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ABSTRACT

At the beginning of 2000, African leaders began to talk of ‘African solutions to African problems’ as the
way forward for the continent in the new millennium. In line with this thinking, then President Thabo
Mbeki of South Africa began to articulate and popularise the African Renaissance as the guiding philosophy
for African development. According to this philosophy, the economic and political salvation for Africa was
to come from its mobilisation and deployment of various positive aspects of African culture and history, as
Western prescriptions had failed to extricate Africa from underdevelopment. It is within this broader context
that this article engages with the central issue of precolonial forms of governance in Africa with a view to
countering those ahistorical perspectives that unduly blamed precolonial African traditions and cultures for
bequeathing a politics of disorder on the post-colonial state, together with those that romanticise precolonial
forms of governance as a golden age of pristine democracy and consensual politics. This article offers a
rebuttal to the emerging ‘African exceptionalism’ thesis that blames precolonial traditions and cultures for
the bad systems of governance being witnessed in Africa. The central argument is that one cannot generalize
about precolonial African systems of governance as they were not only diverse but also complex, allowing
for good and bad forms of governance to co-exist uneasily and tendentiously across space and time. Based
on a case study of the nineteenth century Ndebele, of what is is now Zimbabwe, the article describes the
complexity and diversity in Ndebele governance and its combination of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ elements to
counterpose it to present-day stereotypes, as held, first, by certain Western political scientists, and secondly,
certain rulers of post-colonial states that try to justify dictatorship and violation of their people’s rights on
the basis of precolonial African traditions, cultures and histories. The Ndebele case study demonstrates that
human rights and democracy were organically built into African precolonial systems of governance.

KEYWORDS: Governance, democracy, human rights, cultural relativism, universalism, precolonial history,
accountability, African exceptionalism.

Every person is God’s creation and all the people should live together. Our kings were sympathetic
to their subjects. They tried to ensure happiness for their people. A hungry person is a disgrace in any
kingdom… Today leaders never come out to hear voices of their people so that they can know how
they are living. Our government is not like it was in the kingdoms of Lobengula, Mzilikazi and
Shaka. Chiefs had power then to say and change the lives of their subjects.1

The Ndebele proverb inkosi yinkosi ngabantu (a king is king because of the people)
provides an indication of the Ndebele understanding of the source of political power.
They knew that power lay with the people, not the king. The most widely cited definition
of democracy is that it is rule of the people, by the people, for the people. By stating that
it was the people who made the king, the Ndebele were claiming power for the people
while at the same time reminding their leaders to rule according to the will of the people.

Instead of falling into the nationalist historiographical pitfall of countering imperialist
historiography through a simplistic reading of precolonial life as a golden age dominated
by pristine village democracies, this article seeks to reveal complexities, contradictions
and ambiguities in the Ndebele system of governance, together with their notions of
democracy and human rights. It posits that Ndebele governance was a complex mixture

1 Chief Khayisa Ndiweni of the Ndebele people of Ntabazinduna, quoted in Hove, C. & Anow, I. 1996.
Guardians of the soil: meeting Zimbabwe’s elders. Harare: Baobab, p. 72.
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of communalism, clan and family intimacies, and kinship, co-existing uneasily and
tendentiously with domination, militarism, patriarchy and aristocratic tendencies.
Therefore, sweeping generalisations ignore the complexities and the shifting architecture
of governance in the Ndebele state over time.

Power in Africa
Today governance has become one of the most debated issues across the world, with
Africa being seen as the home of systems of governance that are intrinsically hostile to
the core values of democracy and human rights. Eurocentric and some Afrocentric
pessimist scholars blame African precolonial traditions for bequeathing authoritarian
forms of governance and disorder on the continent. This argument emerges clearly in
Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz’s book, Africa works: the political
instrumentalisation of disorder, where they argue that:

We cannot, for example, decide a priori that certain forms of African politics (i.e., the genocide in
Rwanda, the disintegration of Zaire, or the smooth democratic transition in Cape Verde) are temporary
aberrations which are not representative of existing trends on the continent.2

Taking a cultural argument as their reference point, Chabal and Daloz blame everything
wrong with governance in modern Africa on African culture. Becoming even apologetic
of colonialism, Chabal and Daloz argue that the crisis of governance in Africa is one of
“modernity rooted in the deep history of the societies in which it is taking place” and
they add that “Without a doubt, imperial rulers did divide the continent. They certainly
disturbed, even destroyed, the existing socio-political communities”, but that “the time
has long passed when we, Westerners, had to expiate the colonial crime of our
forefathers”.3  In their crusade to exonerate colonialism from changing the course of
African socio-political and economic development, Chabal and Daloz argue that the
essential feature “most important to emphasize is the significance of continuities in the
political practice from the precolonial period”.4  To them, colonialism failed to overcome
“the strongly instrumental and personal characteristics of traditional African
administration”. Their conclusion is that African cultures are ontologically hostile to
good governance and effective administration.5

At another level, even some post-colonial African dictators have justified their non-
accountable styles of governance and blatant violations of human rights in terms of
African tradition. Long presidential incumbency by one person and life presidencies
are justified on the basis of precolonial tradition.6  They give the false impression that
democracy and human rights are strange phenomena brought to Africa by people from
the West. But Mathew Todd Bradley defines democracy as “a configuration of
governance moulded by general values, biases, prejudices, and nuances of a given
culture”.7  Democracy as a social construction and a political imaginary has been evolving
under the influence of changing African historical realities.
2 Chabal, P. & Daloz, J.-P. 1999. Africa works: the political instrumentalisation of disorder. London: James

Currey, p. xvii.
3 ibid, p. xviii.
4 Ibid, p. 11.
5 ibid, p. 13.
6 In Benin, the Marxist-oriented dictator Mathieu Kereku, when challenged to step down after a long

presidential incumbency, responded: “Have you ever heard or seen a retired king in Africa?” He explained
that in Africa you can only see tombs of kings, suggesting it was a tradition for kings to die in power.

7 Bradley, M.T. 2005. ‘The Other’: precursory of African conceptions of democracy. International Studies
Review 7 (3): 407–31.
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Writing about issues of democracy and human rights in the context of the precolonial
environment leads one to engage with broader theoretical debates pitting cultural
relativists against universalists together with radical Africanists critical of both positions.
The leading proponents of the universalist perspective of democracy and human rights
are Jack Donnelly and Rhoda E. Howard, whose central argument is that democracy
and human rights, while having their roots in Western liberalism, form central aspects
of a universal normative framework that eschews time, space and context.8  Donnelly,
in particular, is critical of cultural relativist arguments, arguing that “culture is not
destiny”.9  Universalists are criticised by cultural relativists for negating diversity among
global cultures and for pushing forward a monolithic set of social values founded on
Western societies. They are further accused of promoting cultural imperialism through
the propagation of Anglo-Saxon cultures and values as universal, and indirectly
sustaining Western hegemony over Africa.10

Paul Tiyambe Zeleza aptly described the universalist perspective on democracy and
human rights as the “Athens-to-Washington” narrative based on abstractions, de-
contextualisation and ahistorical approaches to democracy and human rights.11  Zeleza
ranks together with Mahmood Mamdani and Issa G. Shivji as a radical Africanist critical
of both universalist and cultural relativist perspectives for being based on philosophical
abstractions and dry generalisations not informed by proper historicisation and
contextualisation.12  To radical Africanists, democracy and human rights are not products
of Western Enlightenment philosophy, but are artefacts of global human struggles against
oppression and exploitation across human history. As such, no human civilisation or
culture could claim any monopoly of origination of democracy and human rights.
Democracy and human rights are universal in the sense of being artefacts of human
struggles across the globe.

