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calls an "ego-oriented action set." It is characteristic of a "set" to dis

solve after its purpose has been achieved. It is the individual's actual 

network of relationships which is significant if a particular workparty is 

to emerge. In Caguba, as elsewhere, a person's actual network of relation

ships is subject to many influences and thus it is liable to change. In Cagu

ba, such changes result, for example, from migratory labour, from ongoing 

conflicts at a given time in the village, from the changing interests of par

ticular individuals when they join certain Christian denominations and so on. 

Since then the organisation of a workpartyjdepends on a homestead head's ac

tual network of relationships, and since these relationships are in a state 

of constant flux, no two workparties will be alike even if organised by the 

same homestead head<:2). More than that, because -workparties are s:

clearly oriented towards the individual homestead and its economic interests, 

and because any workparty is only a task-related action-set, it appears once 

more that economic processes in Caguba have only a very limited integrative 

significance for Mthwa society; in fact they are an essential aspect of the 

individualistic existence of the various homesteads in the village.

There is a fundamental difference between the familial type of organised labour 

discussed in a previous section (see p. 213 f) and the assistance type. These 

are not merely two organisational forms of labour, but indeed two distinct 

conceptualisations of economic activities qua labour. In the first type it is 

taken for granted that every member of the homestead is unquestionably bound 

to fulfil his duty and render a service to the household community. In the se

cond type, there is no such thing as a duty that compels people from outside 

a given homestead to participate in i workparty (isit-daongo, ma) i people 

participate becausa they have been asked for (ukucelwa) help. On the surface 

of Caguban daily life (and its frequent workparties in particular^, there ap

pears to be a functional relation between social bonds (ol friendship and Kin-
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ship), moral values (Keeping a promise) and economic planning (organisation 

of labour). Yet a deeper understanding of the processes by which economic 

life in general and the workparties in particular come into being in Caguba 

reveals that a given workparty depends on a homestead head's initiative and 

organising efforts and skills. More than tha., the whole process set in mo

tion is based on the interests of the organising homestead.

From the point of vie of its economic life, Mthwa society can be considered 

as only partially integrated. Thus the two major types of the organisation 

of labour, "assistance" and "familial obligation", correspond to each other: 

each prove in their own way that Mthwa's economic 1ife is fundamentally charac

terised by a homestead economy and that this economic life is, equally tunda- 

mentally, sco-is-economic.

(iii) Organised labour as reciprocal assistance, and as wage labour.

There are two marginal types of labour organisation in Caguba. First, there 

are small groups of people who assist each other on a reciprocal basis; se

condly, there is some possibility of wage labour and of self-employment in tne 

village. From the i>:femoZ point of view of Caguba's economic life, these two 

types of : tbour have limited significance; they add only slightly to an under

standing of the structure of authority in the village and ot the homestead. I 

shall outline only the essential aspects of both types of labour organisation.

On the interpersonal level, the principle of mutuality iimvanc) carries great 

weight in Caguba but, on the level of formally securing a labour torce, it has 

only marginal significance. There an- a few small groups of people, with up to 

about six member homesteads, which give one another "mutual assistance' (unce- 

disvano) with respect to labour. Unlike workparties (see Section n), these 

groups do not dissolve after a particular work has been completed, but rather
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the same people will come together again when another of the members' home

steads asks for assistance. Membership is defined by this particular common 

interest of assisting one another with labour, irrespective of neighbour

hood, kinship or mat-association membership. The sma'l number of surh groups 

(I came to know of only three in Caguba) indicates that they are little fa

voured. The majority of households prefer the isolated workparty (zh^.a) 

which is free from any obligation to reciprocate the help :eceived.

The second marginal type of organised labour in Caguba is "wage labour 

(vnpangelo)^1^  . Although not unknown in former times (see Hunter 1936:135), 

today it is marginal within the village. Very few people earn their living 
through "selling" their labour. In 106 households of the sample (see Table 

13, p. 207; see also p. 209) I found only three self-employed men, who do 

carpentry and masonry on contract. Besides these there are persons employed 

as servants by a few of the members of the teaching stafi of the local pri

mary school. Others find employment in small jobs which, in the traditional 

setting, are performed mostly by workparties, such as going to collect fire

wood in a larger quantity, repairing the mud-plastering of a house.

The participation of Cagubans in wage labour in the form of migrancy (and 

commuting) is of course not a marginal category, but rather in essential aspect 

of present-day Caguba. 82 I of its households are involved in the cash econo

my (see p. 211). The present socio-economic situation oi the domestic unit 

(and the homestead) has doubtless changed over the last few decades, and a 

view of the village situation in a historical perspective (as Bemart has gi

ven for the Mpondo in general, see Bemart 1979a, 1979b) would certainly add 

an essential dimension to the present discussion. However, there are two rea

sons for not including such a study. The first is that it would expand the pre

sent dissertation considerably. There are already several observations in the
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course o f  the present study which indicate that the socio-economic situation 

of the village is, indeed, the result o f  a historical process: (a) the majori

ty of the households in Caguba include in their members at least one person 

who is absent from the village to participate in the labour market of the 

cities. This is an enormous change if one considers that by the turn of the 

century there was very little labour migration from Mpondoland (see Beinart 

1979a). (b) A 25 3 decrease in the size of the average domestic unit over the 

last 50 years can be observed (see p. 159). This means that each household has 

lost at least one able-bodied person. Given the relatively small number or 

persons in the average household and the general involvement of the Caguban 

households in migratory labour, the strength of any household's labour torce 

is strongly affected, (c) The intensified cultivation of land over the last 

decades plus the decreased labour force per household has resulted in an in

crease in the number of workparties requiring to be organised, (d) Thererore, 

the organisation of labour in terms of familial obligation (see p. 213) will 

certainly have lost some of its significance in daily life, (e) Finally, the 

actual dependence on extra-household labour resources has increased - even if 

the form of organising workparties has remained within the framework of tra

ditional procedures.

The second reason for not including a historically oriented study is that it 

would alter the basic perspective of the present dissertation which is concern

ed with the awareness of the people of Mthwa themselves rather than with infe

rences drawn from an analytical model of description like the historical model. 

As far as this awareness is concerned, even the strong participation in the la

bour irrket outside the village remains oriented towards Mthwa's homestead eco

nomy. Generally speaking, from whichever angle economic life in 'agahl is ap

proached, the conclusion is unavoidable that this economic .ite is fundamental

ly influenced by the individual lomestead and • be- inU ' -economic life.
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It has been shown that economic life in Caguba centres on the individual home 

stead so much so that we can reasonably speak about a "homestead economy." 

Doubtless, ownership of property (irrrpahla) is as important in Mthwa's home

stead economy as it is in any other economic system. In the preceding chapter 

(Chapter V) I showed that in the centre of any homestead there is a family of 

kinsmen, i.e. a man, his wife (or wives), and his children. In Caguba, the 

relationships between the close range of kinsmen within a homestead define 

the ownership of and control over property. More specifically, ownership of 

property is, in a certain sense, subject to the cyclic life of the typical 

Mthwa family (see p. 168f) and to the system of inheritance. In this way,the 

Mthwa economic system becomes subject to the family and its social processes.

(a) The cyclic hmeatead economy.

An essential aspect of the typical Mthwa family is the life-cycle ̂  ̂  that de 

velops over three generations. At first, the domestic unit expands with a 

couple's children, but then it "shrinks" again as the children move cut and 

live in their respective homesteads, leaving one brother and his family be

hind. It is this cycle of growth and disintegration that characterises the 

economic progress of the family as well. This is clearly observable in the 

context of the rules of inheritance which will be discussed in the final sec

tion (Section b, p. 237) of this chapter.

At least in times past, a person's life in Mthwa was accompanied by ritual 

acts and ceremonies from cradle to gr > (and beyond), and all of them made 

heavy demands on household property in the form of grain and cattle. For ex

ample, when a new born baby was about ten days old the mother would prepare 

beer in order to "wash the hands," and two or three days later the father
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would slaughter a goat to provide inh i.e. the akin in which the baby

would be carried on the mother's back (this action is called in Xhosa 

beUka). The killing of the goat is still generally observed, but the baby is 

now wrapped in towels or cloth. On the day of the funeral a beast is killed 

(outside the cattle byre) and eaten. The subsequent extended mourning period 

has several ritual stages that involve the provision of beer and meat. Be

tween these extremes of a peron's life, there are significant occasions which 

make even heavier demands. Most outstanding are the marriage negotiations, 

which conclude in the transfer of six or more head of cattle, the bride

wealth" (ikkazi), from the bridegroom’s to the bride's home. Secondly, the 

return of the young mother with her first baby, from her father’s homestead 

where the birth has taken place, coincides with the transfer of a large num

ber of gifts (called uduli){25) from the bride’s people to those of her hus

band. It is a kind of (belated) dowry from which the bride's own household 

a m  the households of her in-laws are going to profit. On the arrival of the 

Mbit-party (i.e. the group of women who carry the gifts) the groom's father 

will slaughter a goat or a beast, depending on the quantity of gifts which

have been given.

Ritual and ceremonial actions, even like those mentioned above, might seem to 

fall outside the sphere of economic reasoning, but the transfer ot cattle, the 

amount of the dowry gifts and the corresponding size of the animal to be slaugh

t e r e d  clearly show the presence of the economic dimension in these rituals and 

ceremonies. Seen in the context of the cyclical life of the family, and thus 

in relation to the system of inheritance, these transactions acquire an even 

more specific significance: the que ton arises - who will be the owner ot 

these assets if the present homestead head dies? The rules of inheritance de

fine, among other things, rights of ownership over property. Such rights are 

closely linked with the agnatic kinship system, more specifically with the 

rule of primogeniture. Thus it makes a great deal of a difference whetner the

/
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inheritor is male or female, first- or second-born. The inheritance system 

favours the male above the female, the first-born above the second-born, 

but there is one way by which, in principle, each person can gain rightful 

ownership of property and the control over it, namely by becoming an inde

pendent homestead head. There are two possible ways of .chieving this posi

tion of economic authority: the respective person must wait until all per

sons senior to him (and with whom he lives in the same household) have 

died,or the person must leave the father's homestead, i.e. a daughter leaves 

by marrying and a second-born son by settling—out.

In the discussion of the compc ition of homesteads in relation to the life 

cycle of the family, the conn ction between primogeniture and settling-out 

was noted. If the elder brother rather than the younger brother is favoured 

by the inheritance rules, how does it happen that there is a tendency for the 

first-born brother to settle out? The answer is that even if the e.der bro

ther does establish his own homestead, he loses nothing, for eventually n 

can claim the original homestead from his younger brother because he virtual

ly left him to look after his property. Thus I was told by a younger brother 

that his elder brother was "clever" (see p. 177) when the latter decided to 

go and build his own homestead. While the elder brother could go and work for 

his benefit, the younger brother had to stay at home looking after and, in 

fact, working for what did not belong to him. As for the elder brother, his 

right to the paternal property is assured by virtue of his birth-right; his 

position of authority, including economic right to ownership and control of 

property is already firmly establish in the paternal homestead. As long as the 

second-borh son remains in his father's homestead, this position of (economic) 

authority is barred to him; he remains dependent on his elder brother. Yet, the 

younger brother, as soon as he settles out and establishes his ovn homestead, 

can attain the same position as a senior within his homestead. He has drawn





maining Lhree per ons I have no information. Thus the general trend o' leav 

ing Caguba for one of the cities as a migrant labourer s clearly "support 

of home." However, when I related the answers to the actual economic condi

tions, i.e. to the involvement in cultivation and cattle keeping t. h* 

households from which the migratory workers of my sample came, a modi:led

profile emerged:

Reason for person's 
leaving for work

Number of 
persons

Person's Hh 
works a field

Person's Hh 
keeps cattle

+ support/ - per'tonal 
+ support/ + personal 
- support/ > personal 
No information

i
39 | 46,9% 
24 1 29,0% 
17 1 20,5% 
3 j 3,6%

76,4 % 
73,6 % 
100,0 % 

3,6 %

35,2 %
68.4 %
71.4 %

Total 83 j 100,0%

Table 15. Motivation for migrancy (Hit « Household).

Table 15 shows this trend in a more general sense: people leave Caguba as 

migrant workers on account of the economic situation of their respective 

households; but the taHc also brings to light that we can isolate other than 

economic, namely personal, reasons for choosing migrant work, and that the 

personal reasons become more prominent as the economic strength ol a migrant 

worker's homestead increases.

In the numerically stronger group of migrant workers (who go to the cities 

primarily to support their fam.lies financially), there are in particular the 

(young) homestead heads and first-born sons who struggle to make ends mec. 

Yet, in this same group there are also those persons whose households do not 

cultivate a field and who have givan their cattle in somebody else’s care 

(ukubusa, see p. 209). These latter migrant workers are even more dependent 

on their cash income so that their main reason for migrancy is support for 

tieir f ami lie-t in a very strict sense.



In contrast to those Cagubans who are migrant labourers for support reasons, 

there are other villagers who go to the urban centres for personal reasons.

The explicit reasons which were given by my .nformants were not very enligh

tening. They were tly general statements indicating that "so-and-so Uxes 

it in town,'' or "my son just wanted to work 'there'"(i.e. in the city), or 

"he has gone with his friend and does his own 'thing'." Yet, as I considered 

the genealogical position of the migrant workers within their respective rami- 

V e s , it appeared that they were mostly second-born sons and certain other 

sons who (as children of illegitimate bi th) had been adopted into tne family 

and legalised1*^. In other words, genealogically junior persons pn ±rred 

migrancy for personal reasons. I failed to elicit a fuller explanation from 

my informants. The evidence suggests the following explanation.

To begin with, it should be noted that the ibove statistics (Table 15, p.

235) are based on reported information. Therefore their representativeness 

must be taken with reservations. My informants were lathers, mothers, or 

wives. But, this reported ir.icrmation has its own signiricance, because it 

shows that people in Caguba take it for granted that there are such personal 

reasons which explain why certain people should become migrant workers, al

though the actual economic situation in the household may not require such a 

decision. For the people in Caguba, it is expected that a daughter will get 

married and leave the parental homestead, and the second born son will even

tually establish his own household and homestead and leave the parental pi ce 

as well. This is a basic aspect of the cyclic liie of the typical Mthwa i n.- 

ly. Since then settling-out is an essential part of the ongoing social pro

cess, it does not really matter by t h means the settling-out proceeds, 

whether by marriage, by a new establishmentoi a homestead, or bv migrant 

The result is in each case the same: a split in the existing family, and the 

constitution of two independem domestic units. This is the way in which a
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Mthva person gains social status (as a homestead head or as a homestead v 

wife) and (among other things) rightful ownership of property.

On the basis of this traditional social pattern, the migratory labour of 

nior persons becomes intelligible. It has long been known that it "is ono 

the regular expectations of the Xhosa boy ... to go to town” (Ph. Maye 

1961:91) as a step in his growth towards social maturity. Mayer (ibidem 

this expect.-':ion as the expression of a "moral value” (ibidem). While t i: 

interpretation should not be excluded, we can infer here a definite advant. 

for the junior person irrespective of some moral value. As wage-earner - 

accumulate his own (cash) property independently of his father or elder 

ther; i this sense, he can become an equal uf his seniors, -lomeLl: t

the rule of primogeniture makes impossible. He cat achieve his end o < 

mic) independence without necessarily getting married (as a daught 

and establishing his own homestead (as a son muse); i.e. he can achiev-. 

certain maturity and status in the village without the traditional require

ments. Obviously, social processes of maturation and of the cyclic i s 

the Mthwa family determine economic process s. This is nowhere clearer Ln 

guba than in the inheritance system.

(b) The homestead eoonorry and the eyetem of inker tar • .

As is probably true for many societies, in Caguba the. operation o u. 

from one generation to the next is loaded with conflict, despite th< ac> 

it is universally asserted in Caguba that a man's eldest son is hi $ 

(indlaUfa, i.e. literally "the eater of the ' inherit -me

are well aware of the quarrels that may occur in a homestead a 1

of its head. In order to spare the children such di fi . ;i ‘ l

that a man suimon: them together with his (agnatic) ■ insmer, m< 

latter functi' as witnesses to tie allocation it I" V rt ' i <
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This action of allocating inheritance is called kkkZawuZa amzfa which means 

literally "to administer inherited property." Any man is at liberty to make 

such a public announcement before he dies(’7). It appears that the actual 

distribution of the property takes place after the man’s death.

Beyond these general rules, my informants had great difficulty in clarifying 

how the distribution of the property should in fact take place. Crten I was 

merely told umnini>mPahla uyazazi ("the owner of the property knows what to 

do with it"). The following account sums up what appears to be the general 

pattern of distributing inheritance. The buildings, the homestead (the garden 

and the field, if there is one) go to the married son who lives in the a 

Cher's homestead (note that I say "go to," not "belong to;" see below) at the 

time of the death of the homestead head. In other words, houses, garden and 

field constitute a unit which is indivisible and which will be inherited as a 

whole. As far as the lifestock is concerned, there is greater flexibility, 

some extent the animals are regarded as being more important than the other 

items of property. The father is, in principle, at liberty during his life

time to allocate the livestock according to his discretion, but he should not 

disinherit his first-born son. There are two rules which prevent extreme 

an action. The first is that the first-born son inherits what belongs to him 

oy right" (ngomthetho) t h e  second is that the first-born son will receive 

as his own what is "left over" after the allocation has been completed.

