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Women and work discussed in 2020 LEAP Lecture

The history of slavery at the Cape 
will feature prominently in the 

Journal of Southern African Studies, 
which will publish a special issue on 
emancipation at the Cape next year. 
The special issue started out as the 
‘Bonds, Abodes and Banks’ confer-
ence session at the European Social 
Science History Conference, which, 
like most other conferences in 2020, 
was cancelled.

So instead of meeting in the Neth-
erlands, Robert Ross, LEAP PhD 
student Lisa Martin, Aaron Graham, 
Christie Swanepoel and LEAP post-
doc Kate Ekama met online. Together, 
their papers show how the historiog-
raphy of Cape slavery is changing in 
both focus and methods.

Using what some might consider dry 
historical sources – property records, 
mortgages, bank shareholder lists – 
these scholars investigate the impact 
of emancipation of the enslaved on the 
development of the Cape economy. 
These records are in fact a deep well 
of information on credit networks, 
mapping the choices the formerly en-
slaved made regarding housing, and 
the family ties between the men who 
started the first commercial banks in 
the Cape Colony. Many earlier studies 
have treated emancipation (1834 or 
1838) as the ending or beginning of 
the story; by focussing on continuities 

Upcoming special issue of JSAS 
investigates Cape slavery

MEETING PLACE: View of Strand street in Cape Town at the end of the 
eighteenth century by Jan Brandes. Source: Rijksmuseum.

and discontinuities from the 1830s 
deeper into the nineteenth century, 
this new work allows us to better un-

derstand the legacies of slavery in the 
Cape economy. Look out for the five 
papers in JSAS in 2021. 

The fifth LEAP Lecture was an on-
line roundtable which wrapped up 

the “Women and Work in History and 
Economics” online conference on the 
8th of October. The lecture provid-
ed an opportunity to bring together 
scholars from a variety of disciplines 
to discuss different aspects of women 
and work in the past.

The participants, Alice Evans, Em-
manuel Akyeampong, Jane Hum-

phries, Joyce Burnette and Ushehwe-
du Kufakurinani, discussed a range 
of topics relating to women and work 
such as female labour force partici-
pation, the emergence of male bread-
winner societies and the historiogra-
phy of working women. 

Humphries provided an overview of 
the differences in approaches utilized 
by Economists and Historians when 
researching women and work, while 

Burnette outlined the importance 
of this field of study and argued that 
some approaches to measuring wom-
en’s participation in the labour force 
need rethinking. 

Kufakurinani and Evans provided 
reflections on working women in the 
history of Africa with Akyeampong 
explaining that entrepreneurship 
amongst women is especially high in 
developing countries.
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Stellenbosch’s loss will be Cam-
bridge’s gain as Laura Richardson 

moves abroad to pursue her PhD. Fol-
lowing her Master’s dissertation on 
pre-marital sexuality in Cape Town, 
for which she received a distinction, 
she hopes to further uncover aspects 
of love and sex in an investigation of 
the city’s working class families during 
an age of state-sponsored contracep-
tion rollouts. Her work will shine a 
light on sexuality in the apartheid era 
before the dawn of HIV/AIDS.

Laura was one of the first Master’s 
students recruited as part of the Biog-
raphy of an Uncharted People project. 
Her dissertation investigated bridal 
pregnancy in Cape Town, by match-
ing marriage and baptism records. 
The figure below shows the number of 
days between marriage and first birth 
in the more than 2000 records Laura 
investigated.

Although Laura admits she will miss 
the comforts of home, she is excited 
to immerse herself in a new environ-
ment. ‘Cambridge not only boasts one 
of the top history faculties in the world 
but is also a good fit for me as they are 
established in the fields of family and 
social history and have been a pio-
neering force in the combined use of 
qualitative and quantitative methods 
within these fields.

‘I am really keen to work with Pro-
fessor Simon Szreter, a demographic 
historian, whose work on the every-
day nature of sex and intimacy in 
mid-twentieth-century Britain pro-
vided some of the inspiration for my 

Studying courtship and sexuality ‘no easy undertaking’
current project.’