The cultural relativist discourse of democracy and human rights is traceable to the
earliest anthropologists like Herskovits and such nationalist-cum-intellectuals like
Leopold Sedar Senghor, Julius Nyerere and Robert Mugabe, who had a tendency to
essentialize African identity and were heavily influenced by the essentialist philosophies
of negritude, African personality and African socialism of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.
The debate has been carried forward by such anthropologists as Richard A. Wilson who
argue for a contextualised understanding of democracy and human rights.13  It was partly
these animated debates that influenced me to adopt a historical and unsententious
interrogation of democracy and human rights based on a particular case study to see
what emerges. I am of the opinion that despite democracy and human rights being
universal in outlook, their expression took different languages and idioms across different

18 Donnelly, J. 1989. Universal human rights in theory and practice. Second editon. Ithaca NY: Cornell
University Press; Howard, R. E. 1986. Human rights in commonwealth Africa. Totowa NJ: Rowman &
Littlefield.

19 Donnelly, Universal human rights, p. 88.
10 Prasad, A. 2004. Review article: Jack Donnelly’s universal human rights theory and practice. Alternatives:

Turkish Journal of International Relations 3 (2/3): 1–10.
11 Zeleza, P.T. 1997. Manufacturing African studies and crises. Dakar: CODESRIA Books, p. 197.
12 Mamdani, M. 1996. Citizen and subject: contemporary Africa and the legacy of colonialism. Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press; Shivji, I. G. 1989. The concept of human rights in Africa. Dakar:
CODESRIA Books.

13 Wilson, R. A. 1997. Introduction. In: Wilson, R.A., ed., Human rights, culture and context: anthropological
perspectives. London & Chicago: Pluto Press: 1–22.
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historical contexts, spaces and times. For instance, even across a single case study like
that of the Ndebele, the historical record reveals that the Ndebele system of governance
under the migratory phase (1818–40) and under the settled phase (1841–93) did not
remain the same. There were changes brought about by both internal and external
exigencies, sometimes dictating flexibility, openness and adaptability and at times
reinforcing conservative and rigid tendencies. The common reality was that democracy
and human rights co-existed uneasily and tendentiously with authoritarianism, patriarchy
and militarism, as well as with communalism and kinship.14  Even within the limited
confines of the Ndebele case study, democracy and human rights were never fixed
phenomena. They meant different things to different social groups. It is important also
to emphasize that the Ndebele system of governance, together with its discernible notions
of democracy and human rights, was a product of its times and cannot be casually
compared to the present-day version of democracy and human rights fashioned by post-
Cold War universal triumphalism of neo-liberalism and globalisation.

Power in precolonial Africa
Those few scholars who chose to study African systems of governance during the
precolonial era tended to use the single-despot model that is not confirmed by realities
on the ground in Africa.15  By a single-despot model I mean the emphasis on precolonial
forms of governance as centralised pyramidal monarchies with all-powerful kings at
their apexes with power over both the life and death of their subjects.16  This erroneous
perception of African styles of governance needs to be examined on the basis of more
nuanced case studies of African systems of governance.

In the first place it is too simplistic to use a single-despot model to explain African
governance systems because the diverse nature of African societies defies such
generalizations. Each precolonial society had a unique set of rules, laws and traditions
suitable for particular contexts. These rules, laws and traditions, commonly termed
customs, formed the basis of how people lived together as part of a community or state.
Because of the diversity of societies in Africa, there were also diverse systems of
governance suitable for different socio-economic and political exigencies and realities.
Indeed, earlier African formations like those of Egypt in North Africa, of Nubia and
Axum in Northeast Africa, of Ghana, Mali and Songhai in West Africa and of
Mapungubwe and Great Zimbabwe in southern Africa, produced different political and
economic systems of governance relative to both their environment and historical
circumstances.17  Because of their magnitude, they all evolved complex systems of
governance that could not fit into the single-despot model favoured by many Euro-
American scholars. These Eurocentric perceptions of governance in Africa are not

14 Bhebe, N. & Ranger, T., eds. 2001. The historical dimensions of democracy and human rights in Zimbabwe,
volume 1: precolonial and colonial legacies. Harare: University of Zimbabwe Publications. See also,
Simiyu, V.G. 1988. The democratic myth in the African traditional society. In: Oyungi, W.O., Odhiambo,
A., & Gitonga, A.K., eds. Democratic theory and practice in Africa. London: Heinemann: 14–28.

15 Fortes, M. & Evans-Pritchard, E.E., eds. 1962. African political systems. Reprint, 1994. London: Kegan
Paul; Mair, L. 1962. Primitive government. London: Pelican Books.

16 Maquet, J. 1971. Power and society in Africa. Translated from French by Jeannette Kupfermann. London:
Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

17 Shillington, K. 1995. History of Africa. London: Palgrave; Iliffe, J. 1995. Africans: the history of a
continent. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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confirmed by detailed case studies of how African leaders and their people fashioned
and ran their governments during the precolonial times.

The Ndebele in the nineteenth century
Taking note of how the precolonial Ndebele ruling elite exercised power is useful in
debunking some of the misconceptions about African governments. Indeed, after the
tumultuous period of state formation and migration, which spanned twenty years, the
Ndebele finally settled permanently in present-day Matabeleland. However, accounts
of the early years of Ndebele life south of the Limpopo River up until they reached the
Matopos in 1839, have reduced their activities to military issues and the Ndebele state
has been studied as a typical example of a military state in Africa. This military thesis
on Ndebele history refuses to die because even some descendants of the Ndebele believe
in it for hegemonic and prestige purposes. The present Ndebele community in Zimbabwe
has taken on this exaggerated perception of the Ndebele as violent, brave and militaristic
people.18  Dr Sikhanyiso Ndlovu, a well-known politician, educationalist and minister
of information and publicity in Zimbabwe, reinforced this mentality when he was
interviewed about his origins. He quickly stated that “We are the Gatshenis. We rule by
the spear!”19

A number of scholars who have written on the Ndebele have lost sight of the
changes that took place among the Ndebele as they transformed themselves from a
nascent formative state into a full-fledged, settled heterogeneous nation on the
Zimbabwean plateau. This failure on the part of scholars has led to the emergence
of biased accounts, which emphasized continuity in the Ndebele state from the
activities of state formation (1818–42) into the ‘settled phase’ (1842–93). Only
David Beach alluded to some of the changes in the Ndebele thought pattern and
behaviour, but in a rather unsystematic way as his focus was on how the Shona
resisted Ndebele raids.20  Julian Cobbing has demonstrated that Ndebele governance
was not military despotism.21

The formative stage of the Ndebele state, dominated as it was by nation building, had
its own distinguishing features compared to the settled phase and its processes of
consolidation and spreading of Ndebele power. Issues of accountability and legitimacy,
and a ceaseless search for consensual governance became prominent during the settled
phase. The issue of rights and human rights that were pushed to the peripheries of
politics during the formative stage of the state now came to the centre of state politics.

While the Ndebele public ideology of the state remained aggressively militarist, the
actual realities of power shifted during the settled phase to the control of the means of
production, which superseded the control of the means of violence as the basis of wealth,
power and privilege. A combination of popular pressure, people’s expectations of humane
governance and the goodwill of the rulers dictated a shift towards a more tolerant Ndebele
society. Major institutions such as amabutho (age sets), which were largely geared

18 Lindgren, B. The politics of identity and the remembrance of violence: ethnicity and gender at the
installation of a female chief in Zimbabwe. In: Broch-Due, V., ed., 2005. Violence and belonging: the
quest for identity in post-colonial Africa. London: Routledge: 102–25.

19 Dr Sikhanyiso Ndlovu was interviewed by the Financial Gazette on 25 July 1999. He represented many
Ndebeles of Nguni descent who are proud of their Nguni ancestry as depicted in militaristic terms.

