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ABSTRACT 

African indigenous political thought on governance and human rights has remained victim 
to mythology, Western stereotyping, colonization as well as African romanticization. The 
net effect has been that African styles of governance have either been stigmatized and 
reduced to a long night of savagery and violence or celebrated as a golden age of free-
dom and equality. The reality lies somewhere between these two erroneous views. This 
article re-examines the debate on governance in Africa by means of a case study of the 
Ndebele state. Of special interest in this study is the kind of governance style that the 
Ndebele constructed, the values that underpinned it, how it was operated and articulated, 
as well as the general political ideology of the Ndebele in the 19th century. 

INTRODUCTION 

The issue of governance has become the flavour of the moment in Africa today. 
One of the problematic arguments is that which views democracy (good govern-
ance) as a system that some societies have (such as the West) and others do 
not (such as African societies). The challenge posed by this study is that democ-
racy and human rights are rooted everywhere in different shades. Moreover, 
these notions are articulated in different languages and varied idioms. It would 
therefore be conceptually misguided, empirically fallacious and methodologically 
flawed to ignore the diverse histories of Africa in the debate on governance. The 
starting point of this study is to critique the Western ideation system that under-
pins Westerners’ arrogance and belief that democracy can simply be exported 
from the North (the ‘haves’) to the South (the ‘have nots’). The second task is to 
outline African political thought on governance, and finally, to provide details of 
the African governance style based on the Ndebele case study as a way of 
countering some ahistorically based Western thought on African systems of 
governance. This article does not in any way try to be apologetic about current 
African dictatorial systems of governance. Rather, it proves that contemporary 
dictatorial governments in Africa cannot justify their inhuman and unaccountable 
styles of governance on the basis of the pre-colonial past. 

EUROPEAN IDEATION SYSTEM AND THE COLONIZATION OF AFRICAN 
INDIGENOUS POLITICAL THOUGHT 

In modern political discourse, various reasons have been put forward as to why 
democratization and institutionalization of good governance in Africa are difficult. 
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The most common views expose Western ethnocentrism and arrogance. Africa 
is said to lack the basic pre-conditions for a modern democracy. These basic 
pre-conditions are identified as a differentiated civil society and social structure 
and an articulated civil culture (Erdmann 2000: 2). This explanation is based on 
a parallel with European and North-American development. There is hence a 
need to expose the basic tenets of the European ideation system and how it has 
hegemonically colonized and decentred African indigenous political thought 
before an analysis of African indigenous political thought and Ndebele notions of 
governance is undertaken. 

The European ideation system was founded on enlightenment philosophies that 
heralded a mechanical view of the world premised on the concerted effort to 
separate spirit and matter. Horace Campbell (2003) has come up with a clear 
contrast between African and European ideation systems in general. Table 1 
provides a summary of the European and African ideation systems. 

Table 1: Contrast between African and European ideation systems 

African ideation European ideation 

Infinity Predictability 

Integration of spirit and matter Separation of spirit and matter 

Flexible gender system Patriarchy 

Multiple family forms Nuclear family 

Ancestors (recursion and linkage to ancestors) Armageddon 

Collective responsibility Individualism 

Collective land tenure Private property 

Collective property rights Individual property rights 

Goddess and gods Supreme male 

Totem Domination over nature 

Humanity dignity (ubuntu-humanness) Supremacy and chauvinism 

Dodaism (masculinity) Militarism and masculinity 

Fractals Euclidian geometry 

Source: Campbell (2003: 88)  

The European ideation system can easily be exhumed from the thinking of 
Francis Bacon, René Descartes, Isaac Newton, John Locke, Charles Darwin, 
Niccolo Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes and many others after them. What they 
inaugurated was a mechanical world dominated by exploitation, conquest, 
hegemony, individualism, private property and patriarchalism. A summary of the 
foundations of the European ideation system is given by Capra (1982: 60), who 
states that: 

To Descartes the material universe was a machine and nothing but a ma-
chine. There was no purpose in life or spirituality in matter. Nature worked 
according to mechanical laws, and everything in the material world would be 
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explained in terms of arrangement of movement of its parts. This mechanical 
picture of nature became the dominant paradigm of science in the period fol-
lowing Descartes. It guided all scientific observation and the foundation of all 
theories of natural phenomena until twentieth century physics brought about 
a radical change. The whole elaboration of mechanistic science in the seven-
teenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, including Newton’s grand syn-
thesis, was but the development of the Cartesian idea. Descartes gave 
scientific thought its general framework – the view of nature as a perfect ma-
chine, governed by exact mathematical laws.  

What needs to be emphasized is the impact of this conception of the world as a 
machine on European thought and later human behaviour towards the earth, 
natural resources and non-Western peoples. It removed traditional constraints 
on plundering nature. Westerners became arrogant towards non-Westerners. 
Their appetite for domination, not only of nature but of other people as well, was 
sharpened. The seeds of imperialism and colonialism germinated in the minds of 
Westerners. As noted by Campbell (2003), the Cartesian view of the universe as 
a mechanical system provided a scientific sanction for the manipulation and 
exploitation of nature that has become typical of Western culture. To Descartes 
and Bacon, the aim of science was domination and control of nature, affirming 
that scientific knowledge could be used to “render ourselves the masters and 
possessors of nature” (Campbell 2003: 61; Harvey 1996: 121). 

John Locke took the Cartesian mechanistic conception of the world further to the 
extent of making the atom his model for human affairs and the basic unit of 
society. This translated into the Lockian idea of society as reducible to a collec-
tion of separate individuals, which now forms the foundation of liberal political 
theory and thought. To Locke, humans were like atoms, and society was just a 
collection of atoms (Campbell 2003: 89). The concept of private property flowed 
from this concept of the individual and became a characteristic feature of West-
ern European liberal philosophy. Patriarchy, private property, land ownership, 
impersonal governance clouded in invisible and abstract institutions, as well as 
the whole gamut of domination, mushroomed from this Cartesian and Lockian 
mechanistic conception of the universe. 