Her research hopes to answer ques-
tions surrounding attitudes to sexual-
ity as well as specific actions relating 
to courtship, sex, marriage and the 
regulation of reproduction, family 
planning and sexual liberation, with 
the hope of adding to a global under-
standing of sexual narratives. The 
task at hand, however, is not without 
its challenges.

‘I am under no illusions that this 
is going to be an easy undertaking. 
Finding informants, bridging cultur-
al divides and getting people to talk 
about what is obviously a sensitive set 
of topics is going to be difficult. I will 
have to be careful to ensure that my 
sample is not a select minority pre-
pared to talk openly about sex.

‘Another concern is the subjective 
and retrospective nature of oral his-
tory accounts. While there is much to 
learn about people’s personal inter-

pretations of the past, it is important 
to keep in mind that they are just that: 
interpretations. In this context, con-
tradictions, inconsistencies and si-
lences become as notable as the facts 
themselves.

‘I think that South African universi-
ties have much to offer and I will miss 
the context-specific knowledge and 
sensitivity to South African issues that 
they provide, but I am also looking 
forward to experiencing a new aca-
demic culture, learning new methods 
and exanding my intellectual hori-
zons. I feel that studying abroad will 
benefit my research,’ she says.

Laura anticipates language and cul-
tural barriers in her upcoming re-
search but is improving her own ca-
pacities as well as recruiting research 
assistants who can help to conduct 
interviews and translate and interpret 
responses – anyone interested can 
contact her on ljr55@cam.ac.uk

SOCIAL DISTANCING: Covid-19 and lockdown restrictions have forced LEAP meetings online
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‘It’s human nature to 
overcome rather than be 
overcome’

Lloyd studies Cape 
capital markets

Slavery and coerced labour on research agenda

The Covid-19 crisis is affecting the 
way that we work and interact 

at LEAP. Many researchers and stu-
dents have had to halt their projects 
or re-design them significantly. Un-
deniably, this year’s unexpected pres-
sures and constraints have caused 
big changes in our personal and work 
patterns. Yet, these circumstances can 
also encourage us to re-imagine our 
way of doing things as we are pushed 
to engage with our topics in a creative 
manner. Master’s student Britta-
ny Chalmers spoke with a few LEAP 
team members to find out how they 
have been navigating their research in 
2020. 

PhD candidate Karl Bergemann 
notes that this season has been sur-
prisingly positive. “My time in isola-
tion was not that bad. Although I am 
a social being, I quite like time to my-
self. Research-wise, historians spend 
a lot of time with primary sources, be 
it at the archives or in the library. For-
tunately, I was able to track sources 
online through the SUN library por-
tals and once I had digital copies, life 
became a bit easier.” 

Honours student Lauren Coetzee 
shared her experience of “meeting” 
with more people while in insolation. 
She said, “I have been in contact with 
several academics as online meetings 
are now becoming more of a norm - 
what an honour!” 

Many researchers and students have 
struggled to adjust to the world of 
online seminars and meetings but of 
course, we are adaptable creatures. 

Come 2021, meeting in person may 
suddenly feel strange as we long for 
our Zoom attire of slippers and track-
suit pants again! 

Lisa-Cheree Martin, a PhD candi-
date, shared how she has been adapt-
ing to life in lockdown. “I have not 
been able to stick to working hours 
very well, which I think is an issue for 
everyone. A day can go very well or 
very poorly. You either work all day, 
all night or not at all! Now that re-
strictions are lifting I am considering 
working in coffee shops or coming to 
campus every once in a while.”  

PhD candidate Amy Rommelspach-
er spoke about the heightened need 
for a sense of community in both an 
academic and personal capacity. “The 
biggest change was making more of an 
effort to interact with people online. 
In the first stages of lockdown, I was 
postponing socialising to when we 
were allowed to do it in person again, 
but I soon realised that community is 
a necessity.” 