20 Beach, D.N. 1974. Ndebele raiders and Shona power. Journal of African History. 15 (4): 633–51.
21 Cobbing, J. 1976. The Ndebele under the Khumalos, 1820–1896. PhD thesis, University of Lancaster.
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towards the military, were quickly civilianized to suit the exigencies of a less aggressive
environment on the Zimbabwean plateau.22

These changes included a reduction in offensive wars, as noted by Robert Moffat
during his visit to the Ndebele in 1854.23  Moffat’s problem was that instead of attributing
this change to the peaceful and settled life of the Ndebele, he gave himself and God the
credit for what was plainly a result of more settled circumstances. The civilianization
process also saw the practice of barring men from getting married before serving in the
military up to the age of 40 being relaxed.24  While previously only those Ndebele men
who were renowned for courage and prowess in warfare were permitted to marry and
build villages for themselves, the king permitted many people to marry during this
phase of Ndebele history. Renowned fighters found themselves settling down to carry
out civilian-oriented duties, such as administering the segments of the Ndebele state
that had emerged with the expansion of the state.25

Indeed the tumultuous period of warfare was over. The issues that were of concern to
the Ndebele were the consolidation of power and the strengthening of the legitimacy of
the ruling house, and the solidification of national unity. With these transformations
came changes in the contents and tone of izibongo (praise poems) and izaga (proverbs),
and these changes reflected the new political realities.26  The praises and izingoma (songs)
now helped in legitimizing Mzilikazi’s rule. They set out to tell his followers that
Mzilikazi was the rightful descendant of Mashobana and that the latter was the rightful
descendant of ancient Nguni kings. The now unknown inxwala song, Nansi indaba
yomkhonto, ‘Song of the assegai’, was clearly meant to emphasize national unity and
ancestral power.27  The song assumed the role of a national anthem. The praise poems,
songs, and proverbs played a crucial part in promoting a version of national unity based
on the figure of the king, who was the central figure in all national ceremonies.

The office of the king was transformed and ritualized, leading Julian Cobbing to
write of the rise of an ideological glorification of the person of the monarch.28  The king
assumed the role of a successful rainmaker, administered a system of grain production,
distributed cattle and headed a cult of ancestor worship. At this time the king’s importance
was best described in ritual terms. The king became the “rainmaker in chief” and “a
collector of charms and medicines designed not only to secure rain but to protect the
state against the machinations of its enemies”.29  Besides this, many non-royals and
non-Ngunis of Kalanga and Shona origin also dominated in the ritual sphere. The king
also administered justice, maintained a monopoly over the important long-distance trade
to the South, and distributed the proceeds of tributes and of raiding. Mzilikazi was no
longer the absolute and arbitrary tyrant of “European travellers’ tales”.30

22 Vail, L. & White, L. 1991. Power and the praise poem: southern African voices in history. Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press. See also Ndlovu-Gatsheni, S.J. 2004. The dynamics of democracy and
human rights among the Ndebele of Zimbabwe, 1818–1934. PhD thesis, University of Zimbabwe.

23 Wallis, J.P.R., ed. 1945. The Matabele journals: volume one. Bulawayo: Books of Rhodesia, pp. xi–xii.
24 Men used to serve in military service for up to 40 years before being allowed to marry leading some

scholars to wrongly describe this practice as the law of celibacy. A celibate generally refers to someone
who has taken a religious vow of chastity.

25 Thomas, T.M. 1972. Eleven years in central south Africa. Bulawayo: Books of Bulawayo, pp. 204–6.
26 Vail & White. Power and the praise poem, pp. 108–9.
27 Thomas. Eleven years in central south Africa, p. 204.
28 Cobbing. The Ndebele under the Khumalos, p. 54.
29 Ibid, 55.
30 Vail & White, Power and the praise poem, p. 92.
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A strong aristocratic group quite different from that which had held power because
of its military prowess in the 1820s and 1830s emerged. Achievement or meritocracy
was increasingly replacing ascriptive status in the Ndebele state. Commenting on this
development, Cobbing noted that without the king “there would have been an inchoate
collection of feuding chieftaincies”.31  However, the king was no longer able to exercise
absolute power with this new development. Relatively strong subsidiary chiefs and
headmen who maintained a great deal of independent wealth and power based on personal
ownership of cattle and achievement had emerged. Power became increasingly shared
between the royals and provincial chiefs. ‘Royalisation’ began to take new forms via
marriages to women of royal blood. Mbiko Masuku, the son of Madlenya Masuku who
headed the isigaba (constituency) of Zwangendaba, was married to Mzilikazi Khumalo’s
daughter, Zinkabi. Because of this connection he challenged Lobengula Khumalo for
the leadership of the Ndebele state after Mzilikazi’s death in 1868.32  As the power of
this group increased, the kingship vigorously ritualized itself to the level of ideological
glorification through veneration of the king’s ancestors who were invoked and propitiated
in national ceremonies as the state’s protectors. Prayers to the king’s ancestral spirits
lay at the root of national cohesion and broadcasting of power.33

The refugees and captives of earlier decades and those who were acquired in the
southwest now coalesced into a nation, broadening the heterogeneity of the Ndebele
state. Some of them assumed powerful positions as chiefs and commanded a degree of
respect from the king. There emerged a third additional social stratum of the amaHole.34

The amaHole were those people who were assimilated into the Ndebele state within the
Zimbabwean plateau. They were the latest entrants into the Ndebele society. The
dominant and proud Zansi (those from the South) who left with the king from Zululand
became a minority only identifiable through their Nguni izibongo (surnames) such as
Mkhize, Gatsheni, Khumalo, Mkwananzi, Sithole and Gumede.35

Raiding, which had been relied upon as an economic as well as a political ploy, was
changed, losing much of its function as an economic ploy and becoming largely a political
ploy meant to weaken neighbours of the Ndebele and to punish the recalcitrant chiefs.
According to David Beach, raiding became target-specific.36  However, the elaboration
of these changes is not meant to dispel any continuities and overlaps between the two
phases of Ndebele history. There was both continuity and change.

POWER AND GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES

The king’s role in governance
The Ndebele practised a system of governance that revolved and crystallized around
the person of the king. Some scholars have interpreted this to mean that the Ndebele
king was despotic and dictatorial.37  The Ndebele king was indeed powerful, but not to

31 Cobbing, The Ndebele under the Khumalos, p. 44.
32 Sibanda, M.M. 1981. uMbiko KaMadlenya. Gweru: Mambo Press, pp. 23–33.
33 Cobbing, The Ndebele under the Khumalos, p. 64.
34 The combined number of amaHole was estimated to have constituted 60 % of the Ndebele population.
35 Woods, G.G. 1939. Extracts from customs and history: AmaNdebele. Native Affairs Department Annual

(NADA) ix: 10–15. See also Mhlagazanhlansi [N. Jones]. 1944. My friend Khumalo. Bulawayo: Books of
Bulawayo, p. 27.

36 Beach, D.N. 1986. War and politics in Zimbabwe. Gweru: Mambo Press, pp. 16–20.
37 Becker, P. 1962. Path of blood: The rise and conquests of Mzilikazi. London: Longman.
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the extent that he became an absolute monarch with all power concentrated in his hands.
Ndebele society had evolved elaborate mechanisms that acted as checks and balances
on the power of the king. The hierarchy of power 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 (Fig. 1).

As depicted in Figure 1, the Ndebele king, while wielding power, was not an autocratic
ruler like the tsars of Russia in the nineteenth century. There were other powerful officials
who were active in the governance of the state as well as in checking absolute
dictatorship. The king became a largely ceremonial head of state. During Mzilikazi’s
rule, Mncumbatha Khumalo was indunankulu yesizwe (prime minister or head of the
government), and he acted as a regent after Mzilikazi’s death in 1868. He was described
as umqamelo wenkosi, ‘the pillow of the king’, because king relied on him for advice
more than any other person.38  He acted as the king’s deputy, representing him on various
important occasions where he had the authority to sign treaties on behalf of the king, as
happened in 1836.39

State policies were subjected to serious debate, and deliberations 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 selected wise men, formed the inner
circle of advisers to the king and were collectively termed umphakathi. In practice the

38 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, The dynamics of democracy, pp. 62–5.
39 Mncumbatha signed a treaty with the colonial government at the Cape on behalf of the king, demonstrating

how the king trusted this principal of his government.