The vaguerness of this account reflects the uncertainty of my informants and 

the complexity which overlies the general rules. This complexity has t 

sources. First, government regulation today define the allocation of land, 

and, secondly, children (whether sons or daughters) can today accumulate 

property within the cash economy over which the father can have no control 

whatever. In other words, the homestead head no longer controls the total
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assets of the homestead. This creates uncertainties in allocating inheritance. 

The second source of complexity comes from tradition itself.

Notwithstanding the general rules that a man's main heir is his first-born 

son, there is another and more fundamental principle which states that a man's 

heir is his first-born g r a n d s o n , bcrn to the first son. There are three impli

cations here:
(a) The inheritance rules involve t h r e e  generations: the generation 

of the man who is in actual control of the property (the gene
ration of "FATHER"), the generation of that man's son who is 
f a c t o  heir (the generation of "SON"), the generation of the 
man's grandson who is the d e  j u r e  heir (the generation of 
"GRANDSON"). From this rule of a three-generational range of 
inheritance follow the two qualifications previously mentioned: 
that a person inherits certain property "by right," while re
garding other parts of the total property he must be content
with what is "left over."

(b) Only a first-born son inherits anything at all "by right", ne
ver a second-born son. The latter must always be content with 
what his father allots (uku^CdJuto) him.

(c) More often than not, a man's d e  j u r e  heir, i.e. his grandson, 
is an infant at the time of the grandfather's death, tor the 
time being, his father (i.e. the man's son) will "by right" 
function as trustee of the inheritance. Thus the man's e o n be
comes the d e  f a c t o  main heir.

This three-generational inheritance rule can be shown graphically as follows:

"FATHER"
CJner

"SON"
d e  f a c t o  he i  •

"GRANDSON"
d e  j u r e  h e i r

While I was discussing the matter with one of the elders in the vil.age, the



man (about 65 years old) pointed to a little boy of about three years and 

,aid<28):

Nanku! 
Nguye k u p h c  l a ,  unyanan, 
onowud I' Hi fa lam, 
ngowcnyan' omkhulu.

There he is!
It is or y he, my son,
who shou "eat" my inheritance,
he is th -on of r oldest son.

Thus the reason why the people Ln Oguba are so uncertain about how to define 

the distribution of inheritance, lie, in the two intricate aspects involved 

which only the owner knows how to separate when it comes to the actual allo

cation of the inheritance: first, the composition of the property at the time 

it is inherited, and second, the son actually living in at the time of the 

father's death. I shall first discuss the composition of the property, and 

then the actual process by which property is inherit.

Since every father is first a son, he inherits certain property from his own 

father. However, his total inheritance includes property that has come from 

his grandfather. Thus in receiving the inheritance, he receives tvo proper

ties. The one from his grandfather, he receives "by right." Up to now, his 

own father has been only its trustee and not at liberty to distribute his 

grandfather's property among the inheritor's brothers. But the father

has accumulated further property by his own efforts, for example through the 

stock's natural increase or through the bridewealth which he has received tor 

his daughter, and this he is at liberty to distribute among his children. It 

this regard the first-born son must also be content with what his father gives 

him; he can take only what is "left over." It is this part of his father’s
Son

property which he himself receives in trusteeship for h i e  o m [ .  Thus a son 

(i.e. a first-born son) receives from two sources (father and grandfather ana 

accordingly acquires ownership with regard to one part, while he receives only
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inherit from her father's inheritance if and while she is married, because

V/77yr V 7/A, nhnu ' s m s i n '  a k h e ("a daughter 'eats' her heritage in her

own homestead," i.e. her husband's place). This is no mere metaphor if we see 

the operation of the inheritance rules in terms of the actual control over 

property, i.e. in the sense of the trusteeship which a man holds on behalf of 

his son. Once again we have to distinguish between d e  j u r e  ownership and v 

facto control. Women never c m  property such as houses, gardens, fields and 

cattle; this is entirely a male prerogative in Mthwa society. But they may, 

and indeed do, c o n t r o l property. This is the essence of the discussion on fe

male homestead heads (see p. 160f).

When a man dies, his widow acquires the effective control of the household,

with respect to the resident members as well as to the property. The Cagubans

consider her control to be "real;" nobody can have direct access to the pro

the widow. Thus a son may complain that he "canaerty without the consent

do nothing” aa long as his mother is alive. Even the son's senior agnatic 

kinsmen cannot overrule his m, cher's decision. They must consult the widow 

and gain her consent, for example, for the selling or slaughtering of a par-

ticular animal.

There are two reasons for giving a widow such a "servitude over her late hus

band's" (Kerr 1%1; 12-13) property' The first stems from the position of 

a wife and widow in the Mthwa domestic unit. Although completely dependent on 

her husband, after him she is second in rank in the authority structure of 

the homestead. In this regard it is interesting that the vernacular word for 

wif ( u m f a k i ) , in Caguba, keeps much oi its literal meaning and implication, 

namely "female brothet"(30). As "female brother", she does not only belong 

to the husband's generation, but she shares with him in his authority ('Jithtn 

hnme.rt. : i )  and (after his death) has control over the homestead's proper*
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attituce embarrasses her son, he will hardly act; against her will, the 

peered behaviour of respect (intlcnipko) for a "senior person” fsriasa/, 

preeminently his mother (umha) , will prevent him from "behaving disrespect

fully" (ukuaa). Economic planning appears to be subject to moral precepts.

Inheritance proceeds from father to son and to grandson, and thus the agnatic 

line, which is so typical in the Nguni system of kinship, is strongly empha

sised. The procedural rules, if we may call them such, by which the inheritance 

cystem works, integrates a man's widow into the system and underlines the im

portance of the homestead and of marriage in particular, 'bus we can redraw 

the previous diagram (see Figure 13, p. 241), ignoring the distribution of the 

inheritance between brothers nd introducing the significance of a man's widow:

xk;?,
Inheritance passes 
through agnatic line.
Control over property 

-> through procedural 
rule.

Figure 14. Female participation in control
of property of the nomestead.

Thus within the system of inheritance in Mthwa society, we can distinguish be

tween the legal aspect of a "transfer of inheritance" (ukudla -li; x) > and a
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o  t r  v.y d e v o l v e  £ a c c o r d i n g  t o  different rules: the land returns to 

C er r .  a n d  w i l l  b e  f r e e  f o r  re-allottment. Although kinsmen have no di- 

: r i g h t  t c  : h e  U , t h e y  w i l l  be considered first should one of the kins- 

>,e wi •.hov.i l a n d .  O t h e r  property, in particular cattle, goes to the se- 

" o; ■=.:' o f  t h e  c l a n - s e c t i o n ,  that is t o  say, to a man's elder brother's 

‘’h o u s e ; "  b u  . i f  u h e r o  i s  n o  h e i r  it goes to a senior classificatory brother, 

t c  H ' / . e  d i s t a n t  ( b u t  s t i l l  senior) agnatic kinsman. In other words,

- . Iri a  c e r t a i n  h o u s e h o l d  d i s s o l v e ,  inheritance does not "pass down" as from 

f .# th< .  t o  s o n  ( i . e .  f r o m  e  s e n i o r  t o  a junior in the agnatic line of descent),

; v i  f r o , ,  e m a n  t o  h i s  agnatic seniors. Even if, then, the home-

•' i  e- .  f - c o n t a i n e d  c c i a l  unit, it remains oriented towards the agnatic

. a  ' r . ' i i s  t v n a t i c  o  i m i t a t i o n  o f  the homestead leads us into the sphere o f

< x  r e l i g i o n  i n  H t h w a  s o c i e t y .

I t  M t b  i o c r a r y ,  as i n  e n y  o t h e r  social system, there is at the centre o f

. v t o f  • s u b r  c c , l i s t s  o f  a  multiplicity of homestead economies, irom each

F i . c h  s u c h  ' . l i  i n i n s  o r i g i n a t e s  and to which it refers. For want of a better 

a, ,, I i, , 1 c e l l  he e c o n o m i c  system of Mthwa society "homestead individua-

■ ,o lu o n  c b r  o "  " n e  M t h w a  e c o n o m i c  system as homestead individualism 

y f l t c . s  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n s  o f  earlier chapters. The change of the typi-

l l y  N : , 1 '  : t  1 us , ,  p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  isolated romestead to a vil-

afc"" t y p  o f  P a t t l a m e n t  h a s  n o t  c h a n g e d  the actual significance oi rhe indi

v i d u a l  h e m t i s t e e d  i n  C g u b a  ( C h a p t e r  I I ) .  The central authority in any home- 

1 i s  t h e  r' c . t e s t e r . - h e a u .  H i s  e o n e  o f  t h e  p o  itrca ly i ’levant authori



ties in the Mt.wa chiefdotn ( C h a p t e r  III). T h e  c o u r t  system o f  Mthv 

s i m  qua non in the authority of the homestead head who is the o; i e g -  

presentative of his homestead and who is a member of the chief : o u r  

(Chapter TV). With the three-generational cyclic life of the typical 

family, ther i is an ongoing process by which the individuality of the tr.e- 

stead is re-created in ?ach generation and by which any domestic unit is con

fined to a very small grtup of agnatic and affinal kinsmen. Thus economic 

homestead individualism is consistent with what has been said in the preced

ing chapters about the socially preeminent (and sociologically indispensibie• 

significance of the homestead in 'ithwa.

Notwithstanding its individualist.c nature, the homestead is not, in present- 

day Caguba, economically self-suffL ient; the majority of homesteads need to 

borrow oxen as draught animals and, s •ill more, homesteads rely on the labou 

rendered by several homesteads at a tim'. Although not intended by the hot, - 

stead heads, economic necessity seems to ichieve a kind or integration c:

Mthwa society as people assist each other i . workparties or by lending •. 

without apparent economic gain. Yet, it is this absence of any intention to 

achieve integration which distinguishes economic cooperation in Caguba iron 

the court system of Mthwa. In the latter, the pec.ole of Mthwa share a common 

code of what is right and what is wrong. Each matuie man of the chierdom, i.e. 

each homestead head, has a right to be a member of U e chief’s court. Thus 

among the Mthwa people in general and their homestead reads in particu.ar 

there is a ccmnen interest in Mthwa law. It is this comm an interest between 

homestead heads which is lacking in the economic sphere. Whatever cooperation 

there is, is inspired by the homes t< ’ s i n i i v :  lua.' interests, at least with 

respect to short-term calculations. Once I asked a younger honestead head, 

who himself diu not own a field but who participated q r i t e  oftm in workparties, 

what he gained from his participation. In a very unambiguous manier, he a n s w
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ed: "Why do I participate in iUm-workparties? Because that is how we do it 

here in Caguba. What I gain out of it? a sip of beer and then - to go and 

pass water." Economic homestead individualism is part of the Cagubans' con

scious model of their daily life.

At the present stage of anthropological knowledge, Mthwa’s economic homestead 

individualism appears to be exceptional among the N’guni-speaking peoples of 

South-East Africa, but it is certainly no exception in the Bantu-speaking 

area of Africa and in other parts of the world. Earlier cn in this chapter 

(see p. 226), I referred to the study of the Ndendeuli of Tanzania oy Gulliver 

(1971). Unable to account for cooperation among the Ndendeuli m  terms c: kin

ship, Gulliver postulated ego-centred action-sets as the most economical way 

of explaining the empirical facts at his disposal. Since it is the homestead 

head who, in principle, organises workparties in .s.hwa and since any worKparty 

comes together only for the work in hand and then dissolves, the situation in 

Caguba clear’y resembles Gulliver's findings. As ^-centred (i.e. homestead- 

head-centred) action-sets, workparties in Caguba underline the individuality 

of the homestead.

A study of rural Tanzania and Kenya by Hyden (1980) supports Gulliver's stu

dy as well as my conclusion regarding the socio-political importance of the 

homestead in Mthwa society. Hyden iibidem p. 9) speaks about the "structural 

anomaly of rural Africa" according to which ''>>mall is powerful. Regarding 

the peasantry in Tanzania and Kenya, Hyden (ibidem p. 1 >1 writes.

The peasant mode of production is characterised by a rudimentary 
division of labour. Each unit - ' production i: still small. Without 
any real product specialization there is very little exchange ao 
tween the various units of production. Although these units, that 
is the peasant households, are not usually self-sufficient, manage
ment decisions are taken in the light of domestic needs and capabi

lities. There is no functional interdependence bringing them into



reciprocal relations with each other and leading to the devel?p- 
ment of the means of production. Each unit is independent ot the 
other and the economic st'TACiwre is cellvlar. To the extent that 
there is cooperation among producers in these economies it is 
not structurally enforced but purely a suprastructura1 articula 
tion rooted in the belief that everybody has a r.ght to subsis
tence. Consequently, cooperation among peasants is temporary, 
for example at the time of an emergency, rather than regular 
and formalized (all emphases are supplied).

The "belief” which Hyden records, that cooperation is "purely a suprastruc-

tural articulation," recalls my own findings in Caguba. It was said (see p.

225f) that there is no general assumption of cooperativeness, but that a 

homestead head must go and "ask for help." If he does go, however, he can be 

quite certain to receive the assistance which he requests. Moral precepts 

come to his support in organising an iI:ma-type workparty. This moral aspect 

of organising labour in Caguba connects our findings with a third study by 

Banfield (1958).

Banfield studied the moral condition ot the economic backwardness ot an Italian

village. In explanation of the moral condition of the village, Banfield (ibidem

p. 83) postulates the following central maxim:

Maximise the material, short-run advantage of the nuclear tamily; 
assume that all others will do likewise.

Banfield calls this particular economic condition of the Italian village eco

nomic fami 1ism." If I replace the Italian nuclear family with the Caguban do

mestic unit, and speak of "homestead individualism" instead of "fam:lism , then 

the Italian village of Montegrano resembles, in its economic familv particula

rism, the economic homestead individualism of the Mthwa village of Caguba,

It may be asked what is the reason for the cross-cultural similarity between 

the Mthwa-Mpondo, some East African societies, and a particular Southern Euro

pean village. The answer appears to lie in the kind of awareness these econo-
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tnically active groups have of their social situation. Their interests are 

ego-centred (Gulliver), and the economic activities of the homestead/family 

are inwardly oriented (Banfield, Hyden). Whether the interests are purely 

economic or supported by moral values (Banfield), the economic system w -1 

remain "small." It will remain as limited in its integration as the act:.<al 

interests of the economically active persons are.

As far as Mthwa society is concerned, on the basis of the evidence, the eco

nomically concerned person is the homestead head, and his interests are de

termined by the (material) well-being of his homestead and its people. Since 

these particular people are an important part of his planning and are the ob

ject of his economic efforts, his calculations cannot proceed in merely econo

mic terms. The Mthwa homestead economy is fundamentally "bicentric" (see p. 

184). It is the "people of any given homestead" (atantu baaekhaya, which con

stitute in a definite sense the individuality of the homestead, an individua

lity which is ultimately rooted in the ancestor religion of Mthwa.

Footnotes to Chapter VI.

(1) The description of Mthwa economy as bicentric Is to be distinguished from 
what Bohannan (1963:248) calls a "multicentric economy" and what Godcner 
(1972:288) calls "socially pluridetermined" economy. Both authors reier 
to the economic structure of "primitive societies (in which) goods are 
classified in distinct and hierarchically ordered categories, and their 
exchange and circulation are strictly compartmentalised" (Godelier, ibidem 
p. 287), as among the West African Tiv (Bohanna£ ibidem). There is no sucn 
hierarchy of goods in Mthwa; even cattle are not excluded from being con
vertible into other goods; a fact which Be inart ( 1 9 7 9 # : 2 0 0 )  ascertains tor 
the past and which the Cagubans confirm for the present.

(2) I came across a case where a man deliberately kept a rondayel-type house 
in order "to celebrate in the proper manner" (ukuseta kdkuhle)• This in
dicates that the Cagubans are fu ly aware of the implications of the new 
development in house-building methods.

(3) At no stage in this dissertation do I discuss the chief's economic posi
tion in the village as related to a system of paying tribute. Today, the 
chief as headman is a state-paid official with a regular salary. T did 
not become aware of any tribute system, like death duties (iatsi), as re
ported by Hunter (1936:378). The present situation of Mpondo (Mthwa)
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chieftaincy has its roots in the 19th century when the economic relation 
ship between chiefs and people changed very substantially (Beinart 198 .
121); a gradual decline of its political power and control over production 
took place. Tribute that is to be paid to the chief is apparently a non
issue in present-day Caguba. However, I have an incident on record accord
ing to which in 1978 the chief prohibited the cutting of grass allegedly 
to be used for a new church building. The Cagubans were not satisfied wit 
the ruling; they argued that "grass belongs to all of us. This incident 
may symbolically reflect an expression of the chief's former economic 
authority (see Sansom 1974:l37f). The regulation was withdrawn, and the 
Cagubans could continue cutting grass.

