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THE PEDI
INTRODUCTION

In about 1400 AD, two groups of Sotho-speakers migrated into the northern parts of South Africa
from northern Africa.  Both groups had totems or mascots that they held in veneration.  One group
revered the cold dew (fokeng), a major source of life in Africa, called themselves baFokeng and
settled on the edge of the Kalahari Desert in present day Botswana. The other group were skilled
metal workers and called themselves baRolong after their leader, Morolong (the blacksmith). 

The baRolong settled in the present day Northern Province but soon splintered into different groups 
as a result of infighting. Many made their new home along the beautiful Soutpansberg Mountain 
Range, the same area that housed the Venda people. When they found a small metal working clan of 
Karanga people (the Wambedzi) occupying the spot they wanted to live in, they promptly conquered 
the clan. However, they decided to take as their own the name of the original inhabitants so as to 
appease their gods and spirits and called themselves the baPedi, the Sotho-Tswana form of the name 
Wambedzi. 

The Pedi controlled most of the area bounded by the Limpopo, Vaal and Komati Rivers; their power 
being centralised in the area known as Sekhukhuneland. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Pedi kingdom was really a confederacy of chiefdoms paying tribute to a paramount chiefdom. 
The king used his military power to discipline the chiefdoms but he did not break up the subject 
chiefdoms or impose his own relatives on them as their chiefs.

Under the leadership of their paramount chief, Thulare, the Pedi launched several successful attacks 
on their neighbours and enlarged their area of jurisdiction considerably. Thulare’s influence was so 
strong that he even became the spiritual leader of surrounding tribes that the Pedi had not conquered 
forcibly. The eldest of his eight sons succeeded Thulare as chief and tried to continue his father’s
methods. However,  as legend has it, he was poisoned by one of his brothers.

Pedi hegemony was destroyed shortly after this by the attacks of the Ndebele (Matebele under the 
rule of Mzilikazi). The Ndebele raiders stayed in the region, harvesting all the crops and taking all the 
cattle with them when they eventually left, leaving the Pedi people destitute. 

Sekwati, the last remaining son of Thulare, and his followers fled the area but later returned and 
started rebuilding the Pedi Kingdom. Eventually, the Pedi became a strong nation again, able to resist 
attacks from the Swazis and Zulus. He made peace with the Zulus, which lasted until the 1870s.

Sekwati also granted Hendrik Potgieter, the Voortrekker leader, the use of land to the east of the Pedi 
kingdom. Hostilities soon broke out between the two groups and after the Boers had successfully laid 
siege to Sekwati’s “kraal” on Phiring Mountain, he moved his capital to another mountain called
Thaba Mosego.
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After the death of Sekwati, a struggle developed between his eldest son Mampuru and Sekhukhune, 
son of his favourite wife. Sekhukhune seized power by killing all the senior advisors who had 
supported his brother’s claim to the throne and forcing his brother into Swaziland. After this he was 
able to subdue any groups opposed to his rule. 

However, continuing problems with settlers over land and labour caused the relationship between the 
Pedi and the white settlers to deteriorate and in Mat 1876 the Transvaal Volksraad declared war on 
the Pedi. In the first battle, the settlers suffered a resounding defeat. Two months later the Transvaal 
Republic was annexed by the British Crown. 

The conditions offered to Sekhukhune were oppressive and he refused to accept them. An armed 
force was mobilised and finally defeated Sekhukhune after approximately 1 000 Pedi warriors had 
been killed. Sekhukhune was captured and imprisoned and the power of the Pedi nation was finally 
broken. 

Under British rule, the Pedi were placed in a number of official reserves, of which Sekhukhuneland 
was the foremost. In the 1960s, Sekhukhuneland, together with a number of other reserves, was 
incorporated into a homeland for the Northern Sotho people. The homeland,  known as Lebowa, is 
now part of the Northern Province.  

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL LIFE

Everyday life

In earlier times the Pedi used to live in villages, which were divided into different kgoro. Each kgoro 
consisted of different households, built around a central area, in which the cattle byre, meeting place, 
graveyard and the ancestral shrine was situated. 

Each wife had her own round thatched homestead that was connected to the other homes via a 
series of open-air enclosures, encircled by mud walls, and was called a lapa. The homes were ranked 
in order of the seniority of the wives. 

The village people spent most of their time in the courtyards between the homesteads and the 
surrounding walls. Each home had a public courtyard in front of the house where guests were 
entertained and a private courtyard behind the house where the members of the household would 
spend their time. 