Marshal & Zohar (1998: xxi) rightly note that: 

John Locke’s individualism, Adam Smith’s self-interest economics, Karl 
Marx’s determinist laws of history, Charles Darwin’s reductionist biology, 
based on a blind evolutionary struggle, and the tempestuous forces of Sig-
mund Freud’s dark psyche all, to some extent, owed their inspiration to New-
tonian physical theory. Countless other thinkers in economics, politics, 
sociology and psychology took Newton as their model in articulating their own 
theories. The new concept of force and reduction of any whole to a few sim-
ple and separate parts (Atomism and Reduction), and the sense that events 
are determined by rigid laws of cause and effect (Determinism) provided the 
central images and categories in terms of which people viewed their experi-
ences.
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Today, the universe is characterized by predictability and determinism, which 
emanated from the European conception of the world as a vast machine (Camp-
bell 2003: 91). This has given rise to new Western-oriented political philosophies 
of how people are governed. The colonialists took these mechanistic ideas to 
Africa and used the Darwinian notion of the survival of the fittest to conquer, 
colonize and rule Africa. The African ideation system suffered the fate of being 
‘othered’ and then obliterated on the grounds of primitivism and pre-modernism. 
In other words, the Cartesian idea of dominion over nature was extended to 
dominion over other human beings, cultures and thought processes. 

According to Campbell (2003), what suffered were not only non-Western people 
and their cultures, but also women in general. He identifies the rise of the Euro-
pean concept of private property with the domestication and disempowerment of 
women in general. To him, patriarchy is a typical feature of the European idea-
tion system. For instance, he says: “Patriarchy came to the fore after a violent 
period of persecuting women as witches” (Campbell 2003: 91). Thus the origins 
of the male-centred world, symbolized by the male-centred house, the male as 
the breadwinner, wage earner, first citizen and controller of women’s bodies, and 
male leadership, are linked to enlightenment thinking that inaugurated contem-
porary Western thought. 

The most sinister part of the European ideation system was to legitimate the 
denial of rights and autonomous thinking that was different from the Western 
ideation system. The imperial and colonial processes were based on this idea-
tion system and on the belief that Africans were not human beings; they were 
part of the fauna that needed to be expropriated and dominated. This reality is 
clearly articulated by Shiva (1998: 44): 

Being animals, the original Australians and Americans, the Africans and 
Asians, possessed no rights as human beings. Their land could be usurped 
as terra nullius – land empty of people, vacant, wasted and unused. The mo-
rality of the missions justified the military takeover of resources all over the 
world to serve imperial markets. European men were thus able to describe 
their invasions as discoveries, their piracy and theft as trade, their extermina-
tion and enslavement as a civilizing mission. 

The colonial process was accompanied by strong ideological assaults on African 
indigenous knowledge systems that had underpinned African autonomy and 
styles of governance. The colonialists perceived these to be inferior, underde-
veloped, superstitious, illogical and unscientific. In this process, African indige-
nous political thought was denigrated as mythologies, cosmologies, legends, or 
mere stories of pre-modern people that could not be taken seriously. This led 
one African philosopher, Wiredu (1984: 32–33), to say: 

In Africa, because of colonialism, an artificial gap has been created between 
our institutional education in philosophy and traditional philosophies of our 
societies. Therefore, the task of quarrying out traditional philosophical re-
sources and, wherever appropriate, synthesizing the results with any relevant 
insight, largely remains to be undertaken. 
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Indeed “quarrying out traditional philosophical resources” must remain the pre-
occupation of African intellectuals if African indigenous knowledge systems are 
to be exhumed from the condescension of hegemonic colonial knowledge. 

AFRICAN INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS AND AFRICAN 
INDIGENOUS POLITICAL THOUGHT ON GOVERNANCE 

Mafeje (1992: 1) notes that “it is equally hard to imagine peoples, without some 
conception of, or ideas about, the meaning of existence, notions of being and its 
imperatives/logic, and the purpose of mankind in the universe”. This was a 
response to the European ideation system that tried to deny the existence of 
African indigenous knowledge systems. Where this is not the case, African 
indigenous knowledge systems are reduced to popular wisdom that needs to 
grow to rationality, or to mythos that needed to graduate to logos. All this is a 
product of hegemonic Western knowledge systems that were geared to de-
ligitimizing African indigenous thought. 

African indigenous knowledge systems, unlike the European ideation system, 
did not make an abstract and rigid separation of matter from spirit. This African 
conception of the universe underlay their political, social, economic, environ-
mental and ideological thought. For instance, religion permeated all areas of life 
so fully that it was not easy or possible always to isolate it (Mbiti 1969: 1). Afri-
can political thought, just like African religious philosophy, was not systematized 
into written texts. It lived in African fables, folk tales, proverbs, cosmology, 
songs, as well as praise poetry. It was carried from one generation to the next 
via history and oral testimony (Nyathi 2001: 3). The political thought that Africans 
cherished determined the sort of political institutions they established, their 
political behaviour, and the manner in which they articulated their political needs. 
Taboos and rituals acted as checks and balances on the excesses of leaders. In 
the Ndebele and Zulu societies, the king was described as umntwana (child),
meaning that he was to act as a servant of the people in a childlike innocent 
fashion, without favour or hatred of anybody (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2004: 28). 

The governmental systems that predominated in Africa were modelled on the 
example of a family under a father figure. Unlike European ones, they were not 
hidden in complex and impersonal structures and institutions. Such systems 
were not ‘far from the people’, that is, leaders lived among their people and were 
very accessible. Leadership carried more than political attributes. A leader was a 
national patriarch or matriarch, combining political, social, economic, judicial, 
ritual, ideological, ethical, moral and material expectations of society. It implied 
creative exploitation of genius of the ruled as well as harmonious interaction with 
the environment and nature. Knowledge of the past (history) was fundamental 
for the purposes of continuity and focusing of the future (Sow et al. 1976: 136). 

