation in the periphery cannot be seen as independent from urbanisation and
industrialisation in the core or from change in the rural areas. The problem of this
modernisation perspective is threefold: it is eurocentric, it does not see the capitalist world-
system as an international, border-crossing phenomenon, and it offers no sufficient
explanatory framework for conceptualising city-countryside relations.”®

Bairoch illustrates why eurocentric views offer a distorted understanding by evaluating

these aspects in which cities play positive roles in the West for Third World cities. The most
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important positive role the city plays in the West is, according to him, that of diffusing and
encouraging technological innovation. Cities in the periphery tend to do the opposite: they
impede this diffusion. This is because these cities are not places of production, but places of
consumption, more precisely consumption of products of the metropolis. Instead of making
industrial products themselves, they import them much cheaper than they can be made locally.
Of the positive impact of cities on agriculture he is not really convinced either. He calls the
possibility to import cheap grain a potential explanation for this absence of positive effects.”’

In many ways the inverse of modernisation theory is dependency theory. According to
this view, cities in the periphery cannot play their progressive economic role because they are
rooted in a process of what Castells calls dependent urbanisation.” This line of thought is
often the opposite of modernisation thinking; a pessimistic version of it. While the first
ignores the possible negative aspects of Western influence, dependency theory only looks at
these external factors and paints a static image of external capitalist dominance; it ignores the
role of local circumstances and therefore lacks concreteness.’” Analytically it is more useful
to look at the interaction of external influences and local factors. Colonial cities are not only
formed through the actions of the colonists, but also by local circumstances and local actors.
Local elites, for example, are often more interested in an export-oriented economy than in the
development of local industries through protectionism and can therefore be allies of the
colonising powers. In every link in the global commodity chains there has to be someone who
has motives for keeping that system running.®® The externally oriented economy is not only
externally imposed and maintained, but also needs local support and will of course encounter
local resistance. This economic system gives rise to parasitic instead of generative cities,
following Hoselitz.”' The city system in such an economy only serves export and is
characterised by a few very big (primate) cities, which serve as transport nodes, and little or
no mid-sized towns. This is a consequence of the lack of local demand and local industry, in
other words, the lack of local exchange.*

A third view of the role of cities in economic development is one from the perspective
of historical materialism. In this Marxist approach both town and countryside are subjected to
the same process, which is the accumulation of capital.”® Therefore, Edel argues, urbanism
has to be interpreted in the light of specific aspects of the accumulation process: surplus
extraction from wage labour, reproduction of the labour force and the circulation of capital.**
Harvey sees in urbanisation the process of altering physical and social structures to meet the

spatial requirements of capitalism.®> More concretely, the changes in the spatial structure of
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capitalist society serve to eliminate space as an obstacle to further capitalist accumulation.®
(As above) Another aspect of urbanisation is the drive to control and discipline labour. The
urban order not only eliminates space for the circulation of capital, but also tries to find
equilibrium between control over labour, keeping the price of it down, and the reproduction of
a stable labour force.”” Semi-proletarian labour can be cheap as it unlinks production and
reproduction, but it is hard to control and discipline.”® A well-paid, suburban workforce on the
other hand is expensive but also stable and easy to control.”’ This requires planning, but is
also influenced by resistance; it is the result of class struggles.”” There is the plan of the
colonial city, but there also is the reality in which the people contest the structures and try to
use them for their own advantage.”' Urbanisation is not simply a top-down process.

A fourth perspective is related to both dependency theory and historical materialism.
World-systems analysis is a neomarxist approach that strives to be holistic and essentially
historicizing. According to this view the capitalist w