(4) According to Hunter (1936:71) it seems that the siting of gardens near to 
dwellings is a recent development. Formerly the homestead chose tor itseit 
a garden somewhere in the vicinity of the home. The practice oi allotting 
a site that includes space for dwelling and for a garden is common prac
tice in the administration of rural Transkei today.

(5) The distribution of the major clans of Caguba, from north to south, is 
Gcwangule, Ncamane, Wotshe-Khanapana (see Map 2, Appendix 2). The distri
bution of the fields in the Mngazi River valley followed a similar geo
graphical lay-out. In this part, the river runs parallel to the village 
so that the fields, from north to south, belonged to the clan-sections cr 
the Gcwangule, Ncamane and Wotshe-KLanandana.

(6) The census on which the analysis is based, was taken in 1981. Since new 
settlers arrived in the village after the first census was taken m  19,8, 
the figures used in Chapters II and V are not identical with those in the 
present chapter, but this does not affect the analysis.

(7) Earlier (see p. 19) a population increase in the last decades was men
tioned. Although I lack the precise figures, it can be conjectured that 
the factor of this population explosion needs to be taken into account 
in order to explai the high number of allotted tielda.

(8) For a system of land allocation at the present time, based on clan-membcr- 
ship, see the study of the Nyuswa-Zulu, Natal (S.A.), by Preston-Whyte an
Sibisi (1975).

(9) The rinderpest epidemic of 1896 had a great influence on the economic deve
lopment, as Beinart (1979b) has shown. It finally led the Mpondo to accept 
migratory labour. I was told about another local outbreak of a cattle is- 
ease in the late fifties, which further reduced the low numbers of cattle 
in the village. Even so, the figures are low for a society which relied
to a large extent on cattle keeping. Some other explanation for the present 
situation is required. See also Wilson (1971:57-58).

(10) The number of head of cattle in relation to households is as follows:

Number 
of animals 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 17

kept in 
No of Hh-s 56 1 5 4 8 5 4 1 2 2 3 5 2 1 1 2 2

Sub-Totals 56 23 25

For two households I have no information. Thus, in 106 Households there 
are 345 head of cattle. The 11 households with 6 or more oxen keep ex
actly 50 %, i.e. 69, of the animals in the village, which shows the clear 
concentration of oxen in a relatively small number of households.



(11) For a short discussion of Kenneth 1. Pike's distinction between etics 
and "emics", see Sturtevant (1968:477-8). E4-" J3 aie culture-free fea
tures of the real world." The term also applies to features which are

attributes in the folk classification of all cultures (emphasis sup 
plied).

(12) Taxation of animals:
Cattle of any type, per head: R 2,00 per annum;
Sheep and goats, per head : R 0,50 per annum;
Donkeys and horses, per head: R '»1 Per annum.
Pigs are tax-free.

(13) The taxation with which any household has to cope is the homestead tax 
which is R 20,00 per homestead head and his wife. •or any single son oi 
the age of 18 years and above, an additional R 10,00 is to be paid. Fi
nally, each household (homestead head) has to pay R 10,00 tor the main
tenance of the hospitals. This is the minimum which every household has 
to pay annually. There is still the important outlay of money tor pri
mary schooling, which is R 12,00 annually per child of any standard.

(14) First, it should be noted how I compounded the figure for "migrant wor
kers" as used in this dissertation. At the beginning of my research I 
established genealogies of each household of the village.^1 included 
in the genealogies as many persons as my informant could remember, 
affinal well as agnatic kinsmen. On this basis, it was established 
who was considered, by my informants, to be a per-Tanent member of the 
respective household; such permanent members may be actually Jiving m  
the household or else absent for the time being. Of these permanent 
members, some were noted as being absent because of a work contract, 
i.e. for "labour." In this regard it was interesting that absconders 
(iitshipa) were considered "permanent members" of the household.
Secondly, long ago (see Schapera 1947) it was recognised that migrato
ry labour as an ongoing and repeated (oscillating) movement between 
rural area and town is not only rooted in the purely economic conditions 
of the rural area, but also in its social conditions. In the piusent 
dissertation, I am interested in these social, Caguba internal, von 
ditions which contribute to migrancy. I refrain, on the whole, from any 
evaluation of the consequences of migrancy whether socialiy or moral1; 
disruptive. My silence regarding these consequences of migratory labour 
should by no means be understood as a justification of migrancy, neither 
with respect to the macro politico-economic situation nor with respect 
to the Caguban micro situation and its socio-economic condition. It is 
to the internal social reasons of migrancy that I wish to draw atten
tion.

(15) The conceptualisation of the relationship of the living to their ancestors 
as "service" is not restricted to the Mpondo. For example, the Tswana 
speak about tirelo which means 1 r -rally "action to the benefit oi some
body else." Setiloane (1976:651 -rites: "The function of oadtmo is to en
sure the good ordering of social relationships among the biologicallv 
living, and the fertility and well-being of men, their crops and stocks.
In return, they expect tirelO ('service'). More generally speaking, ' re 
is expect?d also by parents of their children. It is the p-oper attitude 
of juniors towards their seniors, and cannot properly be translated wor
ship'" (ibidem p. 266, Footnote 7).
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(16)
tive of Afrikaans nooi C ’to invite").

(17) Kropf (1915:216) records that Mima was Originally a number of peopie

by having an ox killed for them.

(18) Unomcakidana ("rhythmic hoeing") has its word-root in the noun u n c ^ o  
("a piece of land").' ■ e i B lwith the breaking-off of a mat-association (see p. 72 and p. 100, n.

its dependence on the parent who, then, on the basis ot .he ch

verb may even be quoted when a man goes to a homesteac and asks to 
help" with regard to his forthcoming workparty.

as forced into imbalanced relationships by morality, -e thereiore can

which ia the motive but morality" (emphasis supplied).

(22)
anthropological literature (see also the Conclusion to this chapter, , . 
947f). At this stage one would like to widen the analytical scope an 
continue the discussion along a path which P. Mayer (196.) has success
fully opened up al eady with a study in the urban contest, namely, of 
the significance of "networks" for moral and transactional purposes.
See also Bloch (1973), Bailey V 69), A.Mayer (1966), Boissevain (1974). 
Obviously, as a man goes from his homestead into the wider world ot Ca- 
guba, he (at least, partially) exchanges his homestead network .or ano
ther one; and in both networks different norms operate. While at home, 
the man is the apex of a hierarchically ordered pyramid, while in the 
wider village he appears as an equal among other men, alternatively as 
a person subject to seniority based on age rather than on kinship. - 
though the respective norms are related to one another, it is analy 
cally not permissible to reduce them to a single set, say, ot the home
stead or of a kinship type.

t
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earn" (ukuphanga) , but to help (nl ur.oi

heir). These three generations together constitute a singie rycle. 

observed on one occasion.

ternal properties, immanent in social structures.

(z7) : :
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to his own discernment and in accordance with traditional norm . 

ngqi 7-4-81, Tape 180; Makazela 6-4-81, Tape 180.

may hold.

Doke-Vilakazi(1964:201) and Kropf (1915:98).

s t a t u s  as legally protected and as morally higher than any tree voma
s t a t u s .

in a generic sense for any person of the grandparental generation.* Iliillll*
Kropf 1915:76).







VChSTOR RHi ! (»l ON 11 )OCIETt

.HE MAJOR concern ot this dissertat. n is the structure of authority in Mthva 

;,nd the oosition of the omestead as the most significant soc al group m  

his society. Th question arises as to what validates authr rity in Mthwa ana 

ow we can understand the fact of the homestead's significance, given that 

ne allocation of authority throughout the society does not easily create a 

Lear-cut order ot institutions < in the sense of patterns of behaviour as 

,ell as of functionally-related systems). The answers to these questions are 

o be touna in Mthwa religion, more specifically in ancestor religion as

ived .>ut in Mthwa society.

•here is n, ancestor religious activity (ritual) unless it is initiated by

„ particula homestead head, and unless the ritual takes place in his own

nomestead. The homestead head's authority in general, and h.s authority to

call for an ancestral -itual, has been handed down to him : rotn his agnatic

-•orebears who are mportant (superhuman) objects of reverence in the rituals

■nemselves.

'Tie genealogically detined succe n -f a homestead head to authority 

, ( o. 79f) links ancestor religion to the agnatic kinship system which is 

.rganisationai principle of clans (more specifically, ot local clan sec- 

.r . . 4 result, ancestor religion belongs 1 ' social groups which trans-
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cend the individual homestead. On the occasion of an ancestral ritual, the 

organising homestead head's agnatic kinsmen will gather at his place and with-

out them, the ritual cannot proceed.

In a stricter sense, it is not the homestead which is at the root of the 

initiative for the ancestral ritual, but an ancestor-spirit who begins comnu- 

nicating with one of the living (either with the homestead head or a member ox 

his family). The ancestor-spirit "calls" on one of the living and the "respor.se" 

by the latter takes the form of an ancestral ritual which the kinsmen perform 

on behalf of the individual who has fctca called. Ancestor religion, thus, re

lates in a fundamental sense to ar individual person.

Finally, the ancestor-spirits are known to the Cagubans as communicating with 

one of the living through various means, particularly through dreams and misfor

tune which the ancestor-spirits "send" to the person who has been called. How

ever, there are many dreams during a person's life and many misfortunes, out 

only some of them will be attributed to the ancestor-spirits. In the context of 

dreams and misfortunes, ancestor reliL on assumes an interpretative function in 

Mthwa society. Through this function ancestor religion is part of Mthwa's cosmo

logy, i.e. their system of thought explaining the world, its origin and struc

ture, and its ultimate principles.

Ancestor religion relates, then, to four different intersecting lines of the 

Mthwa way of life: to the structure of authority and the significance of the 

homestead; to the agnatic kinship system and its corporate Local groups; to 

individual interests; and to Mthwa cosmology. Given this wide scope tor ance

stor religion the question arises: what is une purpose or intended a v  when 

the Mthwa people become active in the context of their ancestor religion? The 

ritual action which identifies this intended aim will, in this dissertation, 

be called the ccre-ritual of the ancestral feast. The answer to the questions 

- what is the intended aim and what is the nature of the core-ritual - constv

ute the topic of the present chapter. The answers car be given in two ways tr
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which Spiro (1966) has already drawn attention. A study of religion, he says, 

can make a contribution towards the understanding of society. In this sense, 

the study of religionjis in fact a study of a society and of religion’s contri

bution to the life of this society. Secondly, it can be a study of religion 

itself; in this case the study focusej on the performance of rituals. Although 

the present chapter is, for the most part, directed to a sociological type r£ 

study (because of the particular interest in the structure of au'.aority in 

Mthwa society and the position of the homestead in this society) I shall ut- 

tempt a preliminary understanding of the cognitive dimension (see p. 307).

Both approaches, however, will be based on an investigation of ancestral ritu

als and the verbal expressions used during the course of their enactment. The 

reason for this procedure is that it is in the context of the rituals where 

the various intersecting elements are most clearly exposed. In particular, the 

rituals reveal that ancestor religion, as an aspect of Mthwa's cosmological 

system (see below), is deeply rooted in the belief in a relationship between 

the living and the dead, a relationship which finds its expression in the "call 

that comes from the ancestor-spirits and the "response" by the living, a rela

tionship which occurs phenomenally precisely in the ancestral ritual. The major 

part of the present chapter will explain the nature of this relationship. But 

first, I shall briefly outline Mthwa cosmology as a whole.

(1) Mthwa co m o  ley» an outline.

For Mthwa society, as for other Nguni-speakmg and Sotho-speaking societies, 

ancestor religion isone of several correlated strands of thought; its comple

xity can best be described within a cosmological framework. Hammond-1 coke 

(1974) has outlined the belief and ritual systems of Bantu-speaking peoples in 

Southern Africa in this way. Similarly, Berglund (1976) explores Zulu "thought- 

patterns and symbolism" in the same framework. Explicitly shows he how the 

"shades" (i.e. the ancestor-spirits) can only be understood, on the one hand,
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,ithin Che wider context of belief in a Supreme Being and other divinities, of 

nan's response to them and to the shades, and, on the other hand, in the con

text of expressions of power, of the perception of evil and of medicine and 

magic. Clearly, belief in ancestors is part of Nguni cosmology.

(a) The Supreme Being.

The present belief of Cagnbans in a Supreme Being whom they know as uftmnra,

uThiw, ufhixo 'ykoei, goes back to the pre-Christian era. T..e first two terms

are personal names for the Supreme Being'". The more common term, probably

under the influence of the terminology used by the Christians, is The

latter term, uThixo'NkcH, is a compound noun and means ’Chiet Thixo. There

are other descriptive denotations for the Supreme Being, like "the Sky" and

"Father of Strength." We may thus speak of a Sky-Cod or simply of God who is

personally conceived and thought to be the creator of the world. These ideas

confirm the findings of Hunter (1936:269) who reports that "the Mpondo had two

words, uMdoZt ('Creator;' derived from u'to mould, to form') and wManat

('Maker;' derived from ukuenza,'to make') which might suggest a belie: in a

creator." Even if God is considered to he the source of all that exists, God

comes into focus only occasionally; for example the great flood of April, ISIS,

was attributed to God. One w o m a n  angrilyexclaimcd, when 1 asked her about her

field and crops which had been swept away by the heavy rain falls:

"Alright," she said, "we have done wrong, and Thixo is right to pu
nish us. But I do not know what my fault could be. Would Thixo 
please speak up and tell me so that I can beg for pardon, Meanwhile 
I shall sit back, fold my arms and await his reply."

Asked, whether it could have been sent by the ancestor-spirits, she

replied:
"Never. Things like that can be done by Thixo alone.

Similarly, I was told that in case of a prolonged drought one would eddress 

petitions to Thixo and ask for help. Also a sudden fatal sickness, and death
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fr Hewing a lightning stroke may be attributed to Thixo.

Whether in the past there was an explicit cult or at least occasional rituals^ 

directed to God must remain undecided here. I have no clear evidence for this " . 

Today the ritually-expressed worship of God occurs exclusively in the context 

of Christian services. Almost 83 I of Caguba's population claim adherence to 

one Christian denomination or another. The Methodist, comprising about 45 7. of 

the Christians, outnumber the other denominations. Against this strong back

ground of (nominal) Christianity in Caguba, it is difficult to assess how much 

the traditional conception of the Supreme Being is influenced by Biblical-Cbn- 

stian thought. Whatever the concept may be, the belief in God serves, in daily 

life, as one of the means of interpreting certain occurrences, like a catastro

phe and other exceptional negative events, and of interpreting the origin of 

nan and of life in the most general terms. The public worship of Cod belongs to 

Christian services and prayer meetings.

(b 'j Ancestors and ancestor-sz irits.

In the daily life of non-Christians and Christians alike, belief in ancestors 

is of great importance. (This could be shown statistically, by analysing the 

figures of participants at ancestral rituals; but the details must be omitted 

here for want of space.) There are several reasons for the almost universal

significance of ancestors in Mthwa society.

It has already been said (p. 258) that ancestor religion is closely linked 

to the agnatic kinship system. Some of the very common terms by which catego

ries of kinsmen are denoted, include 't, not merely living but also dead

kinsmen. Thus by semantic necessity, whoever calls on the "kinsmen" fonrtodthu.'

re-calls the "ancestors" (canxtiethu).

Another reason for the ancestors' universal significance is that they are

a means of interpreting certain negative events which occur in a person s
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life. For example a certain Roman Catholic man's first child died Asked 

was responsible for the child's death, he replied: "Thixo gave the child, Thixo 

took it." Asked whether the death could have been caused by the ancestors, he 

said: "About such a possibility you think if the second or third child dies.

If this should happen in my family, I certainly will consider the possibility.

The ancestors are an explanatory alternative to the Supreme Being (and to other

extra-human agencies to be mentioned presently).

A third reason is that the belief in ancestors implies the conceptual 

frame of authority in Mthwa, noticeably of the homestead head. In conclusion 

(in Chapter VIII) it will be shown that this belief in ancestors is an indis- 

pensible aspect of Mthwa understanding of a meaningful world.

The ancestors, unlike Cod, are of hurx origi.; yet they are endowed with super

human powers which they use at will. p rhuman as the ancestors are, they re

main within the reach of man; after all, they are his forebears. This accessi

bility to man is expressed by the fact that there is an explicit cult or the 

ancestors. The ancestor cult provides to a large extent the content of what I 

call ancestor religion(3); this cult (being the believers' response to the call 

coming from the ancestors) is part of a communication event which takes place 

between the living and the dead. This communication across the threshold ot 

death, the communication between the living and the dead, makes a distinction 

between the ancestors as a whole and the ancestors who engage in such communica

tion. The ancestors as a group never converse with the living; only an indivi

dual ancestor communicates with an individual living. For descriptive purposes 

I shall distinguish between an arfoeetor, one of the group of dead forebears or 

a given c U n  (local clan-section), and an ancpstcr-spirit by which I mean an 

individual communicating ancestor who may be agnatic or cognatic (affinal) 

Within the overall cosmological system, ancestors and ancestor-spirits fulfil 

different interpretative functions. It is the ancestors, as the agnatic fore-

1
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bears, who provide the conceptual frame of authority in Mthwa; ana u  -h the 

anccetor-spirits, whether agnatic or affinal, who are believed responsible 

for certain)miSfortunes. The ancestors and the ancestor-spitits need to be dis

tinguished also with regard to the performance of the ancestral rituals, com

ing into focus at different stages of the performance, as will be shown subse

quently. The essential distinction between ancestors and ancestor-spints has 

a further analytical consequence: although ancestor religion is linked to ag

natic kinship in Mthwa, agnatic kinship per se and ancestor religion are not 

simply functionally related systems of Mthwa society.

