The Swazi: A South African Kingdom


My ethnography paper is on the Swazi.  This book, written by Hilda Kuper, is in two parts.  The first part is an analysis of Swazi society when first edition was published in 1963.  This research covered the years of 1934 through 1945.  It is titled “from Kingdom to Colony”.  The second part of the ethnography is titled “from Colony to Kingdom”, and covers a more recent 20 years beginning in 1960 through 1983, when the death of their King Sobhuza II happened.  This ethnology presents a close-up view of the events of the past years as their king steered the Swazi through colonial rule and fourteen years of post- independence.


The author, Hilda Kuper, spent a total of 5 years in Swaziland, through an accumulation of numerous visits.  She started her research in 1934.  Hilda was born in Rhodesia, Zimbabwe.  She was the official biographer of King Sobhuza II, and she also gave a tribute at his funeral in 1983.  She has been retired from her professorship in anthropology at UCLA since 1978.  She also taught at Witerwatersrand University in Johannesburg, the University of Natal, Durban, and the University of North Carolina.  Hilda also headed the department of anthropology at University College, London for one year.  She has published books, like The Uniform of Colour, and won awards like the Rivers Memorial Medal in Great Britain.  Lastly, aside from earning her spot as a “white” in Swaziland, she studied a Durban Hindu Community from 1953-1958.  Obviously, she is very qualified to write this ethnography.


As for the Swazi people, they are part of the Bantu-speaking peoples of South Africa.  They migrated to the Drakensberg Mountains by the Indian Ocean, along with their cattle, seed, and iron, wood, skin, and clay products.  They developed a dual monarchy where they have a king who is called their Ngwenyama (Lion), and a queen mother who is called their Ndlovukazi (Lady Elephant).  Their main lands are controlled by the British and have numerous white settlers.  Because of its topography, Swaziland is a very valuable land.  It is the size of Hawaii, and in 1946 had a population of 184,750 people, three thousand of which were “whites”.  Even with a small number like 3,000, the native Swazis only owned half of the territory.  The Swazis believe in having an abundance of water for their use.  On their land, rain comes in spring, in August and September.  It is heavy at times or sometimes there is no rain.  Floods and droughts are believed to be signs of displeasure or punishments from royal ancestral spirits, not as natural disasters.  Interesting lifestyle if I must say so.


I compare the Swazis to the Rastafarian culture as mentioned in the Cultural Anthropology main text.  They both are living lives where they have to keep a constant identity by resisting the culture that surrounds them.  The Rastafarians, who emerged from a black peasant society, are always trying to rebel against the capitalistic society.  They have their own way of economy and worship, of living, speaking, and even dressing.  The Rastas wish to go back and live through the African roots of their ancestors.  They worship an emperor of Ethiopia, who is considered to be their messiah.  They also rebel by using marijuana as a main tool of “illumination”.  It allows them to see through the evils of modern society, called Babylon, and understand the roots of their oppression.  It is also a main part of their economy and trade of reciprocity.  The Swazis have a similar way of life.  They are constantly trying to keep their own identity living in a “white” world.  They have distinct living conditions, like huts, and wear distinct clothing, which symbolize and reflect different sexes and ages.  It is a constant challenge but is worked through successfully.


Religion, or a belief system, is an important part of the Swazi culture.  They are a very ancestral society, and believe in a spirit world called the emadloti.  The spirit or breath has an existence right from the flesh, so throughout life, the body must be taken care of very well to preserve its spirituality.  They also believe in the supernatural and witchcraft.  Their death rituals vary with status and relationship with mourners.  A man is more preserved and a woman is expendable.  When the man dies, he is buried at the head of the cattle byre, and the family all take distinct demonstrations of mourning.  The widow shaves her head, and lives “in darkness” for three years before they are given the duty of continuing the lineage of the deceased.  When a woman dies, she is buried on the outskirts of her husband’s home.  His mourning is less painstaking and does not last half as long.  It is regulated by the social order.  “Death, in Swazi culture, exposes the social personality of man, woman, and child in the fullest context of kinship”, states Kuper.