This pandemic is leading us all to 
think about how we do things. Our 
problems often create unexpected op-
portunities and we should take time 
to pause and reflect on what research 
will look like in the future. For many 
of us, 2020 has been what Karl Berge-
mann calls “a space for reflection and 
peeling away the layers to find what 
really matters and what is truly im-
portant. We get by with what we have 
and make the best of bad situations - 
it’s human nature to overcome rather 
than be overcome.”

There has been a lot going on in the 
field of slavery studies in the last 

few months. During June and Sep-
tember postdoc Kate Ekama took part 
in online discussions and a workshop 
on slavery and coercive labour re-
gimes in Asia. 

The project aims to investigate over-
laps between coercive regimes, how 
they functioned, and how they were 
transformed over time. 

Also in September, Ekama partici-
pated in a conference on the connec-

tions between coerced labour and 
capitalism in the British Empire. 

Similar themes were taken up during 
the October Roundtable on business 
history and slavery organised by the 
Business History Collective, which 
dealt with ordinary people’s indirect 
involvement in slavery in Jamaica; 
calculating the extent to which UK 
universities have benefitted from 
slave wealth; and the connection be-
tween US bankruptcy law and slavery 
in Louisiana. 

PhD student Lloyd Maphosa analy-
ses the impact of the Cape Compa-

ny Act of 1892 on the development of 
joint stock companies at the Cape up 
to 1902. Using company records from 
the Cape Limited Company Archives, 
his findings show that there was rap-
id company formation in the colony 
after the Company Act. These com-
panies operated in various sectors of 
the economy, were diverse in size, and 
had an average lifespan of 10 years. 

This study also provided new insight 
into the evolution of capitalism at the 
Cape. For instance, the proliferation 
of joint stock companies improved the 
distribution of incomes which in turn 
augmented the savings capacity of the 
population.

The result was the growth of the cap-
ital market and, for the first time, par-
ticipation of the working-class in the 
capital markets. In the latter years of 
his study, this group of investors in-
cluded women and African investors. 
This illustrated the changing nature 
of capitalism at the Cape because this 
group of people was excluded from 
most economic activities due to re-
strictive social and economic institu-
tions.

Having submitted his dissertation 
early in October, he says that it has 
been an absolute privilege to be part 
of LEAP. ‘As someone who has always 
wanted to study economic history, be-
ing part of this community helped me 
achieve my goals and created many 
opportunities for me. 

‘I am delighted to share that I have 
been offered a postdoc position at the 
University of Cape Town starting in 
January 2021.’

OFFICE WORK: Lloyd Maphosa
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There is sometimes a fine line 
between the excitement of new 

research possibilities and the fear 
of being overwhelmed by the mass 
of work it will encompass. But Cai-
lin McRae seems to tread that line 
with a fair bit of aplomb.

With her Master’s in the bank, 
and with a distinction to boot, 
she is relishing the opportunity of 
delving into more research work as 
she decides where her future aspi-
rations lie. 

‘While some might find the idea 
of spending hours in the archive 
mind-numbing, it brings me true 
joy to research 
in the most ‘old-
school’ way pos-
sible. Watch-
ing some of the 
material I have 
digitised come 
to life in others’ 
work is fascinat-
ing and working 
with members 
of the Biography 
project while 
working on my 
own thesis al-
lowed me to 
engage with a 
team as well as 
other scholarly 
heavyweights. This allowed me to 
develop the skills I use in my work 
today.’

Cailin’s Master’s uncovered the 
intricacies of the life of Emmie du 
Toit, a prominent figure in Cape 
politics in the 1930s and 40s, who, 
as she puts it, ‘subverted the nar-

Using big data in 
colonial history

Seminar series 
a big success
The Covid-19 pandemic and conse-

quent lockdown measures forced 
the LEAP seminar series to move on-
line in April. The second semester’s 
seminar series was held entirely on-
line. The timeslot was also moved to 
16:00 on a Wednesday to accommo-
date speakers from the west coast of 
the United States.