(c) Spirits.

Apart from the ancestors, there are other spiritual beings known as :mimoya, 

which means literally "spirits." They are thought of as living in the deep fo

rest (abantu basehlathini , the "forest people") or in a river (abanzu asc- 

mlanjeni, the "river people"). The information at my disposal is scanty, and 

differs from Hunter's detailed report (Hunter 1936:256-264). She describes the 

river people as agnatically-related forebears who are ritually served through 

offerings by the riverside (ukunikela emlanjeni). My informants are quite vague 

about the origin of the spirits. The most general opinion in the village 'a that 

these sprits are of (unknown) dead people who, for example, did not receve a 

proper burial. In demonstrating this origin of the spirits, one elaerly woman 

referred to her own son who died in the circumcision lodge years back. He was 

informally buried in the forest, and turned into a spirit. Other informants ot 

mine maintain that spirits are extra-human and, like the ancestors, are capable 

of acting according to their own will, but, unlike the ancestors, always act 

maliciously. There is no cult of the spirits in Caguba, as far as I know; people 

ward them off by using medicine which they obtain from a diviner( .
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(d) Extra-human beings: familiars.

In clear contrast to the ancestors and spirits, there are beings which assume 

the appearance of people or of certain animals.These beings are essentially 

non-human in nature, either in origin or in existence. Furthermore, they can- 

not act in their own capacity, as the Supreme Being, the ancestors, and the 

spirits can do. In order to become active, these beings are called on by cer

tain people and associate with them for evil purposes. Some informants claim 

that a daughter can inherit these beings from her mother (this makes it under

standable why they associate with children; see below). In ethnographic lite

rature, these beings are referred to as "familiars." Hunter (1936.275 290) 

describes the common beliefs of the Mpondo in familiars; Hammond-Tooke (1975b) 

analyses the symbolic structure of the cosmology of Cape Nguni societies, r.e 

discusses various categories of familiars, in particular animal-shaped fami- 

liars, and their relation to wild animals of forest and grassland, and to do- 

mostic animals. He shows how. structurally, the familiars correspond to the 

wild animals of the forest which, in turn, are the opposite of domestic animals 

of the homestead. On the levels of values, this is the opposition between evil 

and good. Since ancestors correspond to what is ultimately good, ancestors and 

familiars stand for the cosmological opposition between good and evil. The 

overall cosmological concepts of the Cape Nguni apply to Mthwa society as well.

The most commonly referred to familiars Is uthiholoshe. It is described by 

my informants as a tiny, hairy, human-shaped creature, ithikcl si ■ is male and 

highly sexual in nature. He is said to be inheritable by a daughter from her 

mother. He is seen by children more often, it seems, than by adults.

Another often mentioned familiar, like uthikoloahe, sexual in nature, is 

impundulu, the "lightning bird." rmfmiutu is there when lightning strikes" 

(Hunter 1936:282), and always appears to a female witch "in the form of a very 

beautiful young man who becomes her lover" (ibidem). Both, and

imvundulu are used to cause misfortune and even death to a personal enemy.
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Intaikizi is an omen rather than a familiar and ha: z.ootoim.; .. is tb«

Ground Hornbill, known as the "rain bird." This bird is considered sacred in

Caguba and may not be killed. The "rain bird" featured in Caguba after the 

great flood (1978) when people sought to find a reason for the disaster they 

had experienced. Asked whether the flood could have been caused by Thixo (God), 

a certain informant said that he had found a dead inttikizi in the Mngazi River 

bed, after the flood had subsided. This was proof to him that it was not Thixo 

who was responsible for the catastrophe, but a sorcerer who killed

the sacred bird in order to bring death on the people. Killing the bird results

in rainfall without end, my informant said.

The basic assumption about familiars is that they serve the individualis

tic, evil ends of their owners, witches and sorcerers. The misfortune, damage 

and death, which they inflict is essentially "unmerited" by the victim (Hamnond- 

Tooke 1975b:31); he suffers innocently. This contrasts strongly vith uhe assump 

Cion about ancestral wrath and the punishment wh ch ancestors send: the victim 

deserves this punishment for negligence in the fulfilment of duties. Represent

ing the evil counterpart to ancestral goodness, the familiars take on an impor

tant explanatory role in traditional Mthwa cosmology.

(e) Th> rcuival force of pollution.

The cosmological principles discussed so far require personal agents. There is 

a further principle, which, unlike these, exists and acts without any such agent, 

it is a neutral negative force which from time to time befalls man (and indirect

ly domestic animals) without human intervene on. This force does not appear in 

its own right, but is discernable only by its effect on the afflicted person or 

persons. The latter are ritually polluted, they suffer from "filthiness" fam- 

°r (more commonly called) "bad blood" figwaf g % K;see below). Ritual 

pollution makes a person (to a certain degree) socially unacceptable. He or she 

must withdraw , for the time being, from social intercourse. Since the conse-



quence of this neutral negative force (for which there is no special name) 

has no direct outward indication, save ritual pollution and social unaccepta

bility, its presence must be identifiable to the people of Mthwa. I recorded 

four different types of circumstance which cause pollution.

The first is the female cycle of the menses which Hunter (1936:4b; iden

tified in the Mpondo vernacular as w n l a z a { h ) . While the content of the term 

m l a a a  is well-known in Caguba and a commonly recognised reality, the ward it

self is quite unknown among the villagers. Nevertheless, I shall retain the 

word as a technical term. V m l a z a denotes the condition of a woman during her 

monthly period which is considered dangerous to males and life-stock, cattle 

in particular. It is thought that a man will become sexually impotent and con

tract diseases if he has intercourse with a menstruatung woman. Such a woman 

will avoid cattle, otherwise cows would become barren and cows with calves 

would go dry. "The bad blood of woman will cause the passages of procreation 

getting blocked," as one of my informants put it. In other words, um.-xza it 

left unchecked endangers the very source of continued life of man: procreation. 

The polluted woman must wash after the bodily discharge ceases, then sexual

life can be resumed.
Conviction in court is a second cause of pollution. This type of pollution

in particular is identified by the Cagubans as i g a « i  a l i b i  ("bad blood"). Such 

a polluted person suffers from ("bad luck ; alternatively, the people

speak about u k v b a  neahuangutzha and u k u b a  m b h a d i ) ( j \  Continued living in ttus 

condition of "bad luck" will attract further misfortune to the homestead o:

"the man 'of bad luck'." The polluted person needs to wash away iJ n -:..:'-. his 

condition and he will do so by inviting relatives and friends to a ceremonial 

beer-drinking at his home; it is a ceremony of reconciliation (see p. 276 ).

The third circumstance of ritual pollution occurs when a person lives under 

the expressed obligation of preparing an ancestral ritual: the person concerned 

is somebody who has encountered an ancestor-spirit who "demands tood", i.e. the
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performance of che ancestral ritual (see p.2/5f). Curing the interim period 

between the diagnosis by a diviner and the ritual performance, the person 

(and his homestead head, if the person is not the homescead head himself) is 

"polluted with the spirits" ( a k u b a  n a m a t y a . i , literally to suffer 

faults;" see below p. 230 and 329. If a person polluted in this way is 

present at the ancestral feast of another homestead, he will refrain iron 

participating in the proceedings lest he may cause the hosts to experience 

"bad luck" (see Kuckertz 1981b;14). Only the requested ancestral ritual can

cleanse the person of his pollution.
The most conspicuous form of pollution is the fourth one which occurs with

death. It is called iatZti, a noun which may be derived from ukuzila ("to ab

stain, to refrain from")v9). Whenever a person dies, the dead person’s (whether 

child’s or adult's) social environment will be affected by the pollution of 

izila, the polluting consequence of death. All the members of the person's 

homestead and all the agnatic relatives will be affected. In the case of a 

chief's death, the whole chiefdom will be mourning ( u k u z i l a ) . The outward sign 

of this chiefdom-wide mourning is a period of restricted social and economic

life.

The kinsmen of the person are polluted to the degree of their respective ge

nealogical relationship to the deceased'"'. The most severely polluted person 

is the chief mourner, of a married man his wife, and of m  unmarried child, the 

child's mother. Pollution incurr. by death is almost as dangerous (to other 

people) as death itself. Therefore, the polluted person (particularly the chtef- 

mourner) will be very restricted in his or her social involvement and spatial 

movement. The restrictions include t. .1 sexual abstinence for the period of 

mourning CtMsmt I c k u z i l a ! . This period lasts about three months if a child is 

mourned, and at least a full year if the husband has died. Furthermore, a widow 

not only has to dress in a special mourning attire"1'’, she has also to adopt
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the strict rules of respect for her in-laws expected of a newly

married woman. Still more, she must suffer all types of behaviour in her chil- 

dren and cannot correct them if they misbehave; this obligation is a sign of 

respect for her late husband. The restrictions are lifted in three stages: t:ie 

first stage is reached about four or five days after the funeral; the second 

(in the case of an adult mourned) about three months later; the third is the 

culmination and termination of the mourning period at which the mourning dress 

is removed and the pollution washed away in a special ceremony. If the mourn

ing period and the various ceremonies are not observed, particularly by the 

chief-mourner, the "irreverent" person proves himself or herself to be morally 

irresponsible because he or she deliberately endangers the lives of the people 

of the house, i.e. the agnatic kinsfolk of the dead person. Without hesitation, 

the irreverent person will be made responsible for any misfortune the house of 

mourning may subsequently experience; he may even be accused of witchcraft.

(f) ConcltS'ion.

The belief about pollution in Mthwa society does not only provide one more cos- 

mological principle which is impersonal, neutral, in contrast with three other 

principles conceived as being personal, but it provides an alternative explana

tion of the evil in the world, alternative to that of the belief in familiars, 

witches end sorcerers. Witches and sorcerers are actively involved in evil. The 

polluted person, however, is in a state of close contact with misfortune and 

evil, in such a way that he is i n v o l u n t a r i l y  polluted, s ruch, he is respon

sible for halting and neutralising the evil through the observance of cleans

ing rituals. Accepting the state of pollution and undergoing the rituals of 

washing becomes a matter of social and moral responsibility on the part of the 

polluted person. The belief in pollution includes a cosmological as well as a

moral dimension.



aeraiiv peaking, "chv. i m o  logy s hows a p r e - o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  the inte r pr e - 

• ati o n  ol misiori une; it has fou. a l t e r n a t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s :  the Sky-G od ,  

n» ancestor-spirits, the f a m i l i a r s  (t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e ir  h u m a n  m a s t e r s ,  w i t c h e s  

,no sorcerers), and a neutral f orce. T h e  m os t  g e n e r a l  t e r m  for " m i s f o r t u n e "  is 

aifo, a noun d e r i v e d  from wtufa, "t o d i e . "  fat/, m e a n s  " s i c k n e s s ,  d e a t h . "  If 

•he cosmological p r e - o c c u p a t i o n  is the u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of m i s f o r t u n e ,  the prac- 

ucai c o n c e r n  w i t h i n  thi s  f r a m e w o r k  of thoug h t is: h o w to w a r d - o f f  m i s f o r t u n e ,  

uckness and death. T h e  p r e c e d i n g  a c c o u n t  shows th e tw o  p r i n c ip a l m e a n s  or 

varding-off m i s f o r t u n e  w h e t h e r  it be a d i v i n e l y - s e n t  t a s t r o p h e ,  the m c u r r -  

.ng >t a n c e s t r a l  wr a t h ,  i n n o c e n t  s u f f e r i n g  f r o m  evil, or i n v o l u n t a r y  e x p e r i e n c e  

: d i l u t i o n :  r i t u a l s  and medicine. Indeed, for the C a g u b a n s  there is n o

;,arp d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  r i t u a l  and m e d i c i n e ,  e v e n  if the one is the p e r t o r -  

aiK< of c e r t a i n  a c t i o n s  in p u b l i c ,  a n d  the o t h e r  the a p p l i c a t i o n  of c e r t a i n  

vnra su bs t an c es .  B oth, r i t u a l  and m e d i c i n e ,  ar e  u n d e r s t o o d  to r e s t o r e  h e a l t h  

, . ,e. life. In this r e ga r d,  a n c e s t o r  r e l i g i o n  p r o v e s  once  m o r e  to be

ntegra part oi % t h w a  c o s m o l o g y :  the s u b s e q u e n t  d e s c r i p t i o n  w i l l  s h o w  h o w  

„ c h  s n c e t c r a l  r i t u a l ,  ar c  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  the a f f l i c t e d  p e r s o n ' s  life, s oc i a l  

wcl at n d i v i d u a l .  In a c e r t a i n  $ n s c ,  a n c e s t r a l  r i t u a l s  are h e a l i n g  rites.

: v  u n a i d e r  the c o s m o l o g i c a l  p r e - o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  i n t e r p r e t i n g  mist or tune

- =1 Tactical c o n c e r n  for w a r d i n g  it off, t , e  c e n t r a l  issue of M t h w a  cosmo- 

logy appea. o be life, r a t h e r  than a n y  p e r s o n a l  or i m p e r s o n a l  c o s m i c  m a n i f e -

- a cion: if. as it is lived b y  m a n  and anim al ,  as it c a n  be p a s s e d  on, m a m -  

l.ulated, .wd d e s t r o y e d  by e v i l - m i n d e d  p e r s o n s ;  life as it d e p e n d s  o n  the coope- 

m t i o -  between man an d  man. A n c e s t o r  r e l i g i o n  an d  a n c e s t o r  r i t u a l  d e m o n s t r a t e
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(2) The stvuctuve o f the ancestral f  - '• • 

(a) Ancestors relate to a group o f agnatic kinsnen.

T h e  ancestor religion of Mthwa society is based on a specific reaction to, or 

understanding of, death. The death of a person has a series of consequences 

in accordance with this specific understanding: the first consequence is one 

of separation; the second is a reuniting of the surviving people and the 

dead man on a spiritual plane; the third is that the dead man, after this re

uniting. may assume a position of unchallengeable and unchanging authorif,

over the living.
The first consequence occurs with the fact of death itself and the actual 

burial which implies a strongly felt separation between the living and tne 

deceased. This separation is not only strongly felt, but indeed feared. Both 

feeling and fear are expressed in a terminology of respect as regards dying 

and burial, and in the careful preparation of the grave. For example the ex

piration of life is called "leaving" f u W a m W ,  or "going down like the sun 

(ukushonaJ, or "ceasing to exist" ( u k M M a i .  Yet. the actual word for "dying 

( u k u f a )is never used for humans. The burial is called "hiding away" 

i m f i h l o ) ;  the corpse will be laid "down" t p h a n U i l ;  the deceased has gone down 

to "those below" telapfcint.-'1. But, the actual word for burying .'uyungcmra,

lormgcwabo) is generally avoided.

A rectangular grave pit, about one and a half meter deep is caretully

dug. A shelf is carved into the pit wall, just above the (usually bought)

coffin, on which sticks are placed creating a kind of ceiling (sot Figure i .

p. 272). On top of this ceiling, a layer of grass sods is placed, that is t-

sods which'were removed when the digging of the grave began. Above the sods

comes the filling of the grave, forming a mound above ground-level. Che mound

will be covered with the branches which were left over after the cutting

r-hP sticks for the ceiling. On top of the whole, a heap of thorny hushes wi
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Figure 15. Grave pit and ceiling.

placed, so as to prevent witches from disinterring the body. In a definite 

:nse, the grave is the final abode of the earthly remains of a person. Finally, 

, the case of a homestead head's grave, a fence will be put around the grave, 

,de of upright poles about one meter high connected by branches, in appearance 

,ch like the fence of a cattle byre. Btilt in the shape of a horseshoe, the 

snce is open on its eastern side, i.e. on the side where the feet of the body 

re. Nature will be allowed to take over; eventually the grave will be covered

ith bush or even a tree.

■h, second consequence of death is that agnatic kinship as the organisational 

irinciple of corporate groups gains momentum in two ways: first, the agnatic 

jtoup, under the leadership of the ritual elder will be in charge of all the 

proceedings from the burial until the ceremony which terminates the mourning 

period; secondly, death has the (previously described) polluting effect on the 

deceased's kinsmen, in particular on the chief-mourner. Mourning doe, not only 

imply a state of mind; but, more specifically, it means that the "mourning"
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be placed, so as to prevent witches from disinterring the body. In a definite 

sense, the grave is the final abode of the earthly remains of a person, finally, 

in the case of a homestead head's grave, a fence will be put around the grave, 

made of upright poles about one meter high connected by branches, in appearance 

much like the fence of a cattle byre. Built in the shape of a horseshoe, the 

fence is open on its eastern side, i.e. on the side where the feet of the body 

are. Nature will be allowed to take over; eventually the grave will he covered

with bush or even a tree.

