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History of Doxa Productions’ Relationship with the Himba People of Kaoko

We began our relationship with the Himba people when we initiated a project and obtained funding from the Swedish Independent Development Agency to render visible, through film-making, a feasibility study into the building of a hydroelectric dam that would affect, in a very profound way, the already precarious sustainability of the Himba nomadic herders’ way of life. The Himba live in the Kaoko region in the North West of Namibia, which borders on Angola and is separated from Angola by the Cunene River. 

For two years – the length of the feasibility study – we followed the different technical, environmental and social studies pertaining to the feasibility study, and produced despatches and documentaries that were the audio-visual transposition of these activities, so that the public would know what was happening in a very remote part of Namibia, a very remote part of the world. 

One could say at this point already, that in terms of getting local content into the wider realm of the knowledge society, what we managed amounted to a kind of coup. 

I say this because, firstly, to be able to record and broadcast this information required a strategy that could filter through the silence that the central government had enforced regarding the publicising of the hydro-electric dam scheme. This was a delicate operation. 

Journalists were considered with a weary and suspicious eye. It would have been better that the broader public did not begin to get involved in the process.

Secondly, in that climate of denial, to give a voice to the silenced Himba people who were the human protagonists in this development drama was equally challenging. 

However, a convergence of events made it possible for this would-have-otherwise-been-invisible local content, to become visible: 

1) the new constitution Namibia had just created at the time of its independence from South Africa (1990),

2) the increasing use of the internet as a way of communicating between NGO’s across the globe, 

3) networking in general, 

4) the audio-visual technology that is light and relatively cheap, and 

5) the growing awareness of institutions such as the World Bank that hydro-electric schemes were not always beneficial - such as when the sacrifices by people and the environment to the scheme point to looking for alternative means to generate electricity.

This is what happened to the case of the Epupa Hydroelectric scheme and we documented the process by which the Himba people, the international network of environmental organisations and indigenous peoples’ organisations, the new Namibian constitution and the Information Society contributed to the visibility of what was going to happen at Epupa: 

A dam the size of London would have flooded the most fertile and sacred parts of Kaoko, making it almost a certainty that the Himba people would not continue their nomadic herding life style and that the Cunene River itself would possibly never recover downstream from the dam. 

To cut a long story short, the feasibility study was declared officially incomplete because the Himba people refused to enter into talks about compensation and therefore thwarted the process through a strategy of non-co-operation. According to the standards of the World Bank, this incomplete status meant that it could not lend money to build the dam and that the Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark, Norway) who export their dam building skills to the South, would not really be able to do so from a moral point of view. The environmental and social destruction that would have ensued from the building of the dam was too great. These were visible and impossible to deny due to the feasibility study itself as well as its audio-visual record.

This first phase of our relationship with the Himba community begun in 1993 and ended with the end of the Feasibility study and the fact that a detailed audio-visual record of this feasibility study existed and had been distributed to many stakeholders containing a very thorough expose on what the Himba people felt about the building of the dam, the nature of their lifestyle, their relationship to their ancestors who were buried in the graves that would have been flooded by the dam, their relationship to the semi-arid environment that they have learned to use in a sustainable way. It is through the challenge of the dam scheme in fact, that so much knowledge was generated about the Himba people.

The Second Phase of Doxa Productions’ Relationship with the Himba People
Thereafter began the second phase of our relationship with the Himba community. By this time we had formed solid relationships with some of the members of the community and had a constant interpreter. We were no longer considered outsiders in a primary sense and some of the members of the community knew the power of the media and understood that we were there, as a mirror of their way of life to the outside world, and could contribute to the understanding within the global community of the specificity and importance of their way of life.

We deepened our relationship with one of the custodians of the Himba oral history: Muniombara Katjira, who, layer by layer introduced us to the workings of their orally transmitted culture. 

In 2001, unconstrained by any political self-censorship or overt dictates from steering committees we had worked with during the time of the feasibility study, we made an artful version of the events that took place during the feasibility study. We transposed and transformed the raw material shot over seven years into a narrative that was both metaphoric and universal – which is partly the function of art I suppose. This documentary entitled: “Ochre and Water – Himba chronicles from the land of Kaoko” is 52 minutes long and it tells the story of the battle of the Himba people against the building of the hydro-electric scheme. It is also a story about a culture that is totally contemporary and yet un-westernised at its core. A story about a so-called indigenous culture that is thriving and could still thrive for many years if it is respected, allowed to transform as it wishes, but not constrained to modify its core in order to fit into the wishes of a central government that does not necessarily respect its identity, or a global economy that cannot honour its diversity.