The seminar series, which included 
13 speakers, began on 29 July with a 
talk by Melanie Xue (NYU Abu Dhabi) 
and concluded with Marianne Mari-
otti (ANU) on 28 October. Around 20 
to 30 participants logged in for each 
seminar. PhD student Nobungcwele 
Mbem did an excellent job of market-
ing and organising the seminars.

The next seminar series will begin in 
February 2021.

rative of a passive female force 
behind seemingly male-driven 
agendas’. She has her sights set on 
eventually completing a PhD, pos-
sibly through further research out-
puts stemming from her Master’s 
work.

‘I am hoping to move abroad next 
year and following other interests 
for the time being before coming 
back to pursue my PhD. I’ve uncov-
ered a number of potential avenues 
for further research. I currently 
work as an independent freelance 
researcher and the diverse groups 
of projects I am currently work-

ing on is fantas-
tic, ranging from 
historical land 
claims to Euro-
pean explorers 
in Africa before 
1900. No two 
days are ever the 
same and this 
makes for inter-
esting processes 
of digging up new 
documents,’ she 
says.

And what advice 
does she have for 
those treading 
similar academic 
waters? 

‘Always keep the bigger picture in 
mind. Trust your sources and what 
they are telling you, healthy pinch-
es of salt included. 

Trust your own capabilities and 
the idea that your final work will be 
making an important contribution 
to a broader body of work.’

‘Always keep the bigger 
picture in mind’

    POLITICIAN: Emmie du Toit

SEMINAR ZOOMING: Sédi-Anne 
Boukaka (Rome Tor Vergata) and 
Nobungcwele Mbem

On 5 October, LEAP together with 
scholars from the University of 

Adelaide, the University of Minne-
sota, Chulalongkorn University and 
the University of Strasbourg held an 
online workshop to discuss the chal-
lenges that researchers in developing 
countries face in using large historical 
datasets. 

The workshop was sponsored by 
the AC21 consortium. Convenor Kara 
Dimitruk says that, despite having 
to balance multiple time zones, the 
workshop stimulated new ideas and 
will certainly lead to closer future col-
laboration between researchers based 
in developing countries.
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Armed with transcribed datasets 
of the Cape Colony Voter’s Rolls 

and with a new perspective on the 
shortcomings of previous scholastic 
opinion, LEAP final-year PhD student 
Farai Nyika challenges the notions 
of disenfranchisement of black vot-
ers around the turn of the 20th cen-
tury when he let the numbers do the 
talking. 

His work shows that skewed counts 
led to uninformed critical analyses of 
the rolls and that even when we feel 
we know much about a specific data 
source, there is always the chance that 
misinterpretation has led to theoreti-
cal mistruths. From there, Farai was 
able to use the new evidence to better 
inform understandings of the effects 
disenfranchisement had on black ed-
ucation in general.

‘The consensus view of disenfran-
chisement legislation is that between 
20, 000 and 30, 000 black voters were 
removed from the rolls between 1887 
and 1893. Using a matching formula 
for names and surnames, in combina-
tion with manual matching, to count 
the number of black people listed in 
the period 1887 to 1909, I found that 
the number of black people who were 
disenfranchised was actually between 
2,500 and 3,500. This finding contrib-
utes to the literature on black agency 
in colonial times, as potential black 
voters fought disenfranchisement 
measures in courts and by acquiring 
literacy skills that were needed to 
qualify for the franchise.’

Having unpacked the first part of the 
formula, he next set about answering 
questions about the initiatives taken 
by black parents to implement edu-

Investigating 19th century black agency

Beaurel Visser explores land disposession and voting

cational advances as well as the rela-
tionship between migration and levels 
of education.