The second consequence of death is that agnatic kinship as the organisational 

principle of corporate groups gains momentum in two ways; first, the agnatic 

group, under the leadership of the ritual elder will be in charge of all the 

proceedings from the burial until the ceremony which terminates the mourning 

period; secondly, death has the (previously described) polluting effect on the 

deceased's kinsmen, in particular on the chief-mourner. Mourning does not only 

imply a state of mind; but, more specifically, it means that the "mourning"
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persons abstain from manual work. The following genealogy gives an example ot 

the corporate involvement of kinsmen and the division between mourners and ma

nual workers at a child's funeral: "mourning" belongs to the senior generation; 

"digging of the grave" and "cooking for the burial party" belong to the junior 

generation (the child's parents, although of the junior generation, oelong to 

the mourners):
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Figure 16. A group of agnatic kinsmen and their wives as ritual community.
A typical case.

Death brings the local clan-section into focus. Internally, the clan-section 

is a hierarchy of adjacent generations and of members ranked in order of birth. 

Externally, the clan-section is defined by the polluting effect of death. Death 

is, thus, not only the separation of the deceased :rom the living, but of the 

deceased's polluted kinsmen from other people. Death is a decidedly aoc^ai 

affair which carves out, as it were, a group of people in terms of their agna-



tic relationships, i.e. those who refer to themselves as amauetku, which 

means literally "those of us," those who can demonstrate their common descent

from an apical ancestor.

The exclusive corporateness of the clan-section becomes clearest at the cere

mony which terminates the mourning period, the ceremony of ukususa iimpchla 

("the rerr if the mourning attire"). As far as possible the whole clan- 

section will participate, including members which may not belong to the ac

tually co-residing local group. They will all participate in the washing away 

of the impact of death (ukuhlamba izila), using, for this purpose, the "me

dicine of the home" (amyeza asekkaya). The social unity between the agnatic 

kinsmen (which the death of one of their members had established, and which 

is, as it were, re-established through the mourning rituals) has an important 

implication: the same final ritual of mourning re-establishes the unity or 

the living kinsmen with their deceased fellow, the deceased person "returns 

home" (ukugoduka, ukubuya), as the Cagubans put it. Thus the ritual re-esta

blishes the unity between the living and the dead kinsmen on a spiritual 

plane: the dead is no longer "absent" (uhamkile, uahoniU, akaeekhc), i.e. 

dead, but he is spiritually present among the living; he has once more become 

"one of us" (ovakothu, uwethu). The deceased who has "returned" takes his 

place among the ancestors (amatiethu): the agnatic kingroup expands beyond the

threshold of death.

Death has a (ritually mediated) third consequence: the returned deceased, the 

ancestor, has achieved a status of authority which none of his living kinsmen 

possesses.’ He can appear in a dream hongo), communicate with the living 

(agnatic and affinal), and "demand food" (see below) without opposition trom 

the living. Even if a child should appear in a dream and make a demand, the 

demand will be met. The communicating ancestor-spirits (amatkcmgo) possess
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the authority of chiefs (Urikoeil,it cannot be challenged. The ancestor-spi- 

rits are chiefs in their own right, they are (literally those who

are like chiefs")<12) (see p. 323). "Chiefs" (amkhoei! is a very common 

term for the ancestor-spirits and is an expression used when reverently 

greeting or addressing diviners: Makhosi! ("Te Chiefs! ).

Yet, no deceased would become an ancestor nor an ancestor-spirit without be

ing a member of a particular agnatic group of kinsmen , i.e. a clan-

section. This necessary link between a particular agnatic group of kinsmen 

and the status of an ancestor (spirit) is the distinctive element of all an

cestor religion in Africa. Ancestor religion is essentially particularistic.

In Mthwa society, as in all other south-east African Bantu-speaking societies, 

there is a "large number of discrete cult groups, each worshipping its own set 

of shades (i.e. ancestor,)" (Bamond-Tooke 1974:345). Put differently, the 

an-cestral rituals are no "cult of the dead" (Fortes 1965). A further necessa

ry link exists between a particular agnatic group of kinsmen and the ancestral 

rituals in Mthwa society: the active presence of the agnatic kinsmen is the con

dition on which the ancestral ritual can proceed towards its aim, the resto

ration of one of its members to health Without the agnates as the

"constitutors" (Kiernan 1982:296)'1 the ancestral ritual would remain in-

effective.

(h) When ancestors demand 'food. '

Ancestor religion becomes an observable reality in Caguba through a variety of 

feasts which are celebrated either with respect to certain occurrences m  a 

person’s life or in reaction to a direct intervention that comes from the an

cestors. Accordingly there are two types of ancestral tease..

The first type is celebrated as a thanksgiving to the ancestors tor some 

favour received, for example, the recovery from a sickness or a successful
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hospitalization of ona of tha homestead's members. The ancestors are thanked 

for the recovery of "one of us." A thanksgivius is also celebrated after an 

escape from grave danger. For example, at a court, somebody may be found 

guilty of pronouncing a curse. The accused will then be offered the opportu- 

nityto apologize or else have the case referred to the chief. The accused 

may opt for the apology. If the apology is accepted, reconciliation takes 

place, usually symbolized by hand-shaking. Subsequently, the now reconciled 

accused will announce "a little thing" which will "take place in his home" 

to which he invites the offended party. The people will celebrate the recon

ciliation and, by the same token, "wash away the mistake” or "take out the 

bad blood." The celebration ostensibly occurs merely on the social level, but 

it is in fact directed towards the ancestors; as the Cagubans put it: the 

"washing" (i.e. the ceremonial beer-drinking) litk'tte ("tells it

all”) to the ancestors. It is important to recognise that the initiative for 

this type of feast rests clearly with the homestead head: the outcome or an 

occurrence of. say, sickness or conviction in court leads to the cele

bration of the feast which is then intended also to thank the ancestors.

The second type of feast is different. Here no feast takes place unless 

the ancestors have demonstrably intervened. This intervention occurs in the 

form of a repetition of dreams, or of repeated occurrences of misfortune, 

such as sickness or even death, within a relatively short period in the fami

ly. The afflicted person will begin to wonder and may take one person or ano

ther into his confidence. Ultimately, the person concerned will ask a diviner 

to "investigate" tumhlahlo) the matter. The diagnosis of the divination may 

be that the dreams or the sequence of misfortunes have been caused by a certain 

ancestor ahd that this ancestor (or ncestress) is new "demanding food" 

funa ukutyal.In other words, the experience of misfortune in the torm 0 1

dreams, repeated calamities or an incurable disease is a means by which a 

specific ancestor communicates his wishes to the living, i.e. to a specific



living person. The diviner also clarifies the form in which the ancestor 

demands food: either beer or moat. The demand is not negotiable by the tiv- 

ing and must be met b> an ancestral freast.

But, an individual cannot decide for himself about such a feast. This requires

the decision of his agnatic kinsmen, having heard the diviner's diagnosis, the 

homestead head concerned will invite the kinsmen to a consultation (ibhunga). 

Once again the whole affair will be discussed, and. if the kinsmen are satis

fied with the diviner's diagnosis, they will decide that "in conclusion, beer 

should be brewed" (kueiUlve phezu teentc). This is the beginning of an ances

tral feast: the decision by the kinsmen. The beer is brewed exactly like ordi

nary beer. What makes the difference and constitutes the consecrating factor 

is the inunticn of brewing (sec Kuckertz 1981b). In fact, the decision by the 

kinsmen and the brewing of the beer are the inception of the reaponae which the 

afflicted person is requested to give to the demand and communication from the 

ancestor. The ancestor is the demanding authority; the responding afflicted 

person is the 'ibedient child." The ancestral feasts which are in response no 

an ancestor's "demand for food" constitute the ancestor cult in the strict

sense of a particular form of religious worship and of devotion to a parttcu-

lar person.

The ancestral feasts, in the strict sense, have three different forms, depend

ing on the r i t u a l  materia used. These involve either a neckUce m d e  from the 

tail hairs of a special cow called the "beast of the tail;" an animf, a goat 

or a head of cattle, which is to be killed ritually; or beer which is to be 

drunk in i special ritual manner. (It should be noted here that this ritual 

manner of beer-drinking is quite different, in form and intention, from what 

I call the ceremonial manner; see p.308f and 347 respectively; and that the 

beer which is used as the ritual mteria is to be distinguished from the beer
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of comon feasting, even if the former is taken from the bulk of the beer 

which has been brewed for the consumption of all who participate in the an

cestral feast.)

Ancestral feasts are celebrated in response to a sickness ‘ <»'» p'

279, which has been diagnosed as caused by the communicating ancestor. This 

appears to be the only reason for which the ancestor cult is celebrated to

day in Caguba. Whether this is a recent development or, in fact, traditional

ly the central issue of the ancestor cult, I am unable to discern at this 

stage. However, assessing Prof. Wilson's material (Hunter 1936), it appears 

that all four "means of influencing the (i.e. ancestor-spirits,"

relate to some sickness to be cured. The four means (of which only one is used 

at a time) are: the necklace from the beast of the tail, the animal for ritual 

killing, beer offering, and the offering by the riverside (see above p. :■>-) 

(this last means I have never observed myself). Whatever it may have been in 

the past, today the ancestor cult in Caguba is in an essential sense a particu-

lar kind of healing ritual.

(e) The W o  major parts of the anaeetra: jeaet.

The ancestral feasts which are celebrated in response to an ancestor's demand

for "food" and on behalf of the afflicted person always have two parts. In

one, the publio of the village is permitted to participate; at the other the

agnatic kinsmen of a oWn-aaofton and their wives are present on their own.

An ancestral feast of this kind, therefo.e, always involves a double feast.

This fact was recognised by Hunter (1936:244) when she observed that

(The ceremony of a ritual killing) was very much a family affair.
Only the family were really concerned when a mishap occurred, al
though the neighbours present condoled with them. The neighbours 
were only really interested in the feast. Most of them did not 
arrive until after the beast had been killed, and the crowd came

on the second day.



The whole ancestral feast most often takes place on two consecutive days; 

but together the two feasts constitute an inseparable unit. The actual se

quence of the public feast and of the clan-section can alter, depending on 

the circumstances of the homestead, but both are always observable, even if 

they seem to co-incide: the"family affair" is always clearly separated from 

what is in the interest of the Publi=( U ) . The two feasts require to be dis-

cussed separately.

(i) The ancestral public feast.

There are two reasons for speaking about an ancestral public feast. First, it 

refer, to the participants in the celebration to which non-relatives are ad- 

mitted and actively invited. They need not be neighbours in the strict sense 

of living in the vicinity. The second reason refers to the fact that some

thing which is a "family affair" has to be made public. In other words, the 

family affair remains in the centre even of the public reast.

An ancestral public feast usually takes place in the morning, at any time of 

the day before the sun has passed its zenith. In contrast, the feast of the 

clan-section always takes place in the afternoon, i.e. after the sun has 

passed its zenith. Usually, before the actual ancestral feast opens, a par

ticular kind of beer used merely for entertainment, known as isagva:, is 

served. Then follow the three main elements of the ancestral feast proper.

(1) a performative announcement or a promulgation > 
the ritual elder, which includes some reference to the ne
cessity for performing the ritual as the correct procedure 

(\8iko)(ie>) requires.

(2) the thanksgiving (umbongo) and public statement by the 
homestead head, male or female.

(3 ) an unspecified number of intercessions (izibcngozo) on be
half of the afflicted person addressed to the agnatic an-
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castors, and instructions fimiya&eW directed towards the 
afflicted person. These speeches precede and follow the 
thanksgiving. The speakers may be agnatic kinsmen, agnatic 
kinswomen, or kinsmen's wives.

The performative announcement is the marker which separates the ensuing ance

stral ceremony from the ongoing social interaction. The stages through which 

the feast is going to proceed are also indicated by special reference made by 

the ritual elder. From the performative pronouncement onward, beer will not 

be drunk until the ancestral feast is concluded.

After the promulgation of the feast, certain speeches may follow. Themes tend 

to be recurrent, e.g. the necessity for concern for kinsmen (the most common

l y  USed term here is anauethu which ambiguously includes the living and the 

dead), well-wishings for the afflicted person that he should be grant-d a 

"good life" (i.e. health) and that such good life would be to the benefit ot 

"all of us" (abakothu; this is an alternative term for the agnatic kinspeop.e 

with special reference to "the people ot the house" in which the festive ga

thering takes place; see p. 344). One congratulates the afflicted person on 

"from now on" being free from fear since the chief,

(see p. 275) have bten satisfied and the faults (amatyala) have been cancell

ed ("chiefs" and "faults" are alternative terms for the ancestor spirits; see

below p. 323).

These speeches, which may continue after the thanksgiving, make it clear that 

the afflicted person stands between two groups of people: the ancestors on 

one side and the livir on the other (see Figure 17, p. 281). Mott of these 

speeches have a particular ritualised form, in that they consist of an address 

followed by a scng sung by the speaker himself who while singing, dances to 

the accompanimer t of the hand-clapping of his audience which at the same time 

is the chorus of his song. The spoken address may include a forma', praising
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Figure 17. The afflicted person ( P ) 
as intermediary.

: .h, :lan ancestors. This praising is known in the vernacular as ukunquZa.

,ny 0t the speakers, male and female may nquU. All speeches (irrespective 

; whether they include formal praisings) ha-e in common a reference to the 

mce8tors as well as to the living as groups of kinspeople; towards both 

groups the afflicted person has responsibilities. In turn, both the living 

uid the dead, as groups, shew their concern for the afflicted person.

=Tif tlimax at the ceremony is the thanksgiving fumbcnf,) by the homestead head 

m  oehalf of the afflicted person. It is a public statement, therefore only 

:he homestead head can make it (see p. 93 ). The homestead head publicly 

. . n a n k s  ,« "kinsmeri', i.e. the living and the dead a r m t e t ,  tor nelping 

settle the problem that has arisen in the homestead, but then, as the thanks

giving speech continues, the content of the speech and the subsequent song 

•hange from the theme of "thanking" to that of expressing a relationship ot 

obligation of the living "afflicted" person to the communicating ancestor-sri- 

rxt. thus -he emphasis is no longer on the group of ancestors, but on the in- 

iividual anc.stor-.piri, who demanded "food"^'\ the emphasis is no longer on 

rhe group of kinsmen but on the individual, afflicted person who roused the 

mcestor-spirit's wrath. This shift of emphasis from the group of kinsmen, 

iving or dead, to the individual, afflicted person and the particular commu-



n o t i n g  an=est=r-,pirit is documented in the foliowing thanksgiving

by a V d o v  homestead head, a polygamist's wife. She thanked M c m g a  on

behalf of her adult daughter who had been suffering from a painful chest-

complaint for a long time.

A. SPEECH OF THANKSGIVING.

Widow : Bantobam nabanimrJe ban.
My children and you my younger brothers,

ndibuHungu, bethuna,

I arc grieved, my friends,

Kumandi kt? kcd'ja,
yet (all things are)pleasant now,

oko ndeklule iminyany' ekh' apha kwezi zinto stztvayr

other speeches)

ngorrmtvanan ngckuzala krjan

(and which are troubling) the child of my womb. 

tld ’yabu U  la, mNoanane3
I am grateful to you, people of the Ncamane clan (the clan 
of her late husband, to which her daughter belongs

'la niz^u^ngena kjicala lam.

:L:"t:%e"a: zTwi"::"'
'n 'accuse la ndinganxui I ’ f Laughter).

B. SONG IDENTIFYING THE AFFLICTED PERSON AND THE ANCESTOR-SPIRI1. 

Widow : Kuathi, kuathit kjuathi kuer. nyakanya .v

herself)
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People : 
(Chorus)

W i d o w

Chorus

Widow

Chorus

Widow

Chorus

Widow

Widow

Chorus

Widow

's ' ungem * m u k  ' uHe ' :::
son, her daughter)

Heke, 'nuakanyaka, yile ntoml ' ka lor., .

Quite right, the nuisance ' the daughter of Nohehe.

Sithi y'nyakanyaka / suk'kamb'unuk'uHrrr. ^

We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don't accuse Hehe.

Heke. 'nyakanyaka, y' ntomb' ka I’one .

Quite right, the nuisance is the daughter of Nohehe.

: Sithi yinyakanyaka / 'z'ungafun' ku Hehe!

We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don't want (what you
demand) from Hehe (from the girl s mother;.

. Yile nyakanyaka, yile ntomb <a ..crehe.

This one, the nuisance, this one, Nohehe's daugnter.

: Sithi yinyakanyaka / 'z’ungafun' -u ■ •
We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don’t want (what you 
demand) from Hehe.

m \ U  nyakanyaka, yi 
T h i s (nuisance this

He, rha!
Oh,my mother,this

.V ntomb 'ka 
one daugh-
liyo!
one'.

Nohehe
ter of N o h e h e .

Yiyo!
!This one!

Yiyo Yiyo Y-yo Yiyo!
It is this one, this one, this one, tuis one.