This film was highly successful, not as much from a commercial point of view, as from the point of view of how many people have seen it all over the world. Many institutions use it both as an example of creative film making in its own right at film schools, as well as for its educational content at institutions, university departments of environmental science, anthropology, sociology and politics as well as at human rights and bio-diversity conferences. It has won a dozen international prizes, been shown at about forty film festivals and bought by broadcasters of 34 countries. It was made totally independently with quasi-no editorial constraints – which is very rare in the commercial world of television broadcasting.  That is why it was identified by UNESCO as an example of creative local content.

Our exposure to the way of life of the Himba people (a thirteen year commitment) and our awareness as members of civil society and citizens of the global village has given us a vantage point from which to engage with the Himba community that has led to the next and present phase of the relationship between Doxa Productions and the Himba community. Unesco’s identification of our film ‘Ochre and Water – Himba chronicles from the land of Kaoko” and our invitation to participate in December 2003 in the ICT4ID UN task force for local content at the WSIS took us to another level of engagement with information communication technology (of which film making is an example) and the Himba community. 

The Kaoko Local Knowledge Living Archive Project

Being the custodians of 13 years worth of archive, more than three hundred hours of material that includes songs, oral performances, political meetings, cattle herding, funerals, games, interviews etc., reflecting the way of life of the Himba people, it has been important for us to consider the uses of this material. 

We also have important archives relating to the apartheid era in South Africa (we were journalists and film makers covering the political struggle against the apartheid system from 1985 to 1994). So we have, by the nature of our commitment to subject matter and its life after its first death (broadcast), developed an interest in this afterlife of audio-visual material and a way of dealing with the vast amount of ‘rushes’ which is the term used to describe the raw material that is shot, when working on a project with a definite outcome. 

For five years we have been developing the idea of a ‘living archive’ or ‘living archives’ and our work both in Namibia and with the San communities in Southern Africa hinges around this concept that we are, with the support of UNESCO, in the process of bringing into practice. 

The Living Archive Project can generally be described as an interdisciplinary creative exercise combining the skills of film makers, historians, cartographers, anthropologists and multi-media designers taking as a starting point of the archive, the landscape in which the events take place and the people who tell its tales.

The Kaoko Living Archive Project came about because we wanted to break out of the linearity of film making, as well as its finality and alienation from the very subjects it portrays. 

We were looking for ways to interact with the Himba people and for them to interact with this ‘generated local content’ that would be beneficial to them in the long run. 

We also wanted to stimulate and bring about an interactive relationship between the different media that the Himba people’s as well as the San people’s life histories and culture are stored upon.

The fact that text, sound, image, and image sequences can all be processed and negotiated in one format or package, allows one to create layers of knowledge about a subject, and access these layers off one platform. 

What started off as a purely intellectual concept at the beginning of the UNESCO funding period, has now developed into a more practical vision of how the content generated locally will be navigated on a DVD support. 

Immersive photography was carried out during two trips to the Kaoko and progress has been made on the approach, the software and the integration of the material into a multi-layered, non-linear DVD. We have stitched together panoramas of important nexus points in the landscape of Kaoko representing the culture of the Himba such as : the main hut of the village leading to the corail where the cattle are kept, a vantage point on a nearby hill, the sacred fire. These spaces can be entered into using the mouse to navigate and observe the space. Hot spots in these immersed environments can trigger a video sequence or access text or photographs or an interview of an elder.

With the Kaoko local knowledge Living Archive Project we have been fortunate to collaborate with the head of the University of Cologne’s anthropology department, Dr Michael Bollig, who, in turn, heads the ACACIA project. This project has, over the past ten years, generated an extensive body of multi-disciplinary knowledge on the subject of “Arid Countries Adaptation and Cultural Innovation in Africa”. The Himba nomadic herders have been one of the focuses of this study.

This past year, with the aid of UNESCO and the South African department of Arts and Culture, we have been able to work with Dr Bollig and the Himba people in the field on three different occasions for several weeks each time.

During those field trips, apart from filming material for a documentary, our aim was to “map the memory of the Himba people and to contribute towards the sustainable continuance of a way of life that is constantly challenged.”

Mapping and memory are key concepts of our approach to the work we are carrying out in Kaoko. By mapping we mean looking at the landscape and through dialogue with the inhabitants bringing the cognitive and symbolic significance of the landscape to the fore, that is, restoring memory to space by documenting the intersection of action and thought in time and in space. 