Another important issue that permeated African societies was the definition of 
wealth. People constituted the most treasured wealth. In Nguni societies, most of 
the wars and raiding were conducted to get more people. Societies were built on 
the basis of human resources, and other forms of wealth such as cattle were 
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safe as long as there were people to take care of them. Human resources 
guarded national sovereignty. Competition for human resources therefore lay at 
the root of many military campaigns (Hamilton: 1995). 

In a society such as that of the Ndebele, the quarrying for indigenous notions of 
governance therefore involves a thorough synthesis of their history, customs, 
rituals, traditions, language, taboos and ceremonies. These deployed and pro-
vided values that underpinned the style and nature of governance. 

THE NDEBELE AS A CASE STUDY OF AFRICAN INDIGENOUS 
GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS  

The question to be addressed is whether Ndebele governance was essentially 
despotic or whether it was also open to popular participation and influence. In a 
despotic model of state organization, rulers wielded powers of life and death 
over their subjects; there was excessive use of force to maintain law and order; 
a large court-based bureaucracy was usually evident, with the help of which the 
state was able to regulate the day-to-day affairs of the community; dramatic 
demonstrations of reverence for the ruler by the common people were a regular 
occurrence, and an elaborate ritual of praise-singing in honour of the ruler was 
often in place (Evans-Pritchard & Fortes 1987: 1–6; Maylan 1986: 25–41; Phiri 
2001; Fairman 1990: 17–21). 

It is important to note that African indigenous societies deployed diverse bases 
of authority. Nzongola-Ntalaja & Lee (1997: 10) note that the sociological reality 
of pre-colonial Africa defies the Afrocentric romanticization of the African past as 
a golden age of freedom as well as the Eurocentric Afro-pessimistic view of 
Africa as a long night of savagery and violence. This argument has been ex-
plored by a number of scholars (Zeleza 1997: 392–398; Simiyu 1988: 42–44; 
Vansina 1990: 230–267). It emerges from recent literature that African traditional 
governmental systems were complex and were conditioned by the environment, 
historical realities and general African ideation systems. 

The case study of the Ndebele is indeed exciting because, like the Zulu across 
the Limpopo river, the Ndebele have been the victims of negative portrayal. They 
have been described as despotic, militaristic and bloodthirsty and as surviving 
through plunder and raiding (Becker 1962; Omer-Cooper 1966; Summers & 
Pagden 1970; Cobbing 1976; Beach 1986: 10–23). This portrayal remains 
pervasive up to the present, hence the significance of this study. 

Political authority in the Ndebele state 

The Ndebele administrative system was constructed around the person of the 
king (inkosi). He was the highest-ranking official and the first person in the 
kingdom. The king combined in himself religious, political, judicial and adminis-
trative duties, among many others. (Rasmussen 1978; Lye 1969; Peires 1981; 
Nyathi 1995; Mahlangu 1957; Cobbing 1976). 

The construction of the governmental system around the person of the king has 
led some scholars to misunderstand the Ndebele governance style and to 
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reduce it to absolutism and despotism. The Ndebele king was powerful but did 
not wield absolute and dictatorial powers. The Ndebele state had other mecha-
nisms that acted as checks on the power of the king. A clear hierarchy of power 
(Figure 1) facilitated communication between the leaders and the ordinary 
people. It also facilitated communication between the lesser chiefs and the 
senior leaders up to the king. Ndebele political philosophy emphasized the fact 
that the power to govern was derived from the people. To the Ndebele, “inkosi
yinkosi ngabantu”, which is literally translated as “king was king because of the 
people”. While it is true that at times consent broke down and was replaced by 
coercion, this was not the core of Ndebele political thought. 

Inkosi (King) 

I

Indunankulu yesizwe (Prime Minister) 

I

Umphakathi (Inner Advisory Council/Upper Council) 

I

Izikhulu (Outer Advisory Council/Council of Prominent Men) 

I

Izinduna zezigaba (Provincial Chiefs) 

I

Abalisa (Headmen) 

I

Abamnumzana (Homestead Heads) 

I

Uquqaba/Amahlabezulu (Ordinary men and women) 

Source: Cobbing (1976) 

Figure 1:  Hierarchy of power 

Compared to the Tsar of Russia in the 19th century, the Ndebele ruler was not an 
autocratic ruler. Powerful officials assisted and advised the king on matters of 
governance. There was the indunankulu (Prime Minister). During Mzilikazi’s rule, 
Mncumbatha Khumalo occupied this post and even acted as regent after the 
death of Mzilikazi in 1868. Mncumbatha was a powerful figure. The Ndebele 
described him as umqamelo wenkosi (pillow of the king), because the king relied 
on him for advice (interview with Chief Augustine Masuku, 1992). He acted as a 
deputy to the king, and the king took his advice seriously. He represented the 
king on various important occasions and could sign treaties on behalf of the king, 
as happened in 1836.
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In handling crucial state issues, the king did not issue decrees; instead, in the 
Ndebele state, debate and meetings were considered important in deciding the 
future of the state. A loose group of the king’s personal confidants, comprising 
the king’s relatives and other men who were considered wise, formed the inner 
advisers to the king and were collectively termed umphakathi. In practice, the 
umphakathi played a crucial role in determining state policy and also deliberated 
on difficult judicial decisions. Another set of advisers to the king was a large 
group of the state’s prominent men, collectively termed izikhulu. It was the 
members of umphakathi and izikhuku that were responsible for the interrogation 
and interviewing of European visitors to the Ndebele kingdom. They were also 
responsible for the discouraging reception given to missionaries in the Ndebele 
state (Historical Manuscript MA1/2/2, Maxwell diary, 1889). The members of 
umphakathi and izikhulu made regular journeys to the isigodlo (capital) where 
the king resided. The main purpose of these journeys was to advise and inform 
the king about the situation in the izigaba (outlying areas of the state) and to 
debate crucial state policies (File L05/6/5, Prestage to Grey, 1896; File W18/1/1, 
Statements of various Ndebele connected with the Royal House, collected by 
Forster Windram). 