Swazi also believe in medicine men, witchcraft, and sorcery.  The “medicine men” help bring the dead spirit back to life.  They associate spirits with snakes.  Mamba snakes are associated with kings, and harmless green snakes are associated with commoners and women.  It all goes back to their belief of ancestral spirits.  The ancestral snakes do not show fear and wander around with sureness as to its surroundings in the huts.  If a snake comes in and leaves quickly it is considered a bad omen.  Even though a spirit is being brought back through an animal, the Swazis do not consider it a reincarnation, it is simply a stated fact that it will happen. Swazi desire the end of life the way the emadloti desire for them.  They are not concerned with the way they are influenced by their ancestors in death, but only with while they are living.  Death is recognized as universal and inevitable.


In nature, the Swazis associate everything with a person or thing.  The sun is a male because of the force that is has.  It is important that a man is strong and can get a good sleep at night.  The moon is associated with a woman, because it takes over while the sun “rests”.  A rainbow is the “Princess of the Sky” and is associated with spring.  All major rituals are timed by the position of the sun and the moon because ancestral spirits are most active at dawn and dusk.  Rain is believed to be controlled by medicines and is interpreted as a sign of ancestral blessing and good will.  


Their medicine men work with natural substances, and enter the profession on their own will.  The highly rated ones are the ones who are destined from birth to do what they do.  Knowledge of rituals and medicines are retained in certain families as an important part of inheritance.  The father passes it down to a favorite son, younger brother, or close kinsman.  They call the medicine man an “inyanga”.  In this practice the material ingredients are more important than the verbal part of their spells.  Each inyanga works alone, using tradition to add his own twist on the remedies that he possesses.  The success of an inyanga is based on his own life conditions and personality.  Possession is common among the Swazi.  If the medicine given is unsuccessful and the individual cannot be diagnosed, usually it is believed that he or she is troubled by a spirit.  They use exorcism to cure the person.  The Swazi also participate in séances, where they dance, chant, and smoke insangu, which is similar to marijuana.  That is one way that I mentioned the Rastafarian and Swazi are linked.


Witchcraft is also a powerful belief.  The witches are the opposite of the medicine men, called batsakatsi, also meaning evildoer.  The lineage of witchcraft is passed down through a woman to her children, male or female.  The male cannot pass it on.  There is training and special injections that must be given to be fully considered a witch, otherwise the quality is ineffective.  Witches form gangs based on their evil achievements and they operate at night.  Their powers used are always for their selfishness.  Swazi complain that batsakatsi are more common now than ever before and blame it on the illegal action of their practices.  Witchcraft and sorcery can be directed against anyone through jealousy, hatred and fear. It is a challenging lifestyle to oppose.


Lastly, in the Swazi culture, their traditional religion has been challenged by Christianity.  In 1946, almost 40% of Swazi were registered as Christians, separated into about 20 different sects.  Most Swazis belonged to Independent or Separatist churches, all of which are independent from “white” control.  Men in the culture were more likely to resist to the new religions that were approaching their lands.  The Methodists were the first to establish a mission in Swaziland.  Their queen supported the church but when she died, she was buried according to custom and traditional Swazi culture.  By these different influences on Swazi culture, Swazi religion has also in turn influenced them as well.  In the 1930’s separatist “Zionist” leaders consulted with their king and in turn formed the Swazi National Church, with a great tolerance of custom and tradition.


In the Swazi culture, religion plays an important part in daily life. It provides optimism through its ancestral cult and beliefs, through its magic, and through its influence on other societies also.  Their world of living is being projected directly into a world of spirits, and helps maintain a belief that a healthy, non-deceitful life, leads to a wonderful inspirational after-life.  I find that concept very uplifting and should be a belief practiced by everyone.
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