Yi
This

le nyaka nyaka, yi U  ntomb'’-'a '
nuisance this daughter of >

Yiyo Yiyo Yiyo
This one This one This one [

widow, a, head of the homestead, gave her short thanksgiving address 

rhil. standing in the house at a place on the women’s side near the Joe, to 

:he house; a place which indicates seniority (see p. 346). From this point 

,he started to sing and dance simultaneously. She sang the solo part, the 

people accompanied her singing with the chorus. Both her speech and song are 

connected by the sequence of terms of address used. With the opening address, 

... „,a.„ establishes herself as "mother" and "older sister," placing her
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People
(Chorus)

Widow

Chorus

Widow

Chorus

Widow

Chorus

Widow

Widow

Chorus

Widow

' 3  ' ungtm’ unuk' uHe'

son, her daughter)

Heke, 'nyakanyaka, yile ntomb' <a • •
Quite right, the nuisance is the daughter of Nohehe.

Sithi y'nyakanyaka / suk'hamb'unu< uheke. ^

We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don’t accuse Hebe.

Heket 'nyakanyaka, yi^e ntonr' ■'a .
Quite right, the nuisance is the daughter of Nohehe.

i sithi yinyakanyaka / 'z’ungafun' ku he he.'

We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don’t want (what you 
demand) from Hehe (from the girl s mother;.

Yile nyakanyaka, yile ntomb' f.a Honehe.

This one, the nuisance, this one, .iohehe s daughter.

: Sithi yinyakanyaka / 'z'ungafUn' ku Hehe.'

We confirm (it that the girl) is a nuisance, don’t want (what you 
demand) from Hehe.

H
This

le nyakanyaka, y' 
nuisance this
He, mha!
Oh,my mother,this

Le nvomb'ka 
one daugh-
Yiyol
one!

Nohehe
ter of Nohehe.
Yiyo!
This one!

Yiyo Yiyo Yiyo ,
It is this one, this one, this one, this one.

H
This

le nyakn 
nuisance
Yiyo
This one

nyaka, yi 
this

Yiyo 
This one

le ntomb '<a 
daughter of
Yiyo 
This one

Nohehe. 
Nohehe.
Yiyo! 
This or,-'!

m. widow, os head of the homestead, gave her ahort thanksgiving address 

anile standing in the house at a place on the women's aids near the door t 

the house; a place which indicates seniority (see p. 3.6). From this point 

she started to sing and dance simultaneously. She sang the solo part, the 

people accompanied her singing with the chorus. Both her speech and song are 

connected by the sequence of terms of addrers used. With the opening address, 

the widow establishes herself as "mother" and "older sister." placing her
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audience in the position o£ her "children" and her younger brothers

(baniKTJe ban). As mother, she occupies the highest ranking (moral) position 

in Mthwa society<18). The sequence of addresses starts on the (social) level 

of the people who have gathered for the occasion, and ends on the spiritual 

(ancestral) level of addressing the communicating ancestor-spirit. her own 

late mother: he, aha! ("Oh, my mother'."), when the widow and mother accepts 

for herself the role of a "child" who owes obedience to her senior

(Omiala.plural triadsZd, which means literally "the old ones," is a common 

term of reference for any senior and for the forebears in particular; see p.

3 2 1 ). while dancing she moved in rapid but vet, small steps towards the back 

of the house where her daughter (the afflic d person) was sitting. Arriving 

there, the widow suddenly turned in the direction of the fireplace and address

ed the ancestor spirit, her own mother, and identified her daughter as tn. 

"nuisance" (unyakanyaka) responsible for whatever anger had been aroused in

the ancestor-spirit. After the song, the people burst into cheers and ulula-

cions of applause •

With the thanksgiving and the song by the homestead head, the ancestral public 

feast has accomplished its aim: it has fade public the fact that the afflicted 

person is not sick on account of the malicious intentions of others, but be

cause of the intervention of the ancestors. It is made public that, although 

the activity (of the subsequent feast of the clan-section) is taking place be

hind closed doors, this is not antisocial, for its members are under the autho

rity of the ancestors. The public feast announces a "family affair," after 

which the family will withdraw into itself and celebrate "in private” the 

ancestral lineage feast. After the ritual part of the feast, the public feast 

continues with a ceremonial beer-drinking which will be described in the final

chapter (see Chapter VIII).



(ii) The ancestral lineage feast.

It is with the lineage feast (for the usage of the term "lineage feast”, see 

p. 299) that the difference between the three forms of ancestral feast appears 

(see p. 277 ). During the lineage feast, the core-ritual of the ancestor cult 

(see below), which is supposed to give the ancestor the .squired "food" and 

cure the afflicted person of his "sickness," takes place. This core-ritual 

requires its particular ritual material either a necklace made from the tail 

heirs of a certain cow, or an animal killed ritually, or beer to be drunk in a 

particular way. It was asserted by my informants that the ancestor-spirit com

municates to the living which "food" he wants, i.e. which form the ancestral 

lineage feast will take. In any case, the ritual mteria is expected to sa

tisfy the communicating ancestor-spirit and to cure the afflicted person of 

the ancestrally-caused sickness. The basic ritual structure of all three forms 

of an-estral feast is identical; I shall concentrate on one, namely the ;uast 

at which an animal is ritually killed. The animal preferred is a head of 

cattle linkoM), but in practice a goat is more often used. Sheep

are never used as ritual victims since they do not cry out when stabbed. The 

bleating and bellowing of the goat and beast respectively is essential at one 

stage of the ritual; it carries the message from the living to the dead.

The main elements of the ancestral lineage feast are:

(1) The invocation of the agnatic ancestors, the "informing ot 
the ancestral authorities."

(2) The ritual in the main-house: the ritual of burning the 
meat for the ancestor-spirit, and the core-ritual by which 
the afflicted person is healed and by which he makes an 
act of reverence to the ancestor-spirit.

(3) The common meal involving chose who are present ar the feast. 

Corresponding to the three parts of the ancestral lineage feast, there are 

three ritual centres (see Figure 18, p. 286); the cattle byre, the fireplace
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in the main-house and the fireolace of the agnates outside (preferably in 

the cattie byre). On the fire in the agnates' fireplace, the meat will be 

cooked by the men. This fireplace of the agnates, it was explained to me, is 

m  reality a displacement of the fire-place in the main-house so that there 

are, strictly speaking, only two ritual places, namely the cattle byre and 

the lire-place in the main-house. The two ritual places structure the essen

tial parts of the ancestral lineage feast.

The first part of the lineage feast takes place inside and outside the cattle 

byre fgo^bhayeni, standard Xhosa ebuhtanti). For the occasion the whole home

stead is tidied. By the time the ritual at the byre takes place, the women, 

i.e. the wives of the agnatic male and the adult daughters of the homestead 

head, are in the main-house. Children, girls and little boys are kept con

fined to a separate house of the homestead. All is very quiet.

Inside the byre is the animal to be killed. Also in the byre is the se

cond most senior of the agnates, who must stab the animal, and a number of

younger agnates who will hold it when it is stabbed and who take charge of

the skinning and cutting up of the carcass. Only the person who is to stab the 

animal is genealogically defined (see below); the other men merely assist be

cause of their youth and strength.

The ritual of this first part of the ancestral lineage feast begins with 

the "throwing down" (ukuDisa) of the ritual victim (inkomot literally "head 

of cattle;" this term would be used even if the animal were a goat). In Ca- 

guban colloquial language, the phrase "throwing down the beast" fukuwiea 
tnkcmo) is often used as a phrase to denote the whole ritual of the ancestral 

lineage feast. Thrown down, the animal should fall on its right side. The whole 

ritual takes place in the right side of the byre, seen from the entrance.

Immediately after the "throwing down," the animal is stabbed with a 

spear. This method of killing an animal distinguishes the ancestor ritual from
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any other ritual and from non-ritual occasions. For example, a goat may be

killed on the occasion of the coming-out ceremony of the newly-circumcised.

On such situations, the animal will be killed with a knife by severing the

cervical vertebrae just behind the head and by cutting the artery. The blood

will be allowed to spill over and sink into the soil. This method is called

UKuxhela ("to slaughter") and may be applied in non-ritual situations as

well. In contrast to this ordinary method of killing an animal, there is the

method of stabbing Cukuhlaba) which is observed only at the ritual of the an
cestral lineage feast.

The senior takes the spear (is Xnali) and carries it around the animal which 

is lying on the ground. Starting over the animal's stomach, he lets the spear 

glide ever the animal, passing the spear between the forelegs; then, over the 

head and back, the spear is passed between the hindlegs until again it 

reaches the spot above the stomach. This act consecrates the animal, which 

is to be made wholly acceptable, "clean", to the ancestors.

Then the senior thrusts the spear into the stomach. In agony, the animal 

cues out and is left bellowing for a moment until the man tries to drive the

spear deeper into the animal's body and penetrate the heart. The stabbing

prevents the animal from bleeding externally, since no blood should be spilled 

at an ancestral ritual. At this stage of the ritual, not the killing but the 

bellowing of the animal is the essential element, because the cry is the me

dium by which the praises, spoken by the ritual elder, outside the byre, will 

be taken to the agnatic ancestors.

Outside the cattle byre, about two three metres away from and facing in 

the direction of the entrance, stands the ritual elder. In the ideal situation 

expressed by my informants, the ritual elder is genealogically the oldest man 

of the senior generation, i.e. the first-born son of a first-torn son HnXulu,



289

see p. 79;. He is the ideal person genealogically to address the agnatic an- 

cestors; and next to him, the second-born of a first-born son is the ideal 

person genealogically to perform the stabbing of the ritual victim. But 

this ideal arrangement is seldom found, since frequently there are men still 

alive who belong to the senior generation and who may be later-born sons of 

second or third-born sons. On account of their age, they take precedence 

over the seniors of the junior generation. Thus the actually working ranking 

system is that of relative age: the actual oldest person of the senior gene

ration is the ritual elder and the actual second-oldest agnatic kinsman 
stabs the animal in the byre.

In front ot the entrance to the cattle byre and together with the ritual 

elder stand the afflicted person and the homestead head, with all other ag

nates present. While the animal is being scabbed in the cattle byre and cry

ing out, the ritual elder invokes the ancestors. This invocation is a praise 

of the clan ancestors and an intercession on behalf of the afflicted person. 

The following is an example of such a praise (unqulo) 1

Sibongozc. urmtakvethu 
aze anatyala

ahxtLudidi 
akuaXapa 
aeeLobo la-ndcvu

anthjale, azomfikiaa.

We plead on behalf of our relative 
that th- ancestor-spirits should come

those of Ludidi's place 
those of Xapa's place 
those at Lobola-ndevu

that, they should care for her
and make her return (acil. to health).

As the ritual elder faces the entrance t the byre from the outside, , 0  does 

the crying animal from the inside. The cry of the animal mediates the elder's 

vords to the ancestors, the animal's cry "tells them everything." the Cagu- 

bans say. The is an acceptance of the authority of the ancestors; they

are ashe, to care for the afflicted person, to restore her to health W ,.



The co-tnc’iencc uf the praising invocation and the animal's crying out, 

which is ritiftlly essential, underlines the fact that the ancestor cult is 

part of the communication between the dead (the ancestor-spirit) anr- the 

living: the ancestors have called on the living, and the living must respond. 

The ritual constitutes this response.

Outside the cattle byre, the response is made by the ritual elder of the 

agnatic local group, the clan-section, and he makes this response on behalf 

of the aiflicted per-.on. The response is directed to the clan members of a 

time long past and for whom no genealogical relationship can be demonstrated 

any longer. The crv of the dying animal, inside the cattle byre, fills the 

genealogical gap, a« it were, and makes the plea (isibongczo) heard by "those 

of Lobola-ndevu," i.e. Mthwa, the legendary person with whom the whole area 

of Fono's chiefdom is identified (see p. 3). If Mthwa is a legendary person, 

tuen Led idi and Xapa have hardly the characteristics of individual persons; 

they represent the "patrilineai past," as we can paraphrase the vernacular 

term imilc-Jo in the most general sense (see p. 87 and p. 101, n. 25), a past 

from which all life in the clan and the (local) clan-section originates.

With the names of the ancient clan members, life itself is invoked: the clan- 

ancestorV names, invoked at the ancestral lineage feast, represent what 

Hammond-Tooke (1968a) calls the "theological level" of ancestor religion.

Later, when the ancestor feast proceeds in the main-house (see below), a

different response will be requi cd. This time, it is the afflicted person

himself who must reply, and his response will be directed to the individual

anceetor-spint whose name is well-known and with whom the genealogical re-

lationsnipr can be demonstrated clearly; the ancestor-spirit may be agnatic 
or affinal.

Whe„ the prayer is finished and the animal has stopped bellowing the people



wait in silence for the animal to die. Its death concludes the first part of 

the ancestral lineage feast. The afflictec person retires into the main-house 

where he women • below) have gathered. With the afflicted person's move

ment, the ritual place changes from the cattle byre to the fire-place in the 

main-house for the second part of the ancestral lineage feast. Before the ri

tual elder leaves the cattle byre for the main-house, he takes the first piece 

of meat from the animal, some fat from the entrails of the animal which pro

trudes through the wound. Immediately the men start skinning the

carcass in order to obtain the second piece of meat essential for the ritual

to follow. The vernacular term for the work of skinning is, in fact, the most

commonly used name for rituals in Caguba when the rituals include the killing 

of an animal. The term iiini, which frequently occurs in anthropological lite

rature, is rarely used in Caguba, although most of the Cagubans know its mean

ing.' "an awestra:feast at which an animal is killed"a 9 > . During the first 

part of the ancestral feast the animal's bettering is essential; for the se

cond part of it, the animal's death is required as it provides the mtenia

(see p. -85) for this form of ancestor cult.

The second part of the ancestral lineage feast begins with the piece of fat, 

called ir.--h>h,hla, which the ritual elder takes to the main-house. There he 

burns it on the fire for it belongs wholly to the ancestor-spirit. It is the 

spirit's food (Ufarfla; this is the MonfpSa word<20> for the common word 

tya,which means "to eat" or "food"). The word is derived from the

verb ukuhlukuhla (see Kropf 1915:162) which means "to shake something or a

person violently." Doke-Vilakazi (1964:337) give a meaning for the Zulu equi

valent which provides a clue to the understanding of the term in Mpondo:

"break a fast, eat for the first time in the day, eat after a long abstinence"'21 

is the ancestor-spirit's "food", given to h U  after a long "absti

nence." In quantity, the piece of meat is no bigger than a man's thumb, but the
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’ ,ein8 burnt on the fire, ia the fulfilment of the ancestor- 

r V. :emand. Hie meat is given to him (or her) individually: it is not 

Bering tc the ancestors of the agnatic kinsmen as a group, nor is the 

liai e(l ' inv " -ne living. It is the ritual response to the communi- 

m g  -.pint, agnatic or affinal. When the meat is put on the fire and burnt, 

ls silence in the house. No special prayer or praise is said. "The an- 

astor-spirit < ithcngo) knows (ukuva) that it is for him," the Cagubans say. 

me of my informants considered the burring of the intlhukuhla so important 

hat ne described it as the whole purpose of the ancestral ritual.

A short time elapses until the men have finished skinning the carcass, cut 

off the right fore-leg and removed the second piece of meat which is ritually 

important. This is the muscle below the arm pit, called intaonyam (see p. 

294). With this intsonyara the afflicted person will be restored to health.

It ts about the size of two hands joined together and is taken into the house 

and handed over to the ritual elder who cuts it into a long strip, or collop 

cd roasts it on the fire. Meanwhile, fire has been prepared out

side -either inside or next to the cattle byre) on which the agnates start 

ook.ing J.e rest of tne meat. The door of the main-house is closed and the 

nous* m,..! with smoke from the roasting intaony<ma\ "ritual for the ancestors 

always goes with smoke," the people say. The smoke consecrates the place, the 

oeop Le inside the house, and the ritual proceedings: it is the symbol of the 

mcestor-spi.ri * who is present here and now.

«  thi. all-important moment o' the ancestor cult, the ritual focus shifts from 

the ongresation ol agnates gathered at the cattle byre to the congregation of 

awes and daughters in the house. The male agnates (except for the ritual .1- 

ler -toeon. from the main-house; they remain outside, at the byre, chile

net i,nd adult daughters) witness the core-ritual (see below). This
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separation of the two congregations is indicated in the following genealogies 

chart based on data which I recorded at an ancestral lineage feast in 1979:
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Mavuca Senior. No 1 Homestead head (widow).
Fikile Junior. No 3 Ritual elder.

A Male agnate, at byre. No 1 1 Afflicted person.
# Wife or daughter, in main-house. X. Christian person who
A Absent male agnate. left in protest.

4 - Ancestor-spirit. Polygamous marriage.

Figure 19. Participants at an ancestral lineage feast. A typical cast .

The ancestor is, at this stage, no longer an affair of the agnatic grou, 

kinsmen, living and dead, per ae. Their last collective action, as it wei 

was the provision of the ritual materia, the meat. With the afflicted per

son's (and the ritual elder’s) retiring into the main-house, with the trans 

ter of the ritual meat to the fireplace inside the hou.-ie and with the vhann 

of congregation, the ritual focus shifts. It shifts from the agnatic 

group to the individual ar Lieted person, from the agnatic ancestor
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individual agnatic ov cognatic ancestor-spirit. The same type of shift was 

observed during the ancestral public feast (see p. 281). When the homestead 

head makes his thanksgiving, he starts by extolling the virtues of the agna

tic group to which the afflicted person belongs and continues addressing the 

individual ancestor-spirit who has a particular interest in the afflicted 

person. During the ancestral lineage feast, there is the same type of shift 

from group to individual marked by the spatial move from the cattle byre to 

the main-house. This structures the ancestral lineage feast in two parts, the 

invocation of the agnatic ancestors at the byre, and the healing of the afflict

ed person in the main-house. This latter constitutes the intended aim or the 

acre-ritual of the ancestral feast and of the ancestor cult as a whole.