In theory, the king was the head of state, head of government, religious chief, 
commander-in-chief of the armed forces and supreme judge of all criminal 
cases. In practice, the king was essentially a ceremonial figure in all these posts 
and a source of unity in the state. Leaders of izigaba had power to influence 
state issues and policies. Umphakathi and izikhulu, as consultative assemblies, 
played an influential role in shaping state policy. Members of these two assem-
blies practically commanded the armed forces during military assignments, and 
they also determined the outcomes of difficult judicial decisions (Cobbing: 1976; 
Posselt: 1935). While the king could differ from the views of his advisers on a 
number of issues, he was often forced to endorse the popular views espoused 
by them. Whenever the king was defeated in argument, he would say “inkunzi
yehlulwe ngamathole” (the bull has been defeated by the calves) and concede to 
their views (interview with Nicholas Tshabangu, 1999; Mhlagazanhlansi 1944: 
27; Carnegie: 1894). In other words, the leaders of the outlying areas had crucial 
influence on the centre. Hence, the king attempted to achieve a consensus in 
decision-making in the Ndebele state by conceding to the views of the provincial 
leaders.

The leaders of izigaba rather than the king were the practical representatives of 
amahlabezulu (the ordinary population of the Ndebele state). As such, the king 
had to listen to their views in order to be in touch with the popular sentiments of 
his people. The king initially appointed the chiefs of izigaba, especially during the 
inception of the state and the formation of specific izigaba as the state grew. The 
chiefs, however, had to work to cultivate the allegiance of the people within the 
territorial area of their rule. Upon the death of the appointed chief, the king’s 
power to appoint another chief fell away. The deceased chief was succeeded by 
his eldest son from his senior wife (indlunkulu). If the senior wife failed to pro-
duce a son, other sons from junior wives were accepted as successors (Ndlovu, 
Ndlovu & Ncube: 1995). In short, as the state became permanent, the chiefs of 
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the outlying areas lost the attribute of being ‘royal officials’ appointed by the king. 
They developed strong genealogical power propped up by local politics in their 
respective izigaba within the Ndebele state. Local politics tended to dominate in 
the succession disputes within izigaba (Historical Manuscript MA1/2/2, Maxwell 
diary, 1889; Ndlovu-Gatsheni: 1999). Relative independence from the centre 
thus prevailed in the izigaba.

There was even some tension between the forces of centralization and decen-
tralization in the Ndebele state. This revealed the fact that power was not con-
centrated in the centre only. To neutralize the forces of decentralization, the king 
used the tactic of marriage alliances and exchange of cattle to cement loyalty to 
the centre. The powerful chiefs of the Ndebele state competed to marry the 
daughters of the king and produced children who inherited leadership of the 
izigaba. The king also married women from the influential and wealthy provincial 
families. In this way, there were few powerful, wealthy and influential families in 
the Ndebele state that had no direct marital links with the royal family (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni: 2004; Baines: 1877).

The foregoing outline is not meant to imply that the Ndebele system of govern-
ance was characterized by consensual politics and democratic tendencies. 
Instead, the Ndebele system of governance was characterized by a mixture of 
democratic tendencies and populist practices on the one hand, and by aristo-
cratic, autocratic and/or militaristic practices and tendencies on the other, with 
varying degrees of despotism (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2004: 98–120; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
2001). Tensions, competitions and violence also characterized the Ndebele 
system of governance. It is important to note that the fact that a majority of the 
influential and powerful Ndebele families had some direct link with the royal 
family had three crucial implications. Firstly, it implied that they benefited from 
the king at the expense of other ordinary members of the Ndebele state. Sec-
ondly, it implied that they worked for the perpetual leadership of the royal family. 
Finally, it led others to develop insatiable ambitions and appetite for the royal 
throne. For instance, Mbiko Masuku of Zwangendaba izigaba, who had married 
Mzilikazi’s daughter Zinkabi, felt so powerful after the death of Mzilikazi that he 
opposed the succession of Lobengula to the Ndebele throne. His activities 
plunged the Ndebele state into a bloody civil war (Sibanda 1981: 15–24; Posselt 
1923: 29–42; Sigola: 1959). Cobbing noted that among the Ndebele, state 
consensus broke down at times, and umphakathi was perfectly capable of 
throwing up its own leaders during a period of interregnum.

It should be noted that the kinship ideology in the Ndebele state was a source of 
both strength and weakness. Both Mzilikazi and Lobengula were known for 
suspecting their own relatives to be their worst enemies and for harshness 
towards male royals. The idea of a royal house limited the chances of ordinary 
people to participate fully in the governance of the state and to attain higher 
posts in the Ndebele state. Hence, only members of the royal family could attain 
the posts of kingship and senior chiefs. This scenario helps to explain why 
Mzilikazi and Lobengula tended to execute a number of their relatives on the 
grounds that they harboured and exhibited ambitions of being king. A well-known 
case in Ndebele history is that of Lobengula's killing of his brother Hlangabeza, 
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because some members of the Ndebele state mistook him for the king and 
saluted him with the royal salute Bayethe! (File Historical Manuscript TH3/1/3, 
Execution of Prince Hlangabeza). Mzilikazi, in the period 1840–1842, massacred 
a number of his relatives, including two of his wives and some of his sons, on the 
grounds that they did not respect him as the only ruler of the Ndebele (Sigola: 
1959; Posselt: 1923; Woods: 1929).