Internal political organisation

In traditional Pedi culture, subordinate groups seemed to enjoy autonomy but the social controls 
maintained the dominance of the Pedi. The most popular method of ensuring Pedi dominance was to 
force the subordinate chiefs to take their principal wives from the ruling dynasty. In time this evolved 
into the custom of the sons of subchiefs marrying their cousins and paying an inflated bride price for 
the privilege. The lesser chiefs were expected to pay their dues in other ways as well and also had to 
keep the senior chief informed of all important events.  

The chief’s court handled all appeals, as well as dealing with political issues such as the relationships 
between groups. Communication between the paramount chief and the lesser chiefs was also a 
complicated matter and was handled by a group of intermediaries.
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Gender roles

Traditional Pedi society was stricter in discriminating between the sexes than many other male-
oriented societies. They attributed amoral and asocial behaviour to women, as well as the inherent 
compulsion to do evil  (witchcraft of the night) was ascribed only to women and passed on from 
mother to daughter, as they believed. 

Legally women remained minors and were dependent on a male guardian. Inheritance and 
succession were passed on through the male line and, on her marriage, a woman would live in her 
husband’s village. Married woman would receive their husbands’ status and could thus become part 
of the nobility but they could never have higher standing than their brothers. 

Women were responsible for the agricultural work and the men and boys worked with the cattle. The 
superiority of men was also reinforced at mealtimes when men and initiated boys were served their 
food first, the women and children eating afterwards. 

This sharp distinction between the sexes affected every sphere of Pedi life, even down to the knots 
used to tie their clothes: men used reef knots and women granny knots. 

However, the birth of a woman’s first child was a very important event and elevated her to the highest 
status possible for a woman. This also finalised the obligation of the woman’s family to the husband 
and his family to provide a child through one of their members for which magadi, (bride price) had 
been paid. The mother usually gave birth at her family home and after she returned to her husband’s
home, her family would contribute meat and beer for the subsequent feast. 

As a tribute to the status of the new mother, her husband would build her her own homestead. 

ART AND CRAFTS

Traditionally, the Pedi showed great talent in a variety of art forms such as pottery, house painting, 
woodworking (especially drums), metal work and beadwork.  

SPECIAL OCCASIONS

Initiation

Initiation, known as koma or lebollo was one of the cornerstones of traditional Pedi culture and 
attendance was compulsory for young people of a certain age. Boys underwent two sessions and 
girls, one. In keeping with the culture, initiation emphasised the differences between the gender 
groups but also marked the passage to adulthood and the right to be a member of the community. For 
the males, it also constituted their right to take part in political and legal functions. An added benefit
of initiation was that it reinforced the Pedi’s superior position over the lesser chiefs who had to ask the 
Pedi chiefs for permission to perform initiation rites.

Page 4



The stages of growth and
development of the male were
defined as: baby (lesea), boy
(mosemane),youth (lesoboro),
circumcised youth (modikana),
member of a short transitional
period (sealoga), initiate (leagola),
initiate undergoing the bogwera
(legwere) and adult man (monna).
At each stage 
there were certain set rules to be
observed and rites of passage to
be passed.    

The first of the initiation sessions
for boys (bodika) gave them full
membership of the group and the
second (bogwera) incorporated
them into the society of men,
according to the class and
position to which they were born. 

Initiation was always timed for
midwinter and depended on the
presence of a high-ranking son or
grandson of a chief among the
initiates. He would be the leader
of that lodge and remain the
lifelong leader of that regiment.
In this way, the men would be
linked to the chieftainship. 

A few days before the first
session, two officials would be
nominated by the chief ’s inner
council to manage the session and
thus to act as envoys of the chief.

A medicine man would also be
elected to perform the
circumcision. He was usually
from outside the group, to reduce
the possibility of 
witchcraft. 

During the night of the opening
ceremony, the initiates of the first
session lined up in single file,
according to social status, behind
the leader and were each given
two lashes on the back. 

This lashing by rank consolidated
forever the fact that social status
was gained by birth alone, not by
achievement. It added another
dimension to the education
function of initiation: to position
candidates within the structure of
the group.   

Before dawn the next day, the
war-horn was blown and the
initiates ordered to the river
where they were circumcised and
left to sit in the cold water of the
river, to deaden the pain. After
resting for the rest of the day, they
were marched to the initiation
lodge (mphato). Each kgoro had
its own fire around which the
members of that family sat. The
fires had great symbolic
importance since each had been
lit by an ember that had come
from the chief ’s fire and had to be
kept lit for as long as the
initiation proceedings lasted. 