Tne core-ritual centres around the intecnyana (literally "the meat that comes 

irom stabbing deeply"(“ }), and consists of three symbolic actions by the af

flicted person using small pieces of meat cut from the collop. These ritual 

actions are:

the "sucking" (i.e. touching with the lips) of the meat;

the throwing away" of the meat into the back of the house;

the "eating" of another little piece.

The symbol)sm can best be understood by first giving a few details of the ri

tual proceedings.

The arrival of the intsonyam in the main-house (see p. 292) marks the be

ginning of the core-ritual. As an outward sign of the beginning of the ritual, 

the door to the house is closed and will not be opened again until the core- 

ritual is Completed. The closing of the d o o r  has two immediate consequences: 

tne rising smoke from the smouldering fire slowly fills the house; and move

ment of persons going in and out is not permitted for the time being, that is 

to say, the closing of the door marks the constitution of the (actual) ritual

t



295

(23)
congregation " . From among those present, the women of the senior genera-

Cion (the "mothers") sic in the first left-hand quarter, while Che women of 

Che junior generation (the "daughters", i.e. agnatic women as well as daugh- 

ters-in-law) sit in the second left-hand quarter of the main-house. The ri

tual elder sits in the first right-hand quarter of the senior men (see p. 

343), next to the fireplace. A typical example of the sitting order during 

the core-ritual is given in the following diagram (Figure 20, below); it is

the case of the afflicted young woman quoted above (see genealogy, Figure 19, 
' . 293):

DAUGHTERS Z 1 ,»* 1 ' \
__________/ i \

1 ‘ __ O ""I" *1 j
MOTHERS \ * , /

V i  V  ^  1

11. Afflicted person.
1. Afflicted person's 

mother.
4. Senior affine.
3. Ritual elder.
7. Senior agnatic sister 

of afflicted person

Numbers: Refer to genealogy, p. 293.
K, S: Researchers.
No 8 : Agnatic man, accompanied 

researchers.

■ Agi 
O Af

._____Rot
ore

----------- -------— ---------
lates.
fines (wives).
,s of women, seating in 
ler of age.

Figure 2 0 . Typical case of seating order at the core-ritual of 
an ancestral lineage feast.

When the inUcnyomis sufficiently rousted, the ritual elder calls the afflict

ed person into the centre of the house, net to the fireplace (see arrow in 
diagram, Figure 20, above). She kneels down in front of him. The elder cuts 

Off a little piece from the ir,t,ony a m  col lop (about the size of a man's thumb- 

nail). The afflicted person stretches out both hands, the palm of the right 

hand resting crosswise on the back of the left (see also Hunter 1936:236), so
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that she receives the piece of meet on the book of her right hand. This mode 

or receiving the ritual meat is the reverse of that of accepting a gift. In 

the latter case the hands are cupped, with the back of the right hand rest

ing in the palm of the left. The ritml mode of receiving is just the oppo- 

sice: both hands face downwards and no up is formed.

Having received the food, the afflicted rercon is instructed to "suck"

mmca! it. This particular ritual was observed for the Bhaca by Hammond- 
Tooke (1962:239):

The patient receives the meat with crossed .arms, like a novice at
Che initiation of a diviner, and first sucks the meat before eat
ing it.

The word ukummca means "to suck something in vain," like a thumb or an emp

ty breast. The ordinary sucking of a child at the mother's breast is called 

ukunaanca. In contrast, uHmmca  is "sucking in vain." it is the ritual form 

of sucking which involves only the touching of the meat with the lips without
(24)

eating it ; it is supposed to be an "eating in vain."

After the "sucking" ritual, the little piece of meat, still lying on the back 

of the right hand, the afflicted person performs the second ritual action, 

thar of "throwing away" (ukujulz). She swift I. raises her hand and throws the 

meat over her shoulder and into the back of the house. The discarded meat 

symbolises the misfortune, the sickness fiat/,, iceif which the person casts 

out fuWwZc; see also p. 305). Colloquially the symbolic action is called 

Ukutahla ibhadi ("to abandon, reject the misfortune"). Symbolically the af

flicted person dissociates herself from he affliction (ibhadi) and ritually 

she prepares herself for the restoration of her health, for receiving new life.

The third symbolic (ritual) action is believed to effect the positive resto

ration of health. For a jecond time the afflicted person stretches out her
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hands and receives (in the same manner as described above) another piece of 

the intscmam .Carrying the meat on her hand, outstretched in front of her,

sne is instructed to keep motionless. This is no easy task; it requires a 

high degree of self-control in the presence of the acrid smoke which severe

ly burns the eyes. At this moment, the people present become actively In

volved in the ritual. Bather than convey compassion, the people ridicule the 

afflicted person for her present pitiful tormented state. They criticise her 

for her former life of disrespect for the living and the dead (see also be- 

low, p. 107:). Then the ritual elder instructs the afflicted person to eat 

Mudla} the piece of meat. She lifts her hands, W e ,  the meat with her lip, 

and eats it. As soon as she has eaten it, the people present start a ritua

lized -hearing and, with ululations, congratulate the afflicted person for 

having '•eaten the ancestor." These encouraging comments underscore the inten

tion of this final action of the core-ritual which is believed to restore the 

afflicted person to health and to be a communion with the ancestor-spirit 

(see below, p. 306 ). The outward sign of the ritual accomplishment of the 

core-ritual is that the door to the house is opened again, the people may 

again move in and out and the smoke starts to disperse. All this indicate,

that the core-ritual and with it the second part of the ancestral lineage 
f-ast have come to an end.

The third and final part of the ancestral lineage feast is a common meal of all

the people who are present in the homestead: the agnates, their wives and their

children, and other people who have arrived incidentally. The character is t ic

feature of this ancestral meal is that it has been prepared by the agnatic r , „ .

Men cooking a meal is the reve-,e of the ordinary division of labour (see p.

213f) and contrary to the procedure of other festive occasions, e.g. cooking at 
a funeral (see p. 273).

Soon after the death of the ritual victim, some younger agnate, will make



a fire. The site for the fire is p eferaoly inside the cattle byre, on the

lett side, but alternatively the fire may be made close outside the byre.

It is at this fire that the kinsmen congregate, in contrast to the women

(wives and daughters) who have gathered in the main-house. The main-house

is referred to in the vernacular as (which simply means "house"), but,

significantly, in the ritual context the cattle byre is called indlu as

well. Thus the main-house and the cattle byre are identified as "houses,"

though in fact they are one house in which the homestead head provides the 
food.

The meal consists of two parts. First, the remaining meat of the intao- 

is shared. Should the afflicted person be married, he will share with 

his children nrst, cutting a piece from the collop for each child. Should 

the afflicted person be an unmarried mother, she will do likewise for her own 

children. After this the ritual elder will proceed co cut for each person pre

sent a little piece from the ir.tscnysna.

The second part of the meal involves sharing in the remaining meat of 

the victim. The right fore-leg will be reserved for the household and will be 

eaten by the household members alone on the following day. The bones of this 

leg will be kept for several days or months and then are burnt. The burning 

ot thij bores is the ritual termination of the whole ancestral feast. As far as 

the participants are concerned, howeve , the ancestral feast closes with the 

common meal on the day of the killing. This meal comes to an end, without 

other food or beer being served (this may be done the following day), during 

the early hours of the evening when the sun has well set. Aftet the meal (when 

the other visitors have left) agnates of the clan-section stay in the home

stead for the night and arrange for going to bed.

viii) Summary and brief discussion.

An ancestral feast of the type at which an ante,tor-,pirit demands food (see p.
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--> is a complex ceremony. The ritual takes place among a group of agnates 

(within a demonstrable range of descent) and their wives. The practical aim 

Che ritua. : ' healing ol a kinsman or a kinswoman who suffers from a

disease (including dreams) ostensibly caused by an ancestor-spirit.

Tae structure of tke ancestral feast.

The whole ancestral feast consists of two clearly distinguishable major parts 

both of which are essential. The first part is essentially a public statement 

by the homester head on behalf of the afflicted person, a member of his fa

mily; this is the ancestral p u b l i c  feast, usually celebrated in the morning. 

The second part is a ceremony which consists of several ritual actions and 

Which requires the presence of the clan-section to which the afflicted person

belongs; this is the ancestral l i n e a g e  feast, usually celebrated in the after- 
noon.

Mthwa ritual thinking does not permit an individual to perform an ancestral 

ritual for himself; he always relies on the active participation of his agnx 

tic kirgroup, the clan-section which, for convenience, I have called a "11- 

neage." In particular he relies on the ritual elder of his kingroup, who in 

actual fact is most frequently the oldest man of the local clan-section. Thi, 

essential reliance on the kinsmen's active involvement in the ancestral feas. 

justifies „y speaking of a "lineage" (i.e. a clan-section) feast, although 

the intended aim of the ritual is not to integrate the kingroup nor to re

confirm it as a corporate social body. The intendee'aim is the health of «  

of the group's members. A further reason for speaking about a lineage feast i 

that certain ritual actions belong to the agnates so that their involvement 

in the various rituals serves as a structuring element for the whole feast.

The ancestral lineage feast consists of three clearly distinguishable parts,
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namely the ritual at the cattle byre, Che core-ritual in the main-house, and 

the ancestral meal. At the cattle byre, the agnatic group as such is impor

tant; in the main-house, tin individual afflicted person is at the centre 

of the ritual; at the meal, the agnatic men see to the cooking, but all those 

present in the homestead will share in the meat, thus the homestead which ar

ranged the feast is as important as the agnatic group.

•even though the agnatic group is so important for the ritual that it can 

serve as the label for the second part of the whole ancestral feast, namely 

the "ancestral lineage feast," it is not the sole element of the feast. It 

should be stressed that the ritual has various dimensions: space, ritual m -  

rarto,congregations, performance (main actors). Spatially, there is the move

ment from the cattle byre to the main-house, more specifically to the fire in 

•e mam-house. Correspondingly, there is a change of the ritual ™ tenia: at 
the byr- it is the animal victim (alternatively beer, see below Section 3), 

While in the main-house two different pieces of meat are essential. 

sile the house,the male agnate, appear as a corporate group, inside the house, 

the affinal wives for.the congregation. Finally, at the different places there 

are different main actors. At the byre it is the ritual elder who is pre-emi

nent, bu: in the main-house it is the afflicted person. Correspondingly, at 

the byre the agnatic group of ancestors is invoked, but in the main-house the 

tocus is on an individual ancestor-spirit. This last shift, from the agnatic 

ancestors as a whole to a particular individual ancestor-spirit, provides us 

with an import,nt clue t„ the understanding of the symbolism of the core-ritual, 

to "hich I shall turn presently. The structure of the ancestral feast as a 

Whole comprises, then, four different dimensions and, during the course of the

graphically summed up in the following figure (Figure 2 1 , p. 301),

I



ANCESTRAL FEAST
MAJOR PARTS: PUBLIC LINEAGE

Ritual
cattle byreplaces:

Ritual
material:

an :,nal or 
beer

pub I if. statement 
spjcial meat

beer

Witnesses 
(congrega

tions) :

homestead
head

Main actors: afflicted 
person (P)

Figure 21, The structure of the ancestral feast iin Mthwa.

When we view the structure of the whole ancestral feast, a certain dynamism and 

inner logic appear, by which the ritual proceed. From the wide range of involve

ment of the public, via the two intermediary stages of the involvement of the 

agnatic men and the affinal wives, the ritual proceeds towards its intended aim, 

namely the afflicted person's act of healing and reverence for the communicating 

ancestor-spirit. The intended aim and the whole dynamism of the ancestral ritual 

reveal that the ancestor cult results f. m the initiative which the ancestor- 

spirit is believed to have taken: he has called one of the living who is obliged

to respond as custom (isiko; see p. 331, n. W  requires. This response is the 

content of the core-ritual.
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.*T.e aymocItem of the Gove—vitiuul.

The guiding principle of the ritual actions and the symbolism of the core-ri- 

tual is that these rituals represent reversals of certain actions which occur 

in ordinary life. On the basis of this principle, the core-ritual appears to 

be a session of healing for the afflicted person (healing in a wide iense, 

including healing of afflictions from recurrent dreams) as well as a Ouitio 

act of reverence (worship) of the ancestor-spirit. Expressing what belongs to

a folk-understanding of death and to the realm of the dead in terms of ordi

nary actions-in-the-reverse is not unique in Mthwa; it is a widespread pheno

menon in Africa (Jeffreys (1948-9) and elsewhere (Bendann 1974). Berglund 

(19/6) shows that, among the Zulu, inversions (or reversals) belong to a wider 

category of thought-patterns which are formulated in terms of opposites. He 

distinguishes three types of opposites (ibidem p. 363-4): those related to the 

sexes, those related to c  , 1 values, and those which are "funerary inver

sions" (Jeffreys). The reversals which interpret the realm of the dead belong 

to the third type. Accordingly, the Zulu understand "the underworld as one 

where things are reversed in comparison with the upper world" (ibidem p. 370). 

Hus understanding reflects the ritual-conceptual situation in Mthwa. Here I 

am not interested in the cross-cultural significance of the findings in Cagu-

ba. I -m merely discussing the symbolism of the core-ritual of Mthwa ancestral
feasts in it, own right.

The first ritual action of life-in-the-reverse occurs even before the core

ritual begins, namely with th. little piece of fat Hntlhukuhla). This piece 

is explicitly intended as "food," food r the ancestor- spirit. But, unlike

food in the ordinary sense, this fat is not eaten; it is destroyed by being 

burnt on the lire. In a sense, the meaning of the word intlhukuhta itself de

notes the reversal of a certain state of affairs; the ancestor-spirit has t«„„d
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4 - urns uurti"prolonged time of abstinence (ukuzila) is reversed; 

m g  of the little piece or tat, the ancestor-spirit's hunger will

he satisfied ritually (see p. 3 3 3 , n. 2 1 ).

After the arrival of the second piece of ritual meat the door

to the house will be closed, although smoke is rising from the fire. In ordi

nary life, either the , oor would remain open if there were smoke or else the 

fire would be extinguished. Ordinarily people do not sit immersed in smoke. 

Now they deliberately bear the torment of the acrid smoke, since it is the 

symbolic manifestation of the ancestor-spirit's presence. Burning the food 

(for the ancestor-spirit) and bearing the smoke, both actions of life-in-the- 

reverse, are believed to bring about contact with the numinous sphere of the 

dead (abaphcniet, literally "those down below1',

Ihe afflicted person receives a first piece of the intscnyam. While ordina

rily a gift is received in the cupped hands, the ritual gift is received on 

the back of the hand, the palm facing downward, (phantzi) towards the dead 

!cbazkantai)t i.e. towards "those down below." This metaphor of "down below" 

gives us a clue as to why the mode of receiving should be "the reverse" of 

the ordinary way of receiving a gift. The ritual elder functions as the in

strument of the dead. Although it is he who places th. meat on the hand of 

the hand of the afflicted person, the meat is thought to be something that 

comes from "down below," from the ancestor-spirit. Receiving the meat is a 

ritual re-enactment of the contraction of the sickness Hzifo) which is at the 

same time the ancestor-spirit's punishment and hi, presence in the afflicted 

person. The person', unfortunate condition of ill-health, the torment from the 

acrid smoke, her holding her hand with the palm downwards, and her bearing the 

piece of meat on the back of her hand, all these are r-ne other than sign, of 

the spirit's presence; and the ancestor-spirit need, to be present in order to
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or to suffer from faults,' See p. :o8) means, namely t o  ] v, 

special presence of the ancestor-spirit and to be in the s p i r i t ' i „ h  . 

contact with the spirit-world is not liked, but feared.

Th understanding of the ancestor-spirit’ 3 presence as a form of afflict i.. 

explains the next inverted action, namely w W w w , *  ("sucking in vain"), 

child’s reliance on its mother is proverbial in Cagube: u m r M m  vgabc, - 

r a m  ("a child relies on its mother"). This is true throughout a person’, 

life (see above p. 2«3f>. but especially during the child’s early years „h„ 

the mother suckles Mhnoonoo) her child, an empty breast would be disastrous. 

Th.e child’s dependence on the mother is a precondition of its life: this i, 

paradigmatic of the dependence of the living on the dead - and this dependence 

does prove detrimental in the life of the afflicted person. "Sucking" the ri

tual meat is ’in vain." Thus there is not only the sucking-in-vain as the re

versal of the ordinary feeding of a child at i-s mother’s breast, but the very 

relationship between the afflicted person and the communicating ancestor-spi

rit 1 3 ditterent from that between mother and child. Instead of motherly in

dulgence, there is demanding authority. Not to obey that authority is as dan

gerous as sickness ana death can be. The "gift" which is placed on the back of 

the hand is, after all, not a gift, but a punishment. This is what is indicate, 

by the criticism and ridicule of the women who witness the ritual. The person 

suffe-s for the "nuisance' (see p. 283 she has comitted.