‘The Cape government created the 
Transkeian District Councils (DCs) to 
compensate black people for the fran-
chise restrictions of the 1894 Glen 
Grey Act. Black administered DCs 
raised funds to build schools, roads 
and infrastructure by taxing black 
people. I tested the claims made by 
Rhodes in 1893 and again by several 
school principals and inspectors in 
1908, that DCs had improved black 
education.

Using a difference-in-difference es-

timation, I found that districts that 
established councils (DCs) recorded 
higher enrolment and attendance fig-
ures than districts that did not. These 
findings show how black parents took 
the initiative in developing schools for 
their children. 

Historically, migration was influ-

enced by interventions such as the 
1894 Glen Grey Act and other apart-
heid era measures, with the Eastern 
Cape being the largest sender prov-
ince. In the final part of the disserta-
tion, I use regressions to test the ef-
fect of internal migration on primary 
and secondary completion rates in 
KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and in the 
Western and Eastern Cape. I did not 
find any relationship between internal 
migration and primary and secondary 
completion rates in the Eastern Cape. 

I also find that migration has a pos-
itive effect on non-migrant secondary 
enrolment – an effect that operates 
through the youth labour market. 
This finding contributes to the litera-
ture on education inequality in South 
Africa.

One surprising result is a negative 
effect of DCs on primary completion 
rates, which are lowest in former DCs 
when compared to regions of the East-
ern Cape that did not receive council 
status. This finding, I argue, is simply 
a spurious correlation that highlights 
the flaws in the methodology of the 
persistence literature.’

Due to Covid restrictions making 
access to crucial documents unavail-
able, there are sections of work Farai 
felt he could have improved on, but 
he fondly recounts trips abroad and 
being able to relay his findings to an 
international audience as the high-
lights of his academic pursuits. The 
two somehow seem to balance each 
other out and show how the world has 
seemingly been flipped on its head. 
Looking ahead, Farai hopes to further 
his research interests and mentor 
graduate students.

ECON HISTORIAN: Farai Nyika

After completing her BA in Inter-
national Studies with majors in 

Political Science and History, Beau-
rel Visser found herself fascinated 
with how society engaged in politics 
and how this has been reflected over 
time. Her Honours mini-thesis intro-
duced her to the exploration of mi-
crodata and statistical analysis, which 
ultimately nudged her into enquiring 
about LEAP and applying for the Bi-
ography project, which she has been 
part of for the past 3 years.

‘My thesis explores the strides of an 
emerging African middle class against 

economic and political forces through 
the analysis of the implementation of 
stringent disfranchising. I use news-
papers alongside a range of govern-
ment publications to illustrate how 
the effects of disfranchisement legis-
lation in the Cape were complex and 
more nuanced than has been explored 
in the existing historiography. The 
study illustrates some of the effects 
disfranchisement legislation had on 
the enfranchised African middle class 
and uses the Queenstown electoral 
division as a lens through which it 
brings this into focus.’ VOTE: Visser plots black surnames
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PhD student Karl Bergemann talks to postdoc Kara Dimitruk about 
life in Stellenbosch, her research and dealing with Covid-19. 

‘The blindside no one could have foreseen’

After completing her PhD at the 
University of California (Irvine), 

American Kara Dimitruk has spent 
the last two years immersing herself 
in Stellenbosch culture, right down 
to sampling the vintages on offer. But 
her main focus has been on unearth-
ing some of the economic and political 
factors influencing labour law devel-
opment in South Africa in the nine-
teenth century. Having recently also 
joined the Biography of an Unchart-
ed People project as a post-doctoral 
researcher, she plans to make even 
more in-roads whilst simultaneously 
scanning horizons for the next chap-
ter in her life. 

‘Being at Stellenbosch has been a 
great experience. One of my favour-
ite parts has been interacting with a 
community of local and international 
scholars, from undergrad economic 
history, honours, MA and PhD stu-
dents to fellow postdocs and senior 
researchers in economics and history. 
People are kind, welcoming and keen 
to support research.