Fig. 1. Hierarchy of power in the Ndebele state.
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umphakathi played a crucial role in determining state policy and they also deliberated
on the difficult judicial decisions. It was the equivalent of a present-day cabinet. Another
set of advisers of the king was a large group of the state’s prominent men, collectively
termed izikhulu. This was the equivalent of a senate. It was through these two councils
that the ordinary Ndebele people were able to participate in the government of their
country. Umphakathi and izikhulu operated as representative councils. The members of
these councils, however, were mainly the rich, rather than ordinary people. They were
not freely chosen by the people and their positions were largely hereditary. It was
members of umphakathi and izikhulu who were responsible for the interrogation of
concession seekers. Examples include the controversial Rudd Concession of March
1888 that generated much debate among the Ndebele ruling elite and resulted, among
other things, in the divisions that saw Lotshe Hlabangani killed.

It was also the members of these councils who were responsible for discouraging
receptions given to missionaries in the Ndebele state.40  The members of umphakathi
and izikhulu made regular journeys to the isigodlo (capital) where the king resided, in
order to advise and inform the king about the situation in the izigaba (outlying areas of
the state) and to debate crucial state policies.41

In theory, the king was the head of state, head of government, religious chief,
commander-in-chief of the armed forces and the supreme judge of all criminal cases. In
practice, however, the king was basically a ceremonial head of state in all these posts
and a source of unity in the state. Like all rulers of his time, the Ndebele king tried to
keep as much power in his hands as was possible, but the leaders of izigaba worked
tirelessly too to acquire power and to influence state affairs.42  It was these people who
in practice commanded the armed forces during military assignments and it was these
same people who determined the outcomes of difficult judicial decisions. While the
king could differ with the views of his advisers on a number of issues, he was often
forced to endorse the popular views of his advisers.

The leaders of izigaba rather than the king were the practical representatives of
amahlabezulu (the ordinary population of the Ndebele state). The king had to listen to
their views in order to keep in touch with the popular sentiments of his people. Chiefs
of izigaba were initially appointed by the king, especially during the inception of the
state and the formation of specific izigaba as the state grew. Provincial chiefs, however,
had to work hard to cultivate the allegiance of the people within the territorial area of
their rule. Upon the death of an appointed chief, the king’s power to appoint another
chief fell away as the deceased chief was to be succeeded by his eldest son from his
senior wife (indlu enkulu). If the senior wife failed to produce a son, other sons from
junior wives were accepted as successors.43

Political alliance and kinship
Cobbing has identified 18 examples of leading Ndebele families that dominated local
and provincial government in the outlying areas, and at the same time had a strong

40 Historical Manuscript: MA1/2/2: Maxwell Diary, 28 November 1889.
41 Coillard, F. 1897. On the threshold of central Africa. London: Longman, p. 37.
42 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, The dynamics of democracy, p. 80.
43 Ndlovu, T.M., Ndlovu, D.N. & Ncube, B.S. 1995. Imikhuba lamasiko amaNdebele, The traditions and

culture of the Ndebele. Gweru: Mambo Press.
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influence on the centre (kingship).44  The kingship worked hard to contain the tension
between the forces of centralization and decentralization and to cement the unity of the
state and predominance of the kingship. This was done through marriage alliances and
exchange of cattle. Marriage was part and parcel of people’s attempts to royalise
themselves and to keep as close as possible to the king. The king himself married women
from influential and wealthy provincial families, in an attempt to maintain close links
with powerful members of society and to cement national unity. In this way, there were
few powerful, wealthy and influential families in the Ndebele state who had no direct
marital links with the royal family.45

Despite all these mechanisms, Ndebele governance was not fully based on consensual
politics. It was characterized by a mixture of democratic tendencies and practices on
the one hand, and aristocratic, autocratic and/or militaristic practices and tendencies,
with varying degrees of despotism, on the other. Tension, competition, jealousies and
violence also characterized the system.46

The fact that a majority of the influential and powerful Ndebele families had some
direct links with the royal family had three crucial implications. It implied that they
benefited from the king at the expense of other ordinary members of the Ndebele state.
It implied that they worked for the perpetual leadership of the royal family and finally,
it led others to develop insatiable ambitions for the royal throne. As in all societies,
consensus broke down at times and the umphakathi were perfectly capable of throwing
up their own leaders during a period of interregnum.47  The case of Mbiko Masuku, who
challenged Lobengula for the leadership of the Ndebele state after the death of Mzilikazi,
illustrates this argument.48  Mbiko’s activities plunged the Ndebele state into a bloody
civil war.49

Kinship served an important ideological function in the Ndebele state and was a
source of strength and weakness. Both Mzilikazi and Lobengula suspected relatives to
be enemies and displayed harshness towards male royals, giving rise to the popular
Ndebele idea of a blood brother as umfowethu (umfo means enemy). At another level,
the whole idea of a royal house limited the chances for ordinary people to participate
fully in governance and to attain higher posts in the Ndebele state. Only those connected
to the royal family could readily attain the posts of senior chiefs. This scenario helps to
explain why Mzilikazi and Lobengula executed many of their relatives on the grounds
that they harboured and exhibited ambitions of being kings. A well-known case is that
of Lobengula’s killing of his popular brother, Hlangabeza Khumalo, because some
members of the Ndebele state mistook him for the king.50  In the period 1840–42,
Mzilikazi massacred many relatives, including two of his wives and some of his sons,
on the grounds that they did not respect him as sole ruler.51

44 Cobbing, The Ndebele under the Khumalos, p. 62.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Cobbing, The Ndebele under the Khumalos, pp. 64–81.
48 Brown, R. 1966. The Ndebele succession crisis, 1868–1877. The Central Africa Historical Association.

Salisbury: 5–14.
49 Sibanda, uMbiko KaMadlenya.
50 Sigola, S. 1959. How Lobengula came to rule the Matabele. Native Affairs Department Annual (NADA)

xxxvi: 87–91.
51 Posselt, F.W.T. 1923. Nkulumana: the disputed succession: a chapter of Ndebele History. Native Affairs

Department Annual (NADA) 1: 29–42.
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Politics in the Ndebele state were not open to competition as in modern-day
democracies. Power was hereditary, that is confined to royal houses. While the Ndebele
conceded that power was to be contested, they did not tolerate opposition to the
incumbent leader. Their popular ideology was alikho ilanga elaphuma elinye
lingakatshoni (no sun has ever risen before another one has set).52  The Ndebele
emphasized that power belonged to those with power. The ruling Khumalo house was
praised as ndlangamandla (those who rule because of their power).53  Because of his
power, Mzilikazi ruled until he died of old age without a clear successor. The Ndebele
feared even to mention the issue of succession when Mzilikazi was still alive.54

Ndebele governance was also characterized by patriarchal ideology. I use the term
patriarchy in the Weberian sense, referring to a domination based on strict personal
loyalty to a father-like ruler who invokes the sanctity of tradition to justify his acts.55

Ndebele patriarchal ideology exalted the leadership of older men who inherited their
high rank from ancestors related to kingship. Women, young men and captives generally
stood outside the centre of power. The Ndebele king was a ‘father’ figure and the people
he governed conveyed their respect by referring to themselves 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) and
the family was an idiom through which political conflict and alliances were expressed.56

Crime and punishment
European observers tended to emphasize the existence of injustices and cruel punishment
among the Ndebele without a clear analysis of Ndebele notions of justice and punishment.
Rhodesian colonial officials, especially the Native Commissioners, wrongly assumed
that Africans brought cases to them because they offered a superior kind of justice that
was far better than that offered by African precolonial governments.57  Others argued
that democracy and human rights were unknown because the judicial system was
characterized by only two forms of punishment—fines and death.58  Robert Moffat
described Ndebele justice as “tyrannical in the strictest sense of the word” and noted
that the king’s word was law.59  However, all these were distortions and falsifications of
the Ndebele notions of justice and punishment.