While the Ndebele conceded that power was to be contested, they never toler-
ated opposition to the incumbent leader. The Ndebele emphasized that power 
belonged to those with power. For instance, the ruling Khumalo house was 
praised as ndlangamandla (those who rule because of their power) (interview 
with Njabulo Khumalo, 2001). The fact that Mzilikazi ruled until he died of old 
age without a clear successor showed that opposition and resentment were not 
tolerated in the Ndebele system of governance. The Ndebele feared even to 
mention the issue of succession while Mzilikazi was still alive. 

The style of governance in the Ndebele state was also characterized by patriar-
chal ideology. The term patriarchy as used here is not similar to its contemporary 
use by feminist theorists. It does not refer exclusively to relations between men 
and women. It is employed in the Weberian sense, referring to a type of domina-
tion based on strictly personal loyalty to a fatherlike ruler who invoked the sanc-
tity of tradition to justify his acts (Gerth & Mills: 1958; Wylie: 1990). In the 
Ndebele state, patriarchal ideology exalted the leadership of older men, who 
inherited their high rank from ancestors related to kingship. Women, young men 
and foreigners generally stood outside the centre of power. The Ndebele king 
was a ‘father’ figure. His people conveyed their respect by referring to them-
selves as his ‘children’. Political life was acted out in terms of personal relations 
rather than in terms of depersonalized and rational law. The Ndebele considered 
themselves as one family (umthwakazi). The family was an idiom through which 
political conflict and alliances were expressed (Nyathi: 1995; Mahlangu: 1957).

In summary, one can say that the Ndebele state, like the Mutapa state studied 
by Mudenge (1988), exhibited a clear hierarchy of rights and governance. It ran 
from umuzi (nuclear or extended family) under umnumzana, imizi (villages) 
under abalisa (headmen), izigaba (provinces) under izinduna (chiefs), to the 
ilizwe (kingdom) under the overall administration of the inkosi (king). These 
arrangements in the Ndebele state, like every facet of Ndebele life and work, 
were shot through with political import. There were complex dialectics between 
egalitarianism, competition, tensions, clan and family intimacies, mutual assis-
tance, communalism co-existing with domination, violence of the ‘big men’, 
seniority, aristocratic and militaristic tendencies underpinned by patriarchal 
ideology, and an all-embracing ideology of kinship (Ndlovu-Gatsheni: 2004; 
Vansina: 1990).

Accountability and legitimacy 

Among the Ndebele, the king and his chiefs were expected to be generous with 
food and productive resources. They were also expected to provide protection 
against enemies and drought. Ndebele oral tales captured the ideal qualities 
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expected of Ndebele kings and chiefs. These ideals were captured in fearsome 
and comforting, as well as destructive and generous, images. The diversity of 
metaphors and images employed indicated the ambiguities of popular regard for 
the kingship. The king was a lion or elephant to be feared and revered, and a 
man to be controlled and made generous (Vail & White: 1991). 

The Ndebele clearly expressed their fear of the king while at the same time 
celebrating their king's ability to ‘eat’ his enemies (Nyembezi: 1972). Mzilikazi, 
the founder of the Ndebele state, was respected by his people mainly because 
of his ability to build the Ndebele state, his ability to outwit leaders such as 
Shaka and Zwide, and his ability to seize cattle from his enemies for the benefit 
of the Ndebele. All these qualities of Mzilikazi’s rule are expressed in his praise 
poems (Nyembezi: 1972). Mzilikazi thus legitimized his rule on the basis of his 
credentials as a leader who built the Ndebele state, and as a leader who con-
quered many people and incorporated them into one nation. Indeed, Mzilikazi 
acquired kingship as a wandering warrior, practising a variety of stratagems to 
retain the loyalty of groups of refugees of different origins.

As noted by Vail & White (1991), when the Ndebele state became settled in 
Matebeleland, the praises and songs of the Ndebele helped in legitimizing 
Mzilikazi's rule. They were organized in such a way that they reminded his 
followers that Mzilikazi was the rightful descendant of Mashobane and other 
ancient Nguni kings, for instance, Zimangele and Ndaba. His father, Mashobane, 
is also mentioned. When Lobengula took over the kingship after a civil war, he 
tried hard to legitimize his rule as well. In his praise names, there was emphasis 
on the rightfulness of his succession. His praise names partly read: “Calf of a 
black cow ... The black duck of Mzilikazi” (Vail & White: 1991). For Lobengula, 
there was an attempt to emphasize that he was the true descendant of the 
founding ancestors, Mzilikazi and Mashobane. Lobengula had no credit as a 
conqueror. Hence, his legitimacy had to be propped up using the fact that he 
was a son of Mzilikazi. Lobengula inherited an established state and could 
therefore not argue that he had built the nation as a way of legitimizing his rule. 

At another level, the Ndebele king's legitimacy as a ruler depended above all on 
gaining the popular support of his people by judiciously distributing wealth to 
them and by consultation with other influential men in the Ndebele state. The 
chiefs were also obliged to grant some material support to their subordinates. In 
other words, the patron–client relationships in the Ndebele state had the poten-
tial to make and unmake kings, and the ideology of patriarchy was by and large 
based on the distribution of wealth to clients. Political power and economic 
wealth were interdependent. Mzilikazi and Lobengula safeguarded their secular 
power through the strategic redistribution of cattle and land to their followers 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni: 2005; Thomas: 1864). The simple logic of clientage ensured 
that no-one escaped accountability to the governed in the Ndebele political 
hierarchy.