Initiates of the same bodika
received a name just before the
initiation ceremony was finished.
For the rest of their lives, they
would use this name to
distinguish them from the other
age groups with 
different names. These age groups
also represented regiments that
had a military function. Once the
bodika had been given a name,
the initiates were told the date of
the end of the session and food
was 
prepared for a feast to celebrate
the homecoming of the initiates. 

About two years later, the ogwera
session started. It was very
similar to the first although it was
less formal and only lasted for
about a month. The main purpose
of this session was to incorporate
the initiates into the society of
men with its accompanying
responsibilities. 

The session also served to 
build lifelong ties of solidarity
and co-operation between the
members of the regiment. 

When the Pedi men went off to
seek work as migrant labourers on
the farms and in the cities, these
networks helped them to find
work and accommodation and
served as useful communication
channels.
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Pedi girls, like the boys, also passed through certain stages of development. These stages were 
known as baby (lesea), girl (mosetsana), uninitiated girl (lethumasa), mature maiden (kgarebe), 
member of a brief period of transition (sealoga), initiated maiden (mothepa) and maiden with 
recognition of her status of maturity (kgarebe). Only after a woman had married and produced her
first child could she gain the status of mosadi (woman). The initiation course of the girls simply
initiated them into membership of the group. 

On the day that the second initiation session of the boys ended, the initiation session for the girls 
began (byale). Only girls who had gone through puberty could undergo the initiation that was directed 
by the principal wife of the chief, assisted by the old women. 

The girls were summoned to the chief’s kgoro by the blowing of the war-horn and taken to a secluded 
spot in the bush where all their hair was cut off. They wore a special leather apron which their parents 
had given them, as well as a back apron, and were marched off to a secluded spot in the bush where 
they were subjected to a very realistic simulation of the circumcision rites undergone by the boys. 

The girls were secluded in a lodge and instructed in the duties of women. They were taught to respect 
all men and especially the chief, given instruction in sexual matters as well as being subjected to 
endurance tests. Singing and dancing played an important role and a special drum, the moropa, 
which belonged to the chief, usually accompanied the girls. 

After the seclusion, the girls bathed, participated in rituals and were then allowed to return home. In 
earlier times, their legs were tied at the knees and their bodies covered from neck to ankle with grass 
mats. They had to remain this way for nine months or until the harvest was brought in. While in this 
garb, the girls had to help their mothers with their household duties in daytime and at night return to a 
special shelter built behind the homesteads of each kgoro. Here they would receive lessons in songs 
and the correct behaviour.

As a sign of the completion of their initiation, the girls would henceforth completely change their
style of dress and their hairstyle. Initiated girls were known as mothepa, but were not yet
marriageable. 

Many Pedi still believe in the importance of initiation but it has become a source of social division in 
contemporary Pedi society. Differences exist between the traditionalists and the Christians and have 
at times caused serious problems, such as traditionalist youths kidnapping Christian youths and 
forcing them to undergo initiation. 

Music and dance

A six-note scale was traditionally used to play a plucked reed instrument (dipela). However,
contemporary musicians have graduated to the Jew’s harp and the German Autoharp.  

The kiba dance was one of the best-known Pedi dances. Men and women performed this dance but 
each group had a different version. An ensemble of players with aluminium end-blown pipes with 
different pitches accompanied the men who wore kilts with traditional regalia. The women were 
accompanied by singers and wore the traditional smocked clothes usually worn for the first time after 
the initiation process. Both men and women dancers were accompanied by drums.
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Courtship and marriage

A Pedi marriage not only cemented a relationship between two people but also legalised a binding 
relationship between two families. A Pedi marriage was regarded as a legal matter and did not involve 
any religious rites. The existing status of the bride and groom as fully initiated adults was 
strengthened by their marriage but the marriage did not give them new or higher status as was the 
case with many other African groups. As the status was a legal one, it merely increased the powers, 
obligations and duties of the two people.   

The marriage was based on the transfer of payments (magadi) from the groom to the bride’s parents. 
In return the bride’s family transferred her ability to have children to the groom’s family. The contract 
was therefore only fulfilled when the first baby was born. 

BELIEF SYSTEM

Like the other Sotho-speaking groups, the Pedi believe in and fear the so-called Tokoloshe (the 
dwarf). Some people maintain that the Tokoloshe is much maligned and is in fact a rather mild little 
creature who is particularly fond of children. However, some Black people still adhere to the tradition 
of placing their beds on bricks to make it impossible for the dwarf to steal up on them during the
night. 
However, the teachings of Christian missionaries have caused many Pedi to become Christians and 
to abandon the old beliefs.
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