The Himba culture is an oral culture. Their land tenure is non-existent in the western sense, as the land is considered communal. Consequently, their belonging to the land is under threat. Yet every iota of that land is accounted for in the oral histories that are told from generation to generation. 

Through the collection of oral histories, memories, tales of events and genealogies, in collaboration with the Himba people with whom we have consulted, and backed by the substantial knowledge base that the ACACIA project and Dr Michael Bollig have generated, we are building an interactive living archive that will come into use in generations to come. 

The community are convinced and enthusiastic about this project. Many of the more engaged members of the community realise the potential of accessing stories and history in the future for the sake of their youth and those not yet born (cross generational function). 

For our initial ‘Living Archive’ the starting point is the life and death of Katjira Muniombara, the oral historian we filmed during his life time and whose funeral we attended and filmed in January 2003. Subsequently we have attended his commemoration and interviewed many elders who knew him. We have witnessed audio-visually, his gradual public mythologisation, his slow maturation into the status of ‘ancestor’. 

We believe that by following the biography of a man whose life spanned a century, whose ancestry goes back to the slave trade in Angola, whose uncle fought the Germans when they attempted the genocide of the Herero people (The Himba are Herero), who lived through the decolonisation of Angola, the border war between the South West African Peoples Organisation and the South African defence force, who stood against the building of the Epupa hydroelectric dam scheme, by mapping this biography in and over the landscape, by considering this fractal to be a reflection of the whole, we will contribute to the honouring of memory in the Kaoko.

As I have mentioned the Himba culture is under threat. It is transforming all the time and obviously not always in the best way. Alcohol is overused, children are spending long periods away from the home being educated, sometimes very badly, the cash economy is undermining relationships that define certain aspects of the cattle herding nomadic culture and therefore threaten the use of the environment as well as the social structures that have guaranteed a sustainable cattle herding practice. Many factors come into play. We have had the privilege of working closely with the Himba people and know that the elders are dying and with them each time a little more of the oral history and local knowledge dies. 

In fact it is the death of elders who hold vast banks of knowledge ‘at the tip of their tongues’ and the subsequent silence and loss that ensues that underpins this project. With the inevitable weakening of the links in the chain of communication that cultures of orality rely on for their vivacity, these deaths herald a loss of belonging to the landscape that sustains the elders’ descendants. This project attempts to address the intangible heritage that is memory, through its ‘performance’, that is, as it is spoken in the act of recollection during the transference of knowledge in the shade of a tree or under the sky. It is in this spirit that we are attempting to document and render accessible this oral data base that is intrinsically related and connected to the landscape and, it is why we are developing a DVD living archive (the first one concentrating on the life of Katjira in its many ramifications) in order to find a home for material that will be important to the Himba themselves in a few years time as well as provide an insight into a culture (cross cultural dialogue) from a knowledge building point of view.

Within three months we should have an interactive living archive on the life of Katjira which will complement the film “ Ochre and Water – Himba chronicles from the land of Kaoko” on a DVD.

Our work has also consisted in a feasibility study into setting up a multi-purpose community centre in one of the Himba villages. We have spoken to the elders and representatives of the Himba community who agree to the idea. But the actual realisation of this is still very remote as the skills required to operate such a centre are rare. We have, with the support of UNESCO, ensured the training in basic computer skills of our translator Cornelius Tjiuma who initially was very keen to participate in a project where he would eventually train other people to use internet facilities, access e-learning data bases, access agricultural and veterinary networks of advice and legal assistance networks – all issues that are practically important to the Himba people. At the same time this ICT centre would be used to interview elders and not so elders and record as many life histories and oral testimonies as possible. The interviews would then be processed into additional ‘Living Archive’ packages that would be accessible to the Himba themselves in their language (Herero) and to the rest of the knowledge society via the internet or on a DVD.

This still has to be realised. We have networked with several organisations that will be able to assist in bringing this vision about. But there is no point in setting up a center without the skilled human power to operate it. Presently our trainee Cornelius Tjiuma has decided to study education because he feels that besides the skills of ICT he needs pedagogical skills to pass his knowledge on. We are offering him a room and he is sometimes working with us on translations. We are hoping he will still participate in the project once he has completed his studies. 

We have a memorandum of understanding with Bridges.org and the Integrated Rural Development and Nature Conservation NGO that have agreed in principle to assist in setting up the technical and the organisational structures for a multi-purpose community centre to be effective in the Himba community. The IRDNC are pioneering the practice of conservancies in the Kaoko region. 

These legal entities would help to consolidate the disparate nature of leadership in the communally owned Kaoko region and could contribute an adequate framework in which to integrate the mutli purpose community center and the Kaoko Living Archive Project.