Notions of justice and punishment were closely intertwined with Ndebele customs
and traditions. Political leaders of the state performed both administrative and judicial

52 This is a common Ndebele proverb warning those who are too politically ambitious to wait for the
reigning leader to leave the political scene before they take over. Kings never retired. They died on the
throne.

53 The Khumalo royal family praise names encapsulated how they came to be rulers, including how Mzilikazi
squared up with the feared Zulu king Shaka and defied his oppressive tendencies.

54 Brown, The Ndebele succession crisis, pp. 6–10.
55 Gerth, H.H.G. & Mills, C.W., eds. 1958. From Max Weber: essays in sociology. New York: Oxford

University Press, pp. 22–39. See also Wylie, D. 1990. A little god: the twilight of patriarchy in a southern
African chiefdom: Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, p. 45.

56 Nyathi, P. 1994. Igugu likaMthwakazi: imbali yamaNdebele, 1820–1893. Gweru: Mambo Press. See also
Mahlangu, P. S. 1957. uMthwakazi izindaba zamaNdebele Zemvelo. Salisbury: Longman.

57 Jeater, D. 1996. A dying practice? African arbitration and native commissioners’ courts in Southern
Rhodesia, 1898–1914. Unpublished paper, University of West England, p. 1.

58 Child, H.F. 1958. Family and tribal structure - status of women. Native Affairs Department Annual (NADA)
xxxv: 65–70.

59 Wallis., ed. The Matabele journals, p. 24.
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roles. In the execution of justice, the political leadership summoned the wisdom of
other traditional officials in society such as izanusi, izinyanga and izangoma (respectively,
diviners, wise men and magicians) and at times even the services of the religious shrine
such as Njelele were sought to establish justice.60

Amacala (criminal cases) were basically divided into two 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).61  The king commonly dealt
with serious crimes whereas minor crimes such as ukweba (theft) and inxabano
emagumeni/emizini (domestic misunderstanding) 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 very minor cases without the interference of either a headman or a chief.62

Thus a clear system of justice ran from the household up to the state level and there
were clear channels and mechanisms for dealing with various crimes and punishments.
Conflict-resolution mechanisms were also available to cater for and to protect communal
and private interests. While an attempt was made to achieve even-handed justice in the
Ndebele state, the judicial 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.

Witchcraft was considered to be one of the most serious offences, equal to murder. It
was considered prejudicial to the lives and property of others in society. Death and
illness were not considered natural among the Ndebele; they were attributed either to
the anger of amadlozi (ancestral spirits) or witchcraft. Diviners and magicians usually
raised accusations of witchcraft (ukunuka abathakathi) and their allegations usually
led to trials.63

On many occasions those who were accused of witchcraft were punished by death.
The Ndebele public ideology was umthakathi kancengwa uyaphohozwa ngenduku (there
is no sympathy for wizards and their fate is execution).64  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.65  On a separate occasion, Xukuthwayo Mlotshwa, the chief of the Intemba,
had nine people of his own family executed because he suspected that his illness was
caused by them.66

In another case in 1880, Makhanjana Khumalo and other male members of his family
contracted malaria. Makhanjana summoned an isangoma named Sithoma. Sithoma
washed the patients with medicine and ordered Makhanjana to slaughter a sheep to
appease the ancestral spirits. But when the condition of the patients worsened,

60 Ranger, T. 1999. Voices from the rocks: nature, culture and history in the Matopos hills of Zimbabwe.
Harare: Baobab, pp. 15–20.

61 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, The dynamics of democracy, pp. 80–5.
62 Crawford, J. R. 1894. Witchcraft and sorcery in Rhodesia. Bulawayo: Books of Bulawayo, pp. 5–10.
63 Ibid., pp. 15–20.
64 Ndebele novels like Sibanda’s uMbiko KMadlenya point to the Ndebele’s violent reaction to witchcraft.

Even kings greatly feared bewitchment.
65 This example is well detailed in Cobbing’s PhD thesis.
66 Ibid.
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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 it on fire. These women
were saved from a painful death by Makhanjana’s sudden recovery.67

Despite this emphasis in the public ideology, it is also evident that doubtful and
unproven charges of witchcraft did not lead to execution. Instead, unsubstantiated
accusations of witchcraft led to banishment from the mainstream of Ndebele society.
Villagers were reluctant to harbour suspected witches and a place of refuge came into
being for the victims of such charges at eZihwabeni between Solusi and Plumtree.68

Amagusu amnyama (the dark forests) of Matebeleland North were also places “where
witches were thrown to live”.69  In these places of exile, those accused of witchcraft
were supplied with meat and grain from the state coffers. Despite the fact that these
people were hated by the rest of the population, they were still considered the king’s
people.70

People accused of political crimes (amacala ezombuso) faced similarly harsh
consequences. The clear case in point was that of 1840–42, known as the Ntabayezinduna
crisis.71  Mzilikazi descended mercilessly and ruthlessly on his close relatives, including
his own children and his wives, because they were accused of political opposition and
of harbouring political ambitions.72  He executed his brothers Gqugqu, Mbangazidlo
and Ndwangubani.

After taking power in 1870, Lobengula also descended mercilessly on his brothers,
executing Qualingana, Zingwana and Mezwane. His brothers Mangwana and Mabele
fled the country in 1868 after the death of their father, fearing for their lives. In 1888,
Lobengula even eliminated his popular brother Hlangabeza.73

During the crisis of 1870–72, following Lobengula’s controversial accession to the
Ndebele throne, prominent men like Mtikana Mafu and Thunzi Ndiweni, who were
respected by Mzilikazi, were eliminated after being accused of being witches and for
plotting against the king. Lotshe Hlabangana, a close confidant of Lobengula’s, was in
1880 accused of witchcraft by his rivals. He survived execution at that time only to be
executed in September 1889 on a charge of having misleadingly commended the Rudd
Concession of 1888 to Lobengula.74

67 Ibid.
68 Historical Manuscript TH2/1/1 Thomas Journal, 12 April 18180.
69 Alexander, J., McGregor, J. & Ranger, T. 2000. Violence and memory: one hundred years in the ‘Dark

Forests’ of Matabeleland. Harare: Weaver Press, p. 25.
70 Historical Manuscript LMS ML1/2/A Robert Moffat to Tidman, 25 December 1862.
71 There is a mountain a little east of Bulawayo where, at the time the Ndebele settled in Matabeleland, it is

said that as some overzealous chiefs like Ngudwane Ndiweni installed as king Nkulumane, the eldest son
of Mzilikazi, because they thought his father had died. Mzilikazi was missing for two years with another
group of followers who had taken a different path to Zimbabwe. One of the reasons given for this somewhat
rebellious act was that the Gundwane group wanted to celebrate the inxwala ceremony and this could not
be done without a king who is supposed to lead the ritual activities. The narration states that Mzilikazi
eventually appeared. He responded by sentencing to death several chiefs, who were then executed on this
small mountain. This is known as the Ntabayezinduna crisis.

72 Mzilikazi is said to have even killed his rebellious son Nkulumane, but this was not supposed to be
known by the mainstream Ndebele community. So the popular story was that the heir apparent was taken
to his maternal uncles in line with Nguni traditions. But when Mzilikazi died in September 1868,
Nkulumane was nowhere to be found, confirming that he was killed along with the rebellious chiefs.