It is false to argue that in the Ndebele state, the king owned all the means of 
production as his personal property. Not all cattle in the Ndebele state belonged 
to the Ndebele king. Even the land did not belong to the king. The king only 
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owned the land and cattle in trust to his people. The king distributed cattle to his 
followers. As the Ndebele settled down in the 1840s, the Ndebele king and his 
chiefs distributed land to their followers. Land among the Ndebele was neither 
sold nor bought, and every member of the state was entitled to it. The people 
who lost land to the Ndebele were those who decided to migrate rather than 
accept Ndebele rule. The Ndebele, on arrival in the south-west, embarked on a 
limited national re-organization policy. This process saw some communities, 
such as those of Malaba, being moved to Tegwani river, and those of Mehlo 
being moved from the headwaters of Khami river to Dombodema (Munjeri: 
1974). The idea behind these moves was not to deny these people their land. 
The Ndebele intended to create a defence zone against the Ngwato using these 
Kalanga families. Above all, the people who were incorporated and assimilated 
into Ndebele society were allocated land and other resources and in return were 
expected to obey laws, customs and traditions. They also had to serve in the 
army and to attend the annual inxwala ceremony (Tabler 1955: 198–200).

Among the Ndebele, cattle (inkomo) constituted a vital branch of production, as 
the ownership of cattle determined social status, and their acquisition was the 
major long-term economic objective of all Ndebele males. The Ndebele acquired 
cattle mainly through raiding. Cattle that were seized through raids were taken to 
the king for distribution. The Ndebele cattle also expanded by natural growth. It 
was through the distribution of cattle that the king was able to boost his popular-
ity among his followers. Baines (1877: 45) watched the arrival of the raiders from 
Gutu at Gibixhegu in 1870 and pointed out that: 

The division of spoils seemed to be arranged on well-understood and tolera-
bly equitable principles. A number of cattle were distributed as prizes to the 
captors; a hundred and fifty were given to the “doctor”, for having charmed 
the shield and persons of the warriors against hostile weapons. The greatest 
number were reserved and given to the king as national property, to be 
herded by such regiments as he might trust, and to be used by him for public 
purposes. A smaller herd was apportioned to him for the support of his 
household and retainers and for affording hospitality to guests; and I believe 
he was allowed several cattle as private and strictly personal property.

Although in the Ndebele state, the king and his chiefs emerged as the richest in 
society, they tried hard to distribute wealth to their subordinates and followers. 
There is no doubt that the king and the ruling elite, as the organizers of the 
production process, gained most from it economically. However, the king and the 
chiefs were the ultimate providers, so that in times of economic distress, individ-
ual Ndebele went to them for consent to kill a beast or barter a cow for grain 
(Baines: 1877).

In the Ndebele state, there was a national herd of cattle termed inkomo zebutho,
or inkomo zenkosi (the communal herd) (Cobbing: 1976). These were different 
from the king's personal cattle and the privately owned cattle termed inkomo
zamathanga. The difference lay in the fact that the communal herd was state 
property. While these cattle were under the overall administration of the king, he 
had no right use them for his private affairs. It was this state herd that was 
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distributed to the provinces for people to tend and for those without cattle to 
benefit from in the form of manure, milk and meat. The power of the king to 
distribute cattle gave rise to an ideological glorification of the person of the king, 
especially among the poor who happened to benefit materially from these cattle. 
The accountability of the Ndebele leaders was usually expressed during indlala
(famine); they had to provide food to the people. The king and his chiefs usually 
distributed cattle and amabele (millet, sorghum and maize) to the starving peo-
ple. The king and the chiefs kept grain in secure places for distribution to their 
people during times of crisis (File NB1/1/1, Census for Insiza District, 1897).

Famine (indlala) among the Ndebele was not just considered as a natural occur-
rence. Rather, causes were sought for it. Besides distributing cattle and grain to 
the starving people, the king was also obliged to investigate the causes of 
famine. If the famine was caused by isikhongwana/intethe (locusts), the king and 
his chiefs had to look for medicine. If the famine was caused by lack of izulu
(rain), the king had to send people to the rain-shrines such as Njelele for an 
explanation (Ranger: 1999). Hence, Ndebele leaders tried to be accountable to 
their people in every way. 

In order to reinforce and validate their legitimacy, the Ndebele kings resorted to 
religion. The Ndebele kings were important religious leaders. The inxwala cere-
mony was partly a festival of unity serving as a means of maintaining the power 
of the king over his subjects. The numerous men and women who assembled 
around the capital for inxwala ceremonies also came partly in order to renew 
their allegiance to the kingship. Politically, they came to renew allegiance to the 
person of the king, and spiritually to the memory of the royal amadlozi as na-
tional ancestral spirits (Bozongwana: 1983). As a result of the central role played 
by the king in the religious affairs of the Ndebele state, the kingship quickly 
acquired a deep-rooted religious significance. 

Justice and punishment 

White observers and early writers misunderstood the nature of the Ndebele 
judiciary system, reducing it to a bizarre mixture of punishment, death and 
compensation. This led Rhodesian colonial officials, especially the Native Com-
missioners, to assume that Africans brought cases to them because they offered 
a superior kind of justice (Jeater: 1996). Child pointed out that among the Nde-
bele, democracy and human rights were unknown. He proceeded to say that the 
Ndebele judiciary system was characterized by only two forms of punishment – 
fines and death (Child: 1958: 65–70, File ML1/3/3, Cockin to Mullens, 1879). 
Robert Moffat, who was in touch with the Ndebele state from 1829, described 
the Ndebele system of justice as “tyrannical in the strictest sense of the word” 
and stated that the king’s word was law (Wallis 1945: 24). These were all distor-
tions and exaggerations of the Ndebele notions of justice and punishment. 

The reality missed by these observers and writers was that Ndebele ideas of 
justice and punishment were closely intertwined with Ndebele customs and 
traditions. The political leaders of the state performed both administrative and 
judiciary roles. In the execution of justice, the political leadership summoned the 



462 INDILINGA – AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS Vol 4 (2) 2005 

wisdom of other traditional officials in society, such as izanusi, izinyanga and 
izangoma (diviners, wise men and magicians). At times, even the services of the 
religious shrines such as Njelele were sought to establish justice (interview with 
Solani Matshazi, 1999).