This is where we are at at the moment with the kaoko Local Knowledge Living Archive Project. 

The San Living Archive management Project in Collaboration with Khwa ttu and UNESCO

As I have mentioned, Doxa Productions has a substantial archive of material that has been generated over the last twenty years. The kinds of issues we have always been interested in concern marginalized communities, cultures that are threatened by globalisation trends, relationships to the environment and the knowledge base that these represent. We have of course also been interested in culture in its diverse forms and especially during the apartheid era, in the culture of resistance.

One of the subjects that kept our focus has been the issue of the San people of Namibia and South Africa. We first filmed in what was then called Eastern Bushmanland in 1987 and subsequently have intermittently filmed events, conferences, exhibitions and what is left of some San culture for the last fifteen years. 

During our reflections on the concept of the “Living Archive” we have had discussions with scholars who have worked closely with the Khomani San of the Southern Kalahari and they have been very interested in the “Living Archive” concept as a tool that would contribute to San heritage management. 

One needs to know that compared with the Himba people, the San people are part of a culture that has been almost decimated. The Himba people are part of a culture that is only beginning to self-reflect on the possibility of its disappearance. So the discourse that exists about San culture is very different and the issue that needs to be dealt with in terms of the ‘Living Archive’ concept is also different.

The San Living Archive Management Project has contributed towards the training of San cultural curators to enable the management of the vast audio-visual archive that the interaction between different San people’s socio-political issues and documentary film makers and researchers over the years, have generated. Ultimately this ‘reclaiming’ of memory stored on tape or film could lead to the creation of cultural content that is relevant to the San people themselves as opposed to being consumed as entertainment. There are three phases to this project: 

1. A short-term training component (October-December 2004): Two ‘cultural curators participated in a basic training in heritage management. The Living Archive Management component of this broader training concerned audio-visual archive management and an introduction to the process of audio-visual content creation as well as the basic practices required to manage audio-visual material. 

2. In the intermediate phase a short video was produced on the importance of language in the process of retrieval of memory and cultural practice. The /Nu language is the mother tongue of one of the trainees that is collaborating on the Living Archive Management Project. Yet she can hardly speak her language. In fact only a dozen people spoke this language until it was transcribed against all odds. The short video brings across the joy and triumph felt by the inheritors of a lost language that is now being revived. 

3. The longer-term aim of the project is to create a pilot interactive Living Archive from some of the audio-visual archival material that Doxa Productions documentary research team have filmed and curated over the past twenty years. Material was viewed by San Heritage Management trainees and they identified particular documentary ‘moments’ that they would like to have access to and that they consider relevant to the San today. The Living Archive Management Project will process this raw material into accessible packages that can be navigated in one format. This pilot project will function as a window that allows one to look into the actual audio-visual archive that exists and can be accessed. 

The aim for the project in the long term (subject to further funding and support) is to create more “Living Archives’ in collaboration with the San and researchers who have mapped the symbolic and cognitive knowledge of the San about their environment and their history. Hugh Brodie and Nigel Crawhall were responsible for what they termed a cultural audit of San heritage in the Southern Kalahari. They generated non-digital maps with intricate overlays of stories and genealogies that eventually formed such a texture of belonging and memory over the landscape – which at the time no longer belonged to them – that it was used to successfully claim the land back for the Khomani San. So mapping communal or un-tenured land upon which ‘indigenous people’ with a vast data bank of ‘indigenous knowledge’ live is a political act when that land does not belong to the people who traditionally have inhabited it. It is this ‘mapping’ that we want to take further and integrate into a multi-media environment and combine with audio-visual sequences, maps, immersive environments, photographs, paintings, narratives (texts) and sounds and thus create a series of ‘Living Archives’ that will be destined for use as educational material, accessible to the representatives of the San communities as well as to the broader public as local content representing cultural diversity.
Recommendation

In this kind of work where the project is long-term and multi-pronged it is good to envisage multiple partnerships and would be most appreciated if organisations such as UNESCO would consider the networking with other organisations so that  funding can be cobbled in order to form a substantial financial support base for small companies such as ours. To date our personal investment in the project has far exceeded funding we have received and we will not be able to put the big picture into operation with funding available at this point. Raising funds takes up much time and resources.

� We are documentary film-makers who became so involved in the subject of their documentaries that the term film-maker no longer defines our rapport with the communities we have filmed. 


Doxa Productions is a close corporation, officially therefore we are part of the business sector, but as documentary film-makers and now information communication technology participants, I like to consider us as representatives of civil society. 





