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Swaziland is one of the smallest self-contained sovereign states in the world. Although it is
only 180 km long and 130 km wide, it boasts a surprisingly large variety of scenic delights. 

Almost the whole of the country can be seen from the summit of its highest mountain, the
1 863 metre high Emlembe, (“the place of the spider”). Emlembe lies on Swaziland’s west-
ern border and is one of the peaks of the granite range known as the uKhahlamba, (“the
barrier”).

To the west of this range lies the basin of the South African central plateau with its numer-
ous rivers snaking their way to the distant sea. These rivers make the tiny country of
Swaziland one of the best-watered areas in Africa.

According to tradition, the Swazi people were part of a mass of migrating people, the
Nguni, who moved down the coastal belt of Mozambique from the north. Political distur-
bances caused the mass to disintegrate and a small section of people led by their chief
Ngwane wandered off on their own and stumbled into the area now known as the
Kingdom of Swaziland.

They named the country KaNgwane after their chief and called themselves the bantu baka
Ngwane, the people of Ngwane. Most of the people settled in the southern areas of
Swaziland. The settlers flourished in this beautiful land of rivers and rich alluvial soil sur-
rounded by hills and mountains that were free of the pestilence of the tsetse fly that had
caused so much illness and death in their former homeland. 



When their chief died, they gave him a ceremoni-
al burial in a forest known as emBilaneni (the hal-
lowed place). His descendants thrived and as
they increased in numbers, started spreading fur-
ther north until they penetrated the fertile valley of
the river they called uSuthu (dark brown). A small
community of Tswana people was living on the
banks of the river at the time, and was promptly
dubbed the baSuthu (people of the dark brown
river). This term later came to denote all related
tribal groups scattered over the interior of South
Africa who are collectively known today as the
Sotho people. The new settlers led by Ngwane’s
grandson, Sobhuza, drove the original inhabitants
away and made this area their new home. 

This was the time of the great leaders - Shaka in
Zululand, Moshweshwe in Basotholand and
Sobhuza in Swaziland. However, this was also
the time of the devastating Mfecane/Difaqane
Wars that would cause such turmoil and strife in
southern Africa. Being a shrewd and ambitious
leader, Sobhuza prudently shied away from the
Zulus who were spreading death and destruction
over the interior of the country. He married a Zulu
woman and gave two of his daughters to Shaka
as wives, thus avoiding confrontation with the
Zulu king. In the meantime, he quietly set about
building a nation of his own. By the time of his
death, he had subjected some 75 different clans
to his rule.

During the reign of his son, Mswazi, the first
European traders and hunters began to filter into
the country. They called the people Swazi after
their chief. Mswazi’s son, Mbandzeni, was
acknowledged and appointed king in 1875 by the
ZAR, the Boer Transvaal Republic. In return,
Mbandzeni ceded large portions of his territory to
White immigrants. Partly for this reason, land
became in short supply and some indigenous
Swazi ended up living beyond the borders of their
homeland in part of what is known today as the
Province of Mpumalanga.

Swaziland became an independent kingdom on 6
September 1968, after having been a British
Protectorate for 66 years.
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Internal political and social organisation

The central, political authority was vested in the king and his mother who performed the
highest legislative, executive and judicial functions. However, this did not mean that they
ruled as despots but rather that they filled the key positions in an extended hierarchy of
political functionaries and local rulers. The king appointed his successor from among his
sons but the choice was largely influenced by the ranking of the boy’s mother. The king’s
first wife was not necessarily the senior wife, as the king often married a senior wife later
in life to make sure that the heir would be too young to question his father’s authority in
his own lifetime.

Swazi clans were graded according to the relationship they had with the Swazi royal fami-
ly, the Nkosi Dlamini. These clans were followed in seniority by the clans known as the
“bearers of kings”, those senior clans from whom the king’s wives came. In a further sub-
division, clans were divided into lineage groups called sifunza.

Everyday life

The Swazi are primarily of Nguni stock and, like the Zulu and Xhosa, had a deep sense of
family commitment. Large, close-knit families were the norm of the day and every house-
hold formed a separate unit. Farming and tending the livestock were everyday affairs fol-
lowed by much socialising in the evenings after work.
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Gender roles

The Swazi male was the indisputable head of the

home and all the women in the household, wives as

well as daughters and daughters-in-law, honoured

him. 

As cattle always represented a man’s wealth, it was

thus the responsibility of the boys and the men to

take care of the cattle. Women were expected to

hoe the fields, carry out domestic duties and keep

the family home in good condition

Personal adornment

The Swazi are very conscious of their personal

appearances and take great pains to adorn them-

selves. In earlier times, Swazi youths would spend

many hours bleaching their hair with carbolic soap

and water. They would then follow this ritual by tying

feathers, skins, beads and colourful handkerchiefs

around their arms and carrying special beaded “love

letters” on their person.

Art and crafts

Beaded love letters are characteristic of both the

Swazi and Zulu cultures. When a girl grew up and

fell in love, she would set out to “write” her sweet-

heart a love letter in which she could express her

hopes and desires. This “letter” was made of beads,

each individual bead expressing a specific meaning

linked to its colour, but each also representing a

specific letter. The overall pattern could express

complete thoughts. Young men cherished such let-

ters and could not be persuaded to part with them.
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Traditional 
ceremonies

One of the most impressive
and sacred tribal cere-
monies practised by the
Swazi was the Ncwala
dance held at the beginning
of January, at the time of the
first new moon of the year.
The ceremony was held at
the royal kraal in the valley
of the Usuthu River and was
a complex ritual designed to
reinforce the monarchy and
celebrate the harvesting of
the first fruits. 