73 Historical Manuscript TH3/1/3 The Execution of Prince Hlangabeza recorded by Thomas Morgan Thomas.
74 Gelfand, M., ed., 1968. Gubulawayo and beyond: letters and journals of the early Jesuit missionaries to

Zambesia, 1879–1887. Bulawayo: Books of Bulawayo, pp. 237–40.
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Despite all these executions, Edward C. Tabler, one of the early Europeans to record
his observations of Ndebele social and political practices, pointed out that Mzilikazi
was not as despotic and tyrannical as portrayed by other European observers. He criticized
the use of Western Christian standards to evaluate the Ndebele judicial system. In his
understanding, Mzilikazi was influenced by public opinion to carry out executions for
witchcraft offences.75  Even in the Ndebele oral tales of their past, Mzilikazi is portrayed
as inkosi ebunene (a sympathetic and kind king) and is said to have 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 execution.76

That the death sentence was the most common form of punishment is not confirmed
by the oral literature of the Ndebele society. Some offenders were just reprimanded and
pardoned by the king. The Ndebele term for being pardoned is ukuxolelwa. Some
offenders were just asked to pay inhlawulo (a fine) in the form of cattle for their crimes.77

What then emerges clearly is a hierarchy of rights and governance running from
umuzi (nuclear or extended family) under umnumzana through imizi (villages) under
abalisa (headmen), through the izigaba (provinces) under izinduna (chiefs) to the ilizwe
(kingdom) under the overall administration of inkosi (king).78  These arrangements in
the Ndebele state, like every facet of Ndebele life and work, were shot through with
political import. Egalitarianism, family and clan intimacies, and communalism co-existed
with domination, aristocratic and militaristic tendencies, and make it difficult to
generalize about the Ndebele system of governance.79  What was also noticeable was
the commonality of patriarchal and kinship ideologies.

ACCOUNTABILITY AND LEGITIMACY

A closer look at the governance styles of many Nguni precolonial societies tempts one
to argue that precolonial leaders were more accountable for their actions than some
present-day African leaders. This argument is vindicated by the work of such scholars
as Claude Ake and Joseph Cobbah who uncovered that precolonial leaders were
accountable even for natural disasters.80

In the case of the Ndebele state, proverbs, praise poems, and tales of the Ndebele past
reflected more than anything else popular expectations of the Ndebele about their king
and the Ndebele government in general. Ndebele oral literature was also an embodiment
of Ndebele claims against their state and leaders as well as a tale of criticism of some of
the actions of the king and all those in power.81  Among the Ndebele, the king and his
chiefs were expected to be generous with food and productive resources. They were
75 Tabler, G.C. 1970. The far interior. Bulawayo: Books of Bulawayo, pp. 198–200.
76 Interview with Chief John Sangulube, Brunapeg, 10 April 1995.
77 Ndebele oral literature includes songs, poems, praises of kings, proverbs and other oral sayings

encapsulating Ndebele ideologies and perceptions of their leaders and society in general.
78 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, The dynamics of democracy, see chapter three particularly.
79 Ibid.
80 Ake, C. 1991. Rethinking African democracy. Journal of Democracy 2 (1): 43–78; Cobbah, J. 1987.

African values and the human rights: an African perspective. Human Rights Quarterly 9 (3): 309–31.
81 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, S. J. 2007. Giving Africa voice within global governance: oral history, human rights

and the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council. In: Malleswari, V.B., ed., Human rights: international
perspectives. India: The ICFAI University Press: 160–89.
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also expected to provide protection against enemies and drought. Ndebele oral tales
captured the ideal qualities 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.82

For the king to remain a legitimate ruler he had to be humane in his dealings with his
people. The Ndebele clearly expressed their fear of and respect for their king while at
the same time celebrating their king’s ability to ‘eat’ his enemies.83  Mzilikazi was
respected by his people mainly because of his ability to build the Ndebele state, his
ability to outwit leaders like 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 were
expressed in his praise poems. No Ndebele doubted Mzilikazi’s legitimacy because he
was the undisputed builder of the Ndebele state and nation.84

The common praises and songs of the Ndebele celebrated the achievements of their
king and in the process legitimized the king’s rule. They were organized in such a way
that they reminded his followers that Mzilikazi was the rightful descendant of Mashobane
and the latter was the rightful descendant of ancient Nguni kings. Mzilikazi’s praise
names began with those of his forefathers like Zimangele and Ndaba and his father
Mashobane down to him.85  Unlike his father, Lobengula had some difficulties
legitimizing his rule. He took power after a civil war after which the Ndebele failed to
locate the heir apparent (Nkulumane Khumalo), who was said to be living with his
maternal parents in South Africa.86  Lobengula was the eldest of Mzilikazi’s sons availabe
in Nkulumane’s absence. There were indeed some sections of the Ndebele population
that did not accept Lobengula as the rightful successor to Mzilikazi and who wanted
further searches for Nkulumane in South Africa.87  The leading voice in resisting
Lobengula’s ascension to the Ndebele throne was Mbiko Masuku.88  The civil war that
rocked the Ndebele state in between 1869–71 pitted those who accepted Lobengula as
the legitimate successor against those who did not. Those who favoured Lobengula
emerged victorious, but had to work hard to consolidate and legitimize his rule, which
he did partly through appealing to his genealogy of respected Nguni leaders. His praise
names emphasized that he was the legitimate son of Mzilikazi: “Calf of a black cow ..
The black duck of Mzilikazi”.89  Lobengula had no credit as a conqueror. His legitimacy
derived from his descent from Mzilikazi, not from the construction of the Ndebele
state.

82 Vail & White, Power and the praise poem, pp. 89–92.
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 Ibid.
86 It was part of Ndebele custom that the heir apparent grew up with the maternal family so as to avoid being

influenced by sections of the society over which he would rule over. Nkulumane’s mother was a daughter
of Zwide of the Ndwandwe another powerful Nguni community in South Africa.

87 Nkulumane was never seen. The story of his fate is that he was never taken to South Africa in the first
place. He was killed during the Ntabayezinduna Crisis of 1839–42 together with his mother Mwaka
Nxumalo and those Ndebele chiefs that had installed him as king when Mzilikazi had delayed in joining
the other group of the Ndebele that had migrated straight to the area around present day Bulawayo.

88 Sibanda, uMbiko KaMadlenya.
89 Nyembezi, S. 1972. Izibongo zamaKhosi akwaZulu. Cape Town: Shuter and Shooter.
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The Ndebele king’s legitimacy was enhanced by judiciously distributing wealth to
his people in consultation with other influential men of state. The chiefs were also
obliged to grant some material support to their subordinates. This patron-client
relationship had the potential to make and unmake kings. 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. The simple
logic of clientage ensured that no leading figure escaped accountability.90

Ndebele leaders tried by all means to ensure that people had the right to a standard of
living adequate for the health and wellbeing of themselves and their family. Guarantees
of social security in times of want and famine were provided by the Ndebele system of
governance. In times of famine, the Ndebele ruling elite made sure food was secured
for the people.

Production and its control
Some scholars have distorted the issue of property rights in the Ndebele state. One
repeated argument has been that the Ndebele king owned all the cattle and all the land
as his personal property.91  This is incorrect, bearing in mind that the king owned both
cattle and land in trust for his people. The right to own property as an individual as well
as in association with others was embedded in Ndebele society. Cattle were owned at
two levels, that is, the individual level and the communal level. Inkomo zamathanga
referred to privately owned cattle, whereas inkomo zebutho or inkomo zenkosi referred
to communally owned cattle.92  While some Ndebele neighbours were forcibly deprived
of cattle through raiding, the ordinary Ndebele people within the Ndebele state did not
suffer from arbitrary deprivation of their property.