While the Ndebele king was the highest-ranking judicial official in the Ndebele 
state, his word was not law, as he was assisted by a number of people before 
arriving at a judgement. As already mentioned, the umphakathi and izikhulu
greatly assisted the king in deciding the outcome of serious crimes in the Nde-
bele state (Cobbing: 1976).

In the Ndebele state, amacala (criminal cases) were divided into two main 
categories – amacala amakhulu (serious crimes) and amacala amancane (minor 
crimes). The serious crimes included ukubulala (murder), ubuthakathi/ukuloya 
(witchcraft), amacala ezombuso (political crimes) and ubufebe (prostitution and 
adultery). The king commonly dealt with serious crimes, whereas minor crimes 
such as ukweba (theft) and inxabano emagumeni/emizini (domestic misunder-
standing) were dealt with by either abalisa (headmen) or izinduna (chiefs),
depending on the gravity of the case, within their respective territorial jurisdiction. 
Even abamnuzana (heads of households) could deal with minor cases without 
the interference of either a headman or a chief (interview with Sobhuku Freddy 
Sikhosana, 1999). In other words, in the Ndebele state, there was a clear system 
of justice that ran from the household up to the state level. There were clear 
channels and mechanisms for dealing with various crimes and deciding on 
punishment. Conflict resolution mechanisms were also available to cater for and 
protect both communities and private interests. However, while an attempt was 
made to achieve even-handed justice in the Ndebele state, the judiciary system, 
like other state institutions, was prone to abuse and manipulation by the ‘big 
men’, such as the king, chiefs, headmen and senior men, to the detriment of 
others, such as powerless women and children. 

In the Ndebele state, witchcraft was considered to be one of the most serious 
offences, equal to murder. A belief in witchcraft emanated from the Ndebele 
religious beliefs, which emphasized that the practice of witchcraft was prejudicial 
to the lives and property of others in society. Death and illness were not consid-
ered to be natural among the Ndebele but attributed either to the anger of amad-
lozi (ancestral spirits) or witchcraft (Crawford: 1894). Among the Ndebele, the 
diviners and magicians usually raised accusations of witchcraft (ukunuka 
abathakathi), and their allegations usually led to trials (Crawford: 1894).

On many occasions, those who were accused of witchcraft were punished by 
death. Ndebele public ideology has it that umthakathi kancengwa uyaphohozwa 
ngenduku (there was no sympathy for wizards and their fate was execution) 
(Crawford: 1894; Sibanda: 1981). A number of examples help to strengthen this 
view. In 1880, Lobengula had his own favoured sister, Mncengence, killed 
because he thought she was responsible for the barrenness of the royal wife, 
Xwalile (Sibanda: 1981). On another occasion, Xukuthwayo Mlotshwa, the chief 
of Intemba, had nine members of his family executed because he suspected that 
his illness was caused by them (interview with Isabel Mlotshwa, 2002; File 
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Historical Manuscript TH2/1/1). In another case in 1880, Makhanjana Khumalo 
and other male members of his family fell ill with malaria fever. Makhanjana tried 
to serve himself and other patients by summoning the services of an isangoma
named Sithoma. Sithoma washed the patients with a solution made from boiled 
leaves and roots of a tree (umuthi) and proceeded to order Makhanjana to 
slaughter a sheep to appease the ancestral spirits. However, when the condition 
of the patients worsened, Makhanjana accused all the older female members of 
his family of having bewitched him. He detained them in a hut with the intention 
of setting fire to it. These women were saved from painful death by Makhan-
jana’s sudden recovery (Historical Manuscript LM1/3/3).

Despite the emphasis in the Ndebele public ideology on the fact that the pun-
ishment of witches was death and that there was no sympathy for them, it is also 
evident that among the Ndebele, doubtful and unproven charges of witchcraft did 
not lead to execution; instead, unsubstantiated accusation of witchcraft led to 
banishment from the mainstream of Ndebele society. Villagers were reluctant to 
harbour unverified witchcraft cases, and a place of refuge came into being for 
the victims of such charges at a place called eZihwabeni, between Solusi and 
Plumtree (File NB3/1/16). Amagusu amnyama (dark forests) of Matebeleland 
North were also places “where witches were thrown to live”. In these places of 
exile, those accused of witchcraft were supplied with meat and grain. The food 
came from the state coffers. Despite the fact that the rest of the population hated 
these people; they were still considered as the king's people (File NB3/1/16).

Other serious crimes were those related to politics (amacala ezombuso), and 
those who were accused of such crimes faced serious consequences. Those 
who enjoyed power among the Ndebele guarded it jealously. A clear case in 
point was that of 1840–1842, known as the Ntabayezinduna massacre, or crisis, 
which has already been dealt with. Mzilikazi descended mercilessly and ruth-
lessly on some of his close relatives, including his own children and his wives, 
because they were accused on political grounds (Cobbing: 1976). In the Nde-
bele state, political opposition and harbouring political ambitions were consid-
ered as criminal. The intolerance of challenge in the Ndebele state manifested 
itself more clearly when Mzilikazi and Lobengula adopted a ruthless approach to 
their relatives because they suspected them of harbouring political ambitions 
towards the kingship and of being political contenders. 

Mzilikazi executed his brothers, Gqugqu, Mbangazidlo and Ndwangubani. After 
taking power in 1870, Lobengula descended mercilessly on his brothers. He 
executed Qualingana, Zingwana and Mezwane. Mangwana and Mabele fled the 
country in 1868 after the death of their father, Mzilikazi, fearing being labelled 
competitors by Lobengula. As already mentioned, in 1888, Lobengula even 
eliminated his popular brother, Hlangabeza (Historical Manuscript TH3/1/3).