‘Since starting at Stellenbosch, I’ve 
been working on two main projects on 
the political and legal development of 
southern Africa in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The first is on the British Cape 
Colony. I started by studying the eco-
nomic and political factors that led 
constituents to pressure the govern-
ment for more coercive labour laws 
under parliamentary government. 
The paper uses a new data series on 
constituents’ petitions from the Votes 
& Proceedings of the House of Assem-
bly and economic data from the Blue 
Books. Kelsey Lemon (MA, History) 
and I have been working on summa-
rizing and classifying the petitions. 
I think the series will be useful for 
scholars interested in this period. 

‘I am expanding on this work to 
study the provision of property rights 
and security on the eastern frontier, 
the development of political parties 
and their influence on policy-making, 
and the development of municipal 
public finance institutions. 

‘The second project is with Sophia 
du Plessis and Stan du Plessis. We 
compare the evolution of the specifi-
cation of property rights in the Boer 

POSTDOC: Kara Dimitruk

Republics (Orange Free State and 
South African Republic or Transvaal). 
Paige Smith (MA, History) has been 
incredibly helpful with digitizing and 
geo-rectifying surveys of farm par-
cels,’ she said.

In any academic undertaking, chal-
lenges are to be expected. However, 
2020 was the academic blindside no 
one could have foreseen. With lock-
downs in force around the world and 
access to material encumbered by re-
strictions at every turn, researchers 
have been forced to dig deep this year 
and find new ways to interact with 
sources, other researchers and with 
the academic diaspora in general. In 
essence, it has been a space of reflec-
tion but also of tenacity.

‘Working under lockdown condi-
tions has not been easy. I’ve missed 
the daily in-person connections with 
people before and 
after seminars or 
during the week. 
Some days it is 
hard to be mo-
tivated and to 
concentrate. But 
technology has 
been useful for 
regularly and cre-
atively connecting 
with friends and 
family. I’ve also 
been e-meeting 
with the Democ-
racy & Disenfran-
chisement group 
and other PhD 
and Masters’ stu-
dents. They are a 
lively group and 
keep me on my toes. 

‘To get a balance and break from the 
video technology of choice, I’ve also 
dusted off some old hobbies of mine 
that got placed on the shelf during 
gradschool.

‘To be honest, it’s hard to separate 
setbacks as not related to the pan-
demic. The major setbacks I’ve expe-
rienced this year have come from lim-
ited access to sources from the library 
or the archives, which is a direct result 
of the pandemic. Thankfully, I’ve had 
some help from librarians across the 

world. Otherwise, just normal “set-
backs” that come with historical data: 
going back to sources and collecting 
new series, finding and fixing errors.’

In an era of Big Data, why does Dim-
itruk think getting a PhD in Econom-
ics is important, and why would she 
recommend Stellenbosch as an insti-
tution to further one’s academic aspi-
rations?

‘Getting a PhD is about becoming 
a critical thinker and furthering our 
knowledge about fundamental ques-
tions through the research process. 
In this day and age, you can open up 
any newspaper (or site) and likely feel 
overwhelmed. Hopefully a PhD in 
Economics provides a type of train-
ing and toolbox that would enable 
a person to study questions that are 
important to them and work with oth-
er people (PhD in Economics or oth-

erwise) to solve 
problems for the 
benefit of society 
– whether that 
be in academics, 
the private sector, 
government, or 
non-profits.

‘At Stellenbosch, 
you’ll have the 
opportunity to 
make the best of it 
for what fits your 
goals. You’ll find 
a supportive re-
search communi-
ty and the space to 
develop your own 
research agen-
da, collaborate in 
co-authored pa-

pers, work with younger students, and 
use and collect untapped data sources 
for economic history.

‘The application process is what’s 
immediately next for me. I’ll be apply-
ing to jobs over the next few months. I 
want to stay in academe and continue 
my work in economic history. The re-
ality is that it is not going to be easy, 
given the pandemic and current eco-
nomic recession in most countries. 
I’m being open-minded about the op-
portunities that arise. I’m curious to 
see how it works out.’