Land was available to every Ndebele person. The 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. On their arrival in the
southwest, the Ndebele embarked on a limited national re-organization policy and this
process saw some communities, like those of Malaba, being moved to the Tegwani
River, and those of Mehlo being moved from the headwaters of the Khami River to
Dombodema.93  The idea behind the process was not to deny these people their land but
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 the laws, customs and
traditions of the Ndebele. They had to serve in the army and to attend the annual inxwala
ceremony.94

Cattle constituted a vital branch of production as cattle ownership determined social
status and their acquisition was the major long-term economic objective of all Ndebele
90 Cobbing, The Ndebele under the Khumalos, pp. 152–71, where he discusses the Ndebele economy.
91 This erroneous argument was later used by the British conquerors to engage in primitive looting of

Ndebele cattle and Ndebele land on the basis that they had defeated King Lobengula who was the owner
of all these properties.

92 Cobbing has done an exhaustive analysis of the Ndebele economy, exploding many falsifications and
distortions in his PhD thesis.

93 Munjeri, D. 1987. A brief outline of the political, economic, social and religious history of the Kalanga.
History Seminar Paper, University of Zimbabwe.

94 Tabler, The far interior, pp. 198–200.
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males. The Ndebele acquired cattle mainly through raiding and breeding. Cattle seized
in raids were taken to the king, who distributed them. It was through the distribution of
cattle that the king was able to boost his popularity among his followers. Baines watched
the arrival of the raiders from Gutu at Gibixhegu in 1870:

The division of spoils seemed to be arranged on well-understood and tolerably 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.95

The king and his chiefs distributed wealth to subordinates and followers, but there is no
doubt that they gained most from it economically as the organizers of the production
process.

As noted above, the national herd (inkomo zebutho) or communal herd (inkomo
zenkosi) was distinct from the king’s personal herd. It was also distinct from privately
owned cattle (inkomo zamathanga). The communal herd was state property and while
it was under the overall administration of the king, even he could not use them for his
private affairs. It was this state herd that was distributed to the provinces for people to
tend and 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.96

The accountability of the Ndebele leaders was usually expressed during indlala
(famine), when 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 people. The
king and the chiefs kept grain in secure places ready to distribute to their people during
times of crisis.97

Indlala was not considered a natural occurrence. Thus, 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 searched for medicine. If the famine was caused by drought, the king sent people
to rain shrines to get an explanation.98  In this way, Ndebele leaders responded to the
needs of their people.

Religion played a significant role in cementing the legitimacy of the king. The Ndebele
kings were important religious leaders. The inxwala ceremony was partly a festival of
unity serving as a means of maintaining the power of the king over his people. 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 to the
person of the king and spiritually to the memory of the royal amadlozi as national
ancestral spirits.99  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.

95 Baines, T. 1977. The gold regions of south eastern Africa. Bulawayo: Bulawayo Books, p. 45.
96 Woods, Matabele history and customs; Prestage, P. 1898–1901. Some traditions of Matabeleland. Zambezi

Mission Record 1: 15–18.
97 Ibid.
98 See Ranger, Voices from the rocks.
99 Prestage, Some traditions of Matabeleland, pp. 15–20.
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Social stratification
Despite all the issues outlined above about accountability and legitimacy, oppression
and domination still co-existed with communalism and kinship. Ndebele society was
not classless even though communalism was common. There were the binaries and
dichotomies of the powerful royals and the weak, captives and non-captives, seniors
and juniors, old and young, women and men, able-bodied and disabled, and the elderly
and the youth. Power in general was stored in unequal human relations that were
underwritten by ideologies of lineage, seniority and kinship.100

Below the royalty were the Zansi (those from the South) who consisted of people
who had left Zululand with Mzilikazi in the 1820s, and their descendants. This group
formed an aristocracy and claimed privileges and rights far above those other groups,
with the exception of royalty. The senior chiefs were drawn from this group. The suffering
they had shared with the king during the turbulent years of the Mfecane and in the
various battles during the migratory phase legitimized their status.101

The Enhla group comprised Sotho and Tswana people and occupied a position below
the Zansi. Mzilikazi incorporated these people into the Ndebele state before crossing
the Limpopo River. They had suffered with the king since they accompanied the king
up to Matabeleland. The Enhla also had a claim to positions of authority and power
based on their longer association with the Zansi. Headmen positions beneath Zansi
chiefs were commonly filled by Enhla men.102

The amaHole, ranked below the Enhla, consisted of Kalanga, Rozvi, Nyubi, Nyayi,
Birwa, Venda and other indigenous people of the southwest who were incorporated
into the Ndebele state mainly in the 1840s. They were subordinate both socially and
politically. Some early observers wrongly regarded the amaHole as slaves, 103  but though
belittled by others, they were not really enslaved,104  and were the largest group in the
Ndebele society. By the 1890s, up to sixty percent of the inner Ndebele state was of
amaHole origin.105

The categories Zansi, Enhla and amaHole can convey a false sense of ethnic rigidity
and a rigidly ranked Ndebele state. They also convey a picture of distinction based on
national and social origin. The reality is that people continuously moved across these
categories as they negotiated new alliances, usually by marriage, merit and loan of
cattle. A respectable Hole was able to move closer to the Ndebele chiefs and could
become richer than a relative of a chief who had fallen out of favour. In the Matshetsheni
isigaba, a Zansi man called Sinanga Khumalo was succeeded as chief by an amaHole
man called Ntuthu Msimangu. Ntuthu was succeeded by another amaHole, Swina
Nkala.106

Captured people were incorporated into Ndebele society after a probationary period.
The probationary period included some ill-treatment as captives were taught Ndebele
100 Wylie, A little god, where he analyses the key contours of the ideology of lineages and kinship.
101 Cooper-Chadiwick, J. 1894. Three years with Lobengula. Bulawayo: Books of Bulawayo, pp. 107–110.
102 Ibid.
103 Ibid.
104 Mbofana, P.W.G. 1945. The capture of my grandmother by the Matabeles. Native Affairs Department
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culture and the Ndebele language, but it was not state policy to ill-treat captives.107  As
early as 1829, Robert Moffat mentioned Hurutshe children who were kept by one of
Mzilikazi’s brothers, though he did not refer to them as slaves.108

European colonizers emphasized the existence of captives as downtrodden slaves
in the Ndebele state for colonial ideological purposes, particularly to justify the
conquest and colonization of the Ndebele. We learn from early European residents
in the Ndebele state like Cooper-Chadwick, Kirby and Posselt, that it was a general
practice among the Ndebele for the raiders to return from a raid with children and
women, bound against escape.109  Indeed, the actual process of violently capturing
other people was one aspect of subjecting other human beings to cruel, inhuman
and degrading treatment.

The captives were first brought and paraded in the capital before the Ndebele king,
whose perogative it was to distribute captives. Women of marriagable age were
distributed among their captors, especially to the chiefs. The king took a percentage to
reside in the capital as royal servants, imbovane.110  They received preferential treatment
and often became fanatical supporters of the king.111

The historian Ngwabi Bhebe notes that any Ndebele man of substance such as
amaqhawe (those who excelled in their military duties) who wanted to have a young
captive, female or male, could ask for permission from the king. Permission was granted
only on the full assurance that the applicant had the means of looking after the captive.
What emerges from Bhebe’s analysis is that the Ndebele kings were concerned about
the welfare of the captives in the same manner they were concerned about the general
welfare of their subjects. If the request was successful, the applicant would take the
captive to his own home where the latter became, to all intents and purposes, a member
of his ‘master’s’ family rather than a slave.112

The missionary Thomas Morgan Thomas, who worked among the Ndebele through
the Matabeleland Mission from 1859 to 1870, described the social conditions of the
captives in Ndebele society as humane, noting that they were allowed to establish families
just like all other people.113  Giving credence to Thomas, Bhebe notes that some captives
favoured their new identity to the extent of voluntarily translating their totems from
Shona to Ndebele. He gives examples of the Shumbas who changed to Sibanda, Nyangas
who changed to Nkomo, Gumbos who changed to Msipa, Shiris who changed to Nyoni,
Dzivas who changed to Siziba, Shokos who changed to Ncube and the Moyos to
Nhliziyo.114