Prominent and powerful members of Ndebele society tended to manipulate and 
abuse their power and positions in the umphakathi and izikhulu to eliminate one 
another by accusing one another of witchcraft and plotting against the king. In 
other words, the accusation of witchcraft was used as a political weapon in 
moves for favours. For instance, one of Mzilikazi’s closest confidants, Manxeba 
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Khumalo, the son of Mkaliphi Khumalo, was executed in August 1862 on a 
charge of witchcraft elaborated by his rivals in the umphakathi. Earlier, in 1854, 
Mpondo, another of Mzilikazi's confidants, was executed because he was ac-
cused of witchcraft (Historical Manuscript ML1 1862). The real crime, however, 
was that they were too close to Mzilikazi, to the extent that they generated 
jealousy among their colleagues that wanted to be closer to the king. 

During the crisis of 1870–1872 following Lobengula's controversial accession to 
the Ndebele throne, prominent men such as Mtikana Mafu and Thunzi Ndiweni, 
who were respected by Mzilikazi, were eliminated after being accused of being 
witches and for plotting against the king. In 1880, Lotshe Hlabangana, a close 
confidant of Lobengula, was accused of witchcraft by his rivals. However, he 
survived execution, only to be executed in September 1889 on a charge of 
having misleadingly commended the Rudd Concession of 1888 to Lobengula 
(Historical Manuscript ML1 1862). In short, what one can say is that when it 
came to political issues, too much was at stake, and emotions were rife, to the 
extent that tenets of justice were abrogated or tilted in favour of the powerful. 
Witchcraft was mixed with political issues, with serious consequences for those 
who fell victim to such backbiting and manipulation. 

There were indeed dynamic politics of witchcraft bordering on fear and accusa-
tion. Mzilikazi was said never to have slept in the same place twice for fear of 
witches. A complex mixture of witchcraft fears and beliefs existed. At one level, 
the services of the religious shrines were summoned as courts of appeal against 
accusations of witchcraft. There was the case of one of Lobengula's brothers, 
who was summoned before the religious shrines. He was to be tested for witch-
craft, and the story goes that when he appeared before it, he was told that of 
course it knew that he was not a witch, but that it had called him because the 
shrine had been neglected by “important people” (Ranger: 1999). Hence, Nde-
bele notions of justice and punishment were complex and cannot be reduced to 
tyranny only. 

Mzilikazi and Lobengula had numerous wives; some stayed in the capital, while 
others were scattered in the outlying areas where they formed what was known 
as umdlunkulu (royal house), where the king resided during visits and tours of 
his state (Nyathi: 1995). Since they stayed away from their husbands for long 
periods, and since they were so numerous, numbering between 200 and 500, 
their husbands could not satisfy or visit all of them. Cases of adultery with other 
men of the Ndebele state were common. Robert Moffat, during his visit to the 
Ndebele state in 1829, reported that he saw a man being led with his hands tied 
over his head, followed at a distance by a man bearing a club. On inquiry, he 
was told that the man had been tried for adultery with one of Mzilikazi's wives, 
had been found guilty and was being taken to the river to be drowned. The duty 
of the man with the club was to prevent him from escaping. The woman who was 
involved in adultery with the man was also executed (Wallis: 1945: 24–35). This 
is the earliest recorded case of a man and a woman being punished for adultery. 
During Lobengula's reign, Mhlaba Khumalo and Sidlodlo were executed in June 
1892 after being accused of possessing medicines bequeathed to them by 
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Mncumbatha that enabled them to overpower Lobengula's queens for the pur-
pose of rape (Wallis: 1945).

Tabler (1955), however, noted that the Ndebele kings, especially Mzilikazi, were 
not as tyrannical as portrayed by white observers, who judged the Ndebele 
system of justice and punishment by Western Christian standards. He argues 
that Mzilikazi was influenced by public opinion to carry out executions for witch-
craft offences. Even among Ndebele oral tales of their past, Mzilikazi is por-
trayed as inkosi ebunene (a sympathetic and kind king), because he pardoned a 
number of accused people whom public opinion wanted severely punished or 
executed. It was even mentioned by some informants that if ever a criminal, 
including those accused of murder and witchcraft, happened to run away to seek 
asylum in the capital, he or she became immune to further harassment or execu-
tion (interview with Jeremiah Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 1999; Gelfand 1968; File LMS 
ML1/2/a, Robert Moffat to Tidman, 1862). 

To argue that in the Ndebele state, the most common punishment was death is 
to misrepresent notions of justice in Ndebele society. Some offenders were just 
reprimanded and pardoned by the king. The Ndebele term for being pardoned is 
ukuxolelwa. Some offenders were simply asked to pay inhlawulo (fine) in the 
form of cattle for their crimes (File LMS ML1/2/a, Robert Moffat to Tidman, 
1862). Hence, it is not true that in the Ndebele state, criminals always paid with 
their lives. The Ndebele notions of justice and punishment were diversified and 
complex, incorporating respect and well as abuse of human life, depending on 
the nature and gravity of the offences committed. 

CONCLUSION 

There is no doubt that the Ndebele case study indicates the fertility of African 
political thought on governance. The Ndebele system of governance, like other 
forms of governance elsewhere, was complex. This complexity was reflected in 
the delicate, ambiguous and contradictory co-existence of diverse ideologies, 
such as egalitarianism, patrimonialism, authoritarianism, communalism, milita-
rism, populism, patriarchy and kinship, together with theocratic and aristocratic 
tendencies. There are indeed a number of lessons to be learnt from the pre-
colonial African system of governance and indigenous political thought that could 
advance the African debate on democracy. African contemporary governments 
have to attempt to be authentic by basing their forms of governance on what 
existed previously on the continent. This is crucial in this age, when the Western 
model seems to be failing in Africa. 
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