At the preceding new moon,
special officials set off to
fetch samples of water from
all the major rivers of
Swaziland and also from the
sea. When they returned,
the “Little Ncwala” would
commence and the cere-
monies and dances contin-
ued until the moon was full. 

On the first day of the
Ncwala proper, youths and
warriors from Lobamba, the
ceremonial capital, marched
to join the men of the king’s
residence at Lozita. While
they walked, the combined
force sang ritual songs. As
sunset approached, the king
sent the youths off on an 80
km endurance march to
gather branches from the
lusekwane trees growing at
a place called Gunundwini. 

At dawn on the third day,
the boys who were too
young to do the 80 km
return walk were sent off to
fetch branches from the
imbondvo shrub. Elders
then built a nhlambelo
(bower) for the King, using
the saplings from the lusek-
wane and imbondovo trees.

At about 3 p.m., the various
dignitaries and the king
arrived and ritual songs
were sung, songs that were
taboo for the rest of the
year.
A black ox was subsequent-
ly driven into the nhlambelo
and doctored before being
set loose among the youths
waiting outside. They fell on
the animal and killed it with
their bare hands. Parts of
the ox were used in certain
rituals inside the nhlambelo.

In the meantime, the war-
riors, drawn up into a great
crescent, danced backwards
and forwards like the surg-
ing sea while singing their
strange-sounding ritual
songs. 
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Another black ox was
caught by the youths and
taken alive into the bower
where it was used for cer-
tain ceremonies and then
set loose. This ended the
festivities of the third day.

The fourth day saw the
highlight of the festival.
The Swazi army, in full
regalia, was mustered in
the enclosure. Official
guests arrived and were
seated in a grandstand.
The guest of honour was
allowed to inspect the
warriors after which the
king joined his warriors
and a great dance began.
After the dance, traditional
beer was drunk and the
guests took their leave.
The king, escorted by
members of his royal clan,
then entered the bower.

This was the sign for the
warriors to resume their
dancing while singing their
ritual songs and pleading
with the king to return to
them for another year of
reinforced rule. The king
then left his bower, indi-
cating his acceptance,
and symbolically tasted
the first fruits of the har-
vest. This signified that
the crops could now be
harvested and eaten. 

The next day was a
sacred day of seclusion
on which no work was
done. On the morning of
the sixth and last day, the
warriors marched off into
the hills to collect firewood
for a huge bonfire. In the
afternoon, this pyre was
set alight.  Singing and
dancing, the warriors then

burnt on the pyre those
items of their costumes
worn the previous year.
They implored the ances-
tral spirits to send rain to
put out the fire and as a
sign of their favour for the
coming year.

When rain fell, the cere-
mony ended with a gener-
al celebration of feasting,
dancing and singing.
However, if rain did not
fall, certain ceremonies
had to be repeated until
ancestral approval was at
last revealed by means of
rain. 

Although many younger
people of today adhere
more to Western tradi-
tions, there seems to be a
return to the old ways and
many of these ceremonies
are still performed. 

Initiation

All the indigenous peoples
of South Africa have some
form of initiation. This is
often associated with cir-
cumcision for the boys
and periods of isolation for
the girls. Initiation usually
takes place after puberty
and is often a prerequisite
to marriage. 

Group circumcision for
boys was practised up
until the time of Mswazi
but has since been aban-
doned. 

A symbolic circumcision is
apparently still performed
for the king as part of the
ritual of his installation.
Swazi girls did not under-
go initiation but after
puberty a change in dress
code was allowed.

The custom of becoming
part of an initiation regi-
ment was seen as an
entirely personal and indi-
vidual choice. The king
usually ordered the forma-
tion of such a regiment
and only the king could
grant permission for a
young man to marry by
giving his regiment per-
mission to marry. This is
however not the case
today and young men
may marry at will.

Courtship and 
marriage

Among Swazi aristocracy,
the king’s first wife was
never the senior wife.
Instead, the families from
whom the brides came
determined seniority. The
king could marry anybody
he wished but it was
expected of him to show
restraint in this matter.
However, the ordinary
Swazi men and women
practised clan exogamy
(not marrying someone
from the same clan as
themselves).

The transfer of marriage
goods, called lobola, was
seen as the contractual
aspect of the marriage
and the way in which the
two families became
bonded. 

page 7



Bridewealth was previously measured in
cattle but has recently been replaced by
money. Today, the “value” of the bride is
frequently measured according to her
qualifications.

Sororate and levirate were also common
practises. Sororate came into effect if it
was found that the bride was barren. Her
younger sister was then expected to step
in as surrogate mother and to bear the
children she could not have. The same
principle applied to levirate when the
groom died young: his younger brother
was expected to take over his responsibil-
ities and duties.

BELIEF SYSTEM

The early Swazi people believed in the
existence of a supreme being who was
regarded as the creator of all things and
the giver of life. They called him
Umkhulumnqande and his messenger
Umlenzemunye. The Swazis believed that
the appearance of this messenger was an
omen of misfortune and that a special
sacrifice was needed to forestall any bad
luck.

Humans normally did not have any direct
contact with the supreme being but he
could be approached through the media-
tion of the ancestral spirits. Both the
Swazi and the Zulu people also believe in
a unique nature goddess called
Unomkhubulwane who personifies spring
and controls the growth of crops.
However, they also had a profound
respect for the sun and the moon, which
they associated with human destiny.

Ancestor worship was common among
the Swazi people and particular ancestral
spirits were called upon and venerated.
Because ancestral spirits could not com-
municate directly with the living, they
would often appear as animals. Male spir-
its could appear as snakes and old
women often appeared in the shape of a
lizard. The Swazi believed in both benev-
olent and malevolent spirits. When a per-
son died, a ritual ceremony, the ukubuy-
isa, was held to help transfer the spirit to
the abode of the ancestral spirits.
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