107 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, The dynamics of democracy, pp. 77–80.
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Further, Thomas noted that,
the African slave is almost his master’s equal, and enjoys from the beginning the privileges of a
child; and looks upon his master and mistress as being in every respect his parent again.115

He added that in the Ndebele state servitude did not “convey the true idea of a slave”
because the captives could leave their patrons and live wherever they liked within the
Ndebele kingdom and could even be masters in their own right.116

Instead of captured boys being kept as slaves, as they grew up they were drafted into
the Ndebele amabutho and underwent the same stages as any Ndebele boy. Captured
girls too grew up into womanhood in the same way as other Ndebele females and were
either married by their own adopted fathers or by other men. They were similarly regarded
for lobola purposes as the daughters of the captor.117

The existence of slaves in the Ndebele state becomes an issue in early colonial law
records, including instances of the Ndebele keeping as slaves people captured on the
Zambezi, as well as disputes concerning the slaves brought into the Ndebele state by
the Gaza queens who were married to Lobengula. Some later colonial civil cases
concerned the slaves of chief Mabikwa.118  However, the fact that these issues appear
from the early colonial law records reflects that the precolonial Ndebele traditional
forms of oppression and domination of some groups of people over others were now
designated as slavery. Even some forms of patron-client relationship between the royalty
and their captives could now be seen and interpreted as a form of slavery.

Women in society
Another issue to consider is gender relations as an aspect of governance. The Ndebele
state was a male-dominated society and as such women were considered to be perpetual
minors (abesintwana).119  Their custody before marriage was vested in their fathers or
their eldest brothers where the fathers were deceased. Upon marriage, the custody of
women was transferred to their husbands. Women were always subordinate to men.120

Women were not allowed to participate in national issues such as war and they were
not represented in the public forums such as umphakathi and izikhulu where national
issues were debated and discussed. Politics was the preserve of men. Women could
affect national policy and politics in general indirectly through their husbands, brothers
and sons who were prominent in the Ndebele state.121

However, women were not a monolithic group of dominated and oppressed people
in Ndebele society. The categories of women followed the pattern of the social division
or stratification of the Ndebele society into Zansi, Enhla and amaHole. At the top were
royal women such as the sisters, wives and daughters of the king. There were daughters,
sisters and wives of amaqhawe and other prominent men such as chiefs who were also
influential. There were also daughters, sisters and wives of Enhla men as well as
daughters, sisters and wives of the amaHole men. At the lowest level were captives
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who were still undergoing probation. Within the elite, there was also the hierarchy of
senior and junior wives. Taken together, these divisions afforded women different rights
and privileges and each group was affected differently by male domination and
oppression.122

The royal-affiliated women, like their male counterparts, received reflected power,
though not equal to that of their royal brothers.123  It is unfortunate that the mothers of
Mzilikazi and Lobengula had died before their sons became kings, so that we do not
know about their privileges. With a focus on the Zulu amakhosikazi, Jennifer Weir has
shown that royal women actively participated in state institutions. She notes that among
the Zulu, royal women were placed in positions of authority in the amakhanda and
were vested with a degree of authority and autonomy, because of their age and freedom
from ritual constraints. Weir bases her arguments on the works of Sean Henrietta, who
takes exception to andocentric interpretations of precolonial leadership, and Carolyn
Hamilton, who challenges the view of women as a homogenous group marked by
universal subordination.124

The general insights drawn from other Nguni societies, such as the Zulu and
Ndwandwe, make it clear that the mothers of Shaka and Zwide had privileged positions
in society. When Nandi (the mother of Shaka) died she received a state funeral whereas
Ntombazi (the mother of Zwide) was renowned for keeping the heads of the kings
whom her son had killed. Helen Bradford is critical of the dominant attitude among
previous researchers that saw Nguni societies as models of hierarchical patriarchy in
which men dominated both domestic and public affairs. She is also critical of the tendency
to see royal women as mere mothers, aunts, sisters and wives of kings and chiefs.
Bradford concludes that the consensus on female subordination and powerlessness was
a twentieth-century creation.125

In the Ndebele state we learn of a few exceptionally influential women like
Lobengula’s sister, Mncengence, who enjoyed reflected power and authority from her
brother, though she was eventually accused of witchcraft and killed. She stayed in the
capital, and possessed many cattle. She was consulted on Lobengula’s matrimonial
affairs, and as a favoured sister of the king she had the privilege of advising the king on
state politics.126  Another influential woman was Lozikheyi Dlodlo, a senior wife of
Lobengula’s. Marieke Clarke, who is working on a full biography of Lozikheyi, has
pointed out that she was as powerful as any man in the Ndebele state. The king trusted
her to the extent that she was given control over the sacred state medicines. Lozikheyi
lived in the capital where she was the head queen. She led other queens in dances
during crucial national ceremonies. Lozikheyi was also a renowned rainmaker. During
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the fall of the Ndebele state she played a crucial role in the resistance of 1896 through
making war medicines. She became a focal point of Ndebele opposition to British rule.
The place known as koNkosikazi in Matabeleland North was named after this powerful
woman.127

The king’s daughters were another group of women who enjoyed privileges beyond
those of ordinary women in Ndebele society. It was required in line with the wider
stratification of Ndebele society for them to be married to Zansi men and more so to
wealthy chiefs.128  Royal women were widely used for political purposes by their brothers
and fathers. Both Mzilikazi and Lobengula deployed their daughters in the creation of
alliances between the powerful and wealthy chiefs and the royal house.

Even alliances between powerful states were cemented through the use of royal
women. The case in point is that of the alliance between the Ndebele royal family and
the Gaza royal family by Lobengula and Mzila. Mzila sent more than ten women to be
married to Lobengula, including Xwalile his daughter. Mzila in turn married women
from the Ndebele state.129

The Enhla women enjoyed the ‘privilege’ of being married to the influential and rich
Zansi men although the Enhla men were not allowed to marry Zansi women. Zansi and
Enhla men generally looked down upon amaHole women. However, the social
stratification that divided the Ndebele society did not succeed in stopping the proud
Zansi men from having illicit relationships with amaHole women and subsequently
producing belittled offspring termed incukubili (half-breeds).130  It is crucial to note that
both Mzilikazi’s and Lobengula’s policies of state expansion and consolidation
emphasized increments to their population and social harmony within the state and this
entailed encouraging intermarrying among the different people of Ndebele society.131

The underlying idea of marriage among the Ndebele was that marriage was not a
contract between two people, but rather a pact between the families of the man and the
woman, which formed a bond of friendship between the members of such families. At
times pre-arranged marriages were made although they were rare.132  The lowest grade
of women in the Ndebele state was the captives. They did not enjoy the privilege of
being married to men of their choice.

CONCLUSION

What is clear from this systematic rethinking of the Ndebele system of governance is
that it was a complex system characterized by a complex interplay and mix egalitarianism,
communalism, clan and family intimacies, co-existing with domination, violence of
‘big men,’ authoritarianism, aristocratic and militaristic tendencies. All these tendencies
were further underpinned by a pervasive patriarchal ideology together with an all-
embracing kinship network. This complex situation permitted both respect for human
rights as well as their violation. The complexity of this system of governance defies the
simplistic Eurocentric single-despot model. There was much that constituted good
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governance co-existing uneasily and tendentiously with bad governance. Post-colonial
African dictators, therefore, are not justified in their claims to rule according to African
tradition. Eurocentric scholars are also wrong in trying to justify post-colonial crises of
governance on the basis of a precolonial way of doing things in Africa. Precolonial
leaders knew well that inkosi yinkosi ngabantu (a king is king because of the people)
and without the people there was no king, hence they strove to fulfil their people’s
demands and interests.