It is normal for somebody to "throw away" „ "gift" which is to him the cause 

of misfortune, this don. on the ritual level becomes an act of dissociation. 

However, the gift which the person receivesfrn the back of the hand is roasted 

meat, i.e. food which is for eating. Yet the reaction to this food is that it 

is thrown away. Thus, there is once again, an action of life-in-the-reverse■



305

and it is doubly in the reverse.

Throwing away the piece of ritual meat is intended as a curative action. 

The afflicted person thus dissociates herself ritually from the sickness which 

the meat manifests. She gets healed. Thus, the ancestral fe. ; is, in an essen

tial sense, a ritual healing. The Cagubans put this fundamental understanding 

ot the ancestral feast into simple words: iaiko liyeza, i.e. "the (correctly) 

performed ritual is medicine" (see p. 331, n. 15). Through disobedience to the 

living and the dead, misfortune and sickness are contracted, "sent" by the an- 

cestor-spint. This is what the phrase ukuba narmtyala ("to be with faults") 

indicates. Yet, through the performance of the ritual, the afflicted person

can loosen the grip of the sickness, dissociate herself from the affliction 
and get cured.

There is still more to the throwing away than merely a dissociation from 

sickness; it is more than a healing rite. In the vernacular the explicit term 

tor this particular ritual action is ukujula which means not only "to cast 

out," but also "to drive a number of cattle from the pasture to a hamlet where 

one ot them is to be slaughtered for the celebration of any cerei.ony" (Kropf 

1915:174). This means that the afflicted person, when JwZa-ing the piece of 

meat, ritually re-enacts the pre-ritual preparatory action, namely the driving- 

in of the cattle. The symbolism is that of the relationship between a totality 

and some part of it. The preparatory action is that all the animals of the 

homestead head's herd are driven into the byre, but only one of them is chosen 

and killed while the invocation of the (agnatic) ancestors takes place. Cor

respondingly, for the core-ritual, the whole of the inteonyama meat is taken 

into the house, but only a little piece is cut from the collop, a piece which 

n  not vfcte-d for the group of agnatic ancestors, but for the individual com- 

municating ancescor-spirit, whether he be agnatic or affinal. In other words, 

the ukujula of the piece of meat is the reversal of the ritual action at the 

cattle byre: then the ritual elder invoked the ancestors, here in the main-



house the afflicted person performs the ritual for himself with respect to

Che ancestor-spirit. Thus, in a second essential sense, the ancestral feast

13 an act o f  d e v o t i o n : the ancestral ritual is the expression of the ance
stor c u l t .

Previous to the call of the ancestor-spirit, the relationship between the 

living person and the dead ancestor had been merely genealogical. The core

ritual however, over and above the healing, not only re-establishes this re

lationship, but it transforms it into a relationship between a devotee and 

the object of his devotion, i.e. the ancestor-spirit. The final action of 

the core-ritual is, in some sense, a non-ritual (non-reversed) action: a 

second piece of meat is cut from the collop and, like any other food, it is 

eaten. In this sense, the action is merely an enactment of ordinary life. Yet 

in another sense, it is the reversal of ordinary life. Unlike food prepared 

for a meal in the ordinary sense, this food from the ritual meat is net 

shared ,^-rctucZ with any other person. The af-

flicted person, the devotee, eats it e x c l u s i v e l y . Her ritual eating is her 

cc'TTunion - and hers alone - with the ancestor-spirit. For when the devotee 

eats the second piece of meat from the intacn&wme, she performs an act of 

worship directed to the ancestral spirit. This is unlike the meal at the con

clusion of the ancestral feast, which is a communion between the l i v i n g  when 

the ancestor-spirit has disappeared. The meal is no form of worship. Thus in 

one sense, the ancestral feast is a socio-religious affair among agnates and 

their wives, but in a second sense it represents a form of religion of which 

the central concern is worship, as in any other religion. What now needs to 

be established is the attitude of the worshipper (Section 3) and the nature 

of the ancestors who receive such worship (Section 4).
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house the afflicted person performs the ritual for himself with respect to

t
13 an aC' of devotion: the ancestral ritual is the expression of the ance
stor "dt.

Previous to the call of the ancestor-spirit, the relationship between the 

living person and the dead ancestor had been merely genealogical. The core

ritual however, over and above the healing, not only re-establishes this re

lationship, but it transforms it into a relationship between a devotee and 

the object ot his devotion, i.e. the ancestor-spirit. The final action of 

the core-ritual is, in some sense, a non-ritual (non-reversed) action: a 

second piece of meat is cut from the collop and, like any other food, it is 

eaten. In this sense, the action is merely an enactment of ordinary life. Yet 

in another sense, it is the reversal of ordinary life. Unlike food prepared 

for a meal in the ordinary sense, this food from the ritual meat is not 

shared during the period of the oore-ritual with any other person. The af

flicted Person, the devotee, eats it exclusively. Her ritual eating is her 

ccrr-union - and hers alone - with the ancestor-spirit. For when the devotee 

eats the second piece of meat from the tKfacmyce, she performs an act of 

worship directed to the ancestral spirit. This is unlike the meal at the con

clusion of tne ancestral, teast, which is a communion between the living when 

the ancestor-spirit has disappeared. The meal is no form of worship. Thus in 

one sense, the ancestral feast is a socio-religious affair among agnates and 

their wives, but in a second sense it represents a form of religion of which 

the central concern is worship, as in any other religion. What now needs to 

be established is the attitude of the worshipper (Section 3) and the nature 

Of the ancestors who re eive such worship (Section 4).
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a>  r ':" linear feast: a court trial and an act of contrition.

The preceding section was an analysis of the ctmucturc of the ancestral feast 

The agnatic group of kinsmen emerges clearly as the social pre-condition of 

the ritual proceedings of the feast and of the afflicted person's healing. Th, 

afflicted person relies on the homestead head at the ancestral public feast, 

and on the ritual elder when the ancestral feast begins at the cattle byre so 

that finally the afflicted person himself can perform the core-ritual in ans

wer to the demands of the ancestor-spirit. In other words, the ancestral 

feast can be understood as the acceptance by the individual (afflicted) per

son of authority, and authority of different kinds: of the homestead, of the 

kingroup, of the dead. It will be shown that, in Mthwa, ultimately all autho

rity is seen as participation in and a reflection of the authority of the an

cestors. I shall base my discussion of authority on the proceedings of ances

tral feasts at which beer is the requested materia (see p. 277). The more ex

tensive verbal behaviour characteristic of such feasts provides the data for 

my subsequent discussion of the states of consciousness intrinsic to ance

stor rituals. The basic structure of an ancestral feast with beer as the ri

tual nateria is identical to the type of feast, previously described, at which 
’neat is the demanded "food."

f t ,  Firct part of the ancestral lineage feaet: informing the ancestors.

For the first part of the ancestral lineage feast, the agnatic kinsmen and 

their Wives assemble in front of the cattle byr,(25); it is the place which is 

called inkmita, i.e.the place where ordinary court trials proceed (see p .

’ *2fK the ebele« of '"i. Particular place, there are still other ele
ments which indicate that this first part of the ancestral lineage feast is.

m  fact, a symbolic, ritual court trial. To begin with, the attitude of the

partictpMt. is restrained, showing respect and in particular a type of re-
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spect that is due to the chief and his court. Thus, women sit on the floor; 

the men are bare-headed, sit on their haunches, refrain from smoking and speak 

with a low voice (see Hunter 1936:255). The people show no compassion for the 

art .acted person; on the contrary, the general theme of conversation is un

mistakably criticism of the afflicted person, who has after all brought the 

misfortune on himself (see above p. 297)(26>. The conversation occurs simul- 

taneousiy with the ritual of "abandoning the beaker" (see below) and corres

ponds to the hearing of witnesses at an ordinary court trial. The effect is 

that the ritual beer, which is finally poured out in the cattle byre, serves 

as the medium used by the kinsmen to inform the ancestors (i.e. to those who

ultimately hold authority over the living kinsmen) about the misbehaviour of 
the afflicted person^'.

The kinsmen, led by the ritual elder and together with the afflicted person. 

:orm a row, facing the entrance to the cattle byre. At the far left of the 

row will be the ritual elder; then follow, in order of age, the kinsmen. At 

the very end of the row is the afflicted person. Behind the men, there is a  

second row, consisting of the wives in an order I could not clearly di-cern.

The evidence suggests that they are ranked in the same way as their respective 

husbands, but, while the sequence of the men increases in seniority from right 

to left ffacing the cattle byre), the sequence of seniority among the women is 

the opposite (see following diagram, Figure 22, p. 3 0 9).

When all have settled down, any of the agnatic males may be called by the el

d e r  to go and fetch some of the beer which is kept in one or more big earthen 

pots M t p f m d n ,  singular h m p a m n d d )  and st or e d  in the main-house. Only a small 

quantity of beer is drawn, about half the capacity of a beaker which usually 

contains about five litres of beer. On his return, the man hands the beer to 

the ritual elder w h o  takes it to the a f f l i c t e d  person, at the o p p o s i t e  (right)
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Figure 2 2 . Beer-drinking ritual at cattle byre.

end of the row of the kinsmen; then follows the beer ritual which consists of 

two actions: d r i n k i n g  f r o m  t h e  r i t u a l  b e e r by all those who are present at the 

byre, i.e. the kinsmen and their wives, and the l i b a t i o n  in the cattle byre, 

made by the ritual elder. Both these ritual actions are together known as u k u -  

McamiM which means literally "to cause somebody to abandon something"*^*).

The afflicted person drinks first from the ritual beer, then he gives the bea

ker to the man on his left, who is the most junior of the kinsman who have ga- 

tnered at the cattle byre. This man drinks a little and again passes on the 

-or, and so on until the beaker reaches the ritual elder. The latter now

1VGS :f , 0  the WOmen (in the second row) starting with the most junior. Chic 

woman gives it to the one on her right, and so on until the beaker reaches fcht 

most senior woman. Stv- returns the beer to the front row of the men. Depcndir



on the quantity still left in the beaker, the drinking continues until a 

very snail quantity, about a cupful, is left. Everybody drinks very little 

so that all can have have a share of the beaker. The first ritual action 

ot drinking in common from the beaker of ritual beer closes with the return 

of the beaker (with the very small quantity of beer) to the ritual elder.

The second ritual action, namely the libation by the ritual elder follows 

immediately. He goes to the entrance to the cattle byre and pours down the 

beer in the direction of the centre of the byre saying Makhoei! ("Ye Chiefs:") 

or EbnkhoeiniJ ("[in your honour, you who are] in the position of authority.'"),

•Hie significance of drinking beer in the ritual manner (ukurcamisa), i.e. the 

manner of "abandoning the beer" is the procedure (of the j u n i o r  person drink

ing betore the senior) is the reverse of ordinary as well as ceremonial 

drinking and eating patterns. The ordinary procedure is called ukubcmbela 

(see p. 349) which literally means "to hold for, or on behalf of somebody 

else." This latter procedure involves the s e n i o r ^  being served first, and, 

by this, his higher rank is expressed. In addition, when the senior is serv

ed he may drink as much as he pleases. When he is satisfied, he passes the 

beer on to the next junior person. The last to drink from the beaker finishes 

the beer. All this is the revc a of the ritual situation, in which the ju

nior is given the beaker first, but, our of respect for the senior, he can

not drink as much as he likes, but rather must "abandon the beaker;" he 

drinks a sip and then passes the beer on to the next senior person. Yet this 

senior person is still subject to other more senior persons, and so on. Thus 

there is an inherent dynamism in the ritual which forces the beaker to move 

to an ever' higher rank of authority until it reaches the ritual elder. Even 

the ritual elder cannot finish the beer; he still must pass it or to those 

senior to himself. He goes to the cattle byre and makes th* libation. In doing 

this, he passes the beer on to the ultimate authority which kinsmen can reach



in their ritual, i.e. the authority of the "chiefs" (amakhoei) t the clan- 
ancestors.

The ritual aims at informing the clan-ancestors about one of their descen- 

dents, and the libation of the beer is the ritual means of achieving this 

end. Therefore, in the first place, the beer is not really food on which the 

participants of the ritual at the cattle byre feed. It is the ritual means 

ot communication with beings who have passed the threshold of death. The 

beer musr be "abandoned" by the person who is drinking in order not to inter

rupt the communication process. In the second place, the content of the com

munication between the living and the clan-ancestors is the guilt expressed 

by the afflicted person himself. This guilt is intentionally and symbolically 

attached to the beer, since it is the afflicted person who drinks first. His 

drinking first is an implicit statement of guilt (ityala, plural anatyala 

which is one of the terms denoting the ancestors). His drinking first amounts 

to an unverbalised aonfeeaion of which the ongoing simultaneous conversation 

spells out the content. In short, tne participating kinsmen are an essential 

part of the communication between the afflicted person and the ancestors (see 

P. - Finally, the kinsmen themselves are seated according to rank. Thus 

the agnatic kinship hierarchy is the only order in which the ancestral authori

ties can be correctly approached; agnatic kinship clearly forces its organisa

tional principles on the ritual procedures of the ancestor cult. The ritual 

"abandoning of the beaker" is a vivid expression of this order as it enacts 

the sequence of seniority in the r e v e r s e Y e t .  what happenc at the byre, 

the mediation by the kinsmen, is only a stage in the ritual proceedings, as it 

was shown in the previous section (Section 2). Mthwa ancestral cult requires 

that the afflicted person himself must explicitly accept his guilt ritually, 

it he wants to be cured from the punishment (the sickness) which the ancestors 

h.tve sent. The nature of this acceptance remains to be shown in the su b seq u en t
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section; it will be shown that it is an act of contrition, in front of the 

living and the dead (amcujethu).

^  ^  cwaetraZ Zfwwpg faaat; tAe core-HtwzZ as an act
oj contvzticn.

The second part of the ancestral lineage feast, irrespective of whether the 

ritual materia is meat or beer, constitutes the core-ritual which invariably 

takes place in the main-house (endlini). During this part of the total rite, 

the afflicted person is the main actor. Coming from the cattle byre, the ag

nates and their wives congregate in a circle form around the fireplace in the 

mam-house. Looking from the entrance to the house, the men sit on the right 

side, and the women on the left, following each other in order of seniority.

The most senior person 'akes a place near the door. The afflicted person 

takes a position in the back of the house, apart from the agnates. There may 

be visitors present, men and women. They form a second circle behind the agnates; 

they sit in order of age, the oldest man sitting near the door. This ceremonial 

seating order will be discussed further in the following chapter (see p.342f).

The ceremony in "he main-house begins with an address by the diviner who has 

been consulted by the afflicted person (see p. 2/6) and speeches by one or 

more senior kinsmen. Usually, these speeches do not include praises to the an

cestors, nor are they followed by dances as is the case with the speeches 

whicn take place during the ancestral public feast (see p. 280). The recurrent 

themes are recalling the afflicted person's past, his failures with regard to 

the kinsmen, the afflicted person’s reconciliation with the agnates. Further

more, "he speeches make allusions to a medicine (iyeza) which is being applied 

and which Will heal fwtnpAiZiaa) the afflicted person. The medicine to which 

the speakers refer is the ancestral feast as a whole; it is the beer ritual at 

Che cattle byre; it is the beer which will be served at Che subsequent meal



after the “ "-ritual; in particular, it is the core-ritual itself, a ritual 
dance by the af1licted person.

During the ritual beer-drinking at the cattle byre and the speeches in the

mam-house, the afflicted person keeps silent. The speeches are followed by

the ritual dance (wxchentsoj performed by the afflicted person which he him-

selt interrupts once or twice to give shore speeches. In these speeches he

expresses his pain and grief (ubuhlunffu), his want of concern (imfanelo) for

his kinsmen, his awareness of the demanding presence (ukumeU) of the ancestor-

spint (and of the living kinsmen). The following is an abbreviation of such 

a speech made by an afflicted person:

Umphefumlo warn uduengeke kakkuru 
Bekungangathi abantu

bakulo mka 
nabakulo bauo 
nabakubo mhakulu

Bonke bandimele

kill? nto
nd.iyioinga.yo
ingardilaliaiyo

Wonke la malanga.
.<gale ndle a ndihlcli ngayo

nciou-:lungu ngapkakatki,
Kubuhlungu kum.

Akumandanga.

My 'soul' is greatly distressed.
How obvious should it be that

the people of this our mother 
the people of this our fattier 
the people of the grandmother's place

all of them are waiting for me
with respect to this thing (i.e. the feast) 
which keeps my mind occupied 
which does not give me sleep

all these days.
That’s the way in which I live

I am full of pain inside.
It hurts in the centre of my self.

It is no pleasure.
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,tlClX HCimi'-S the char8 ' Which have been laid against him. These have been

from the time when the diviner first diagnosed the ancestral dissa- 

• netion, through the time when the agnatic males came together <n order to 

sc.usr u misfortune and decided that beer should be brewed, to :he ritual 

coounenti the participants of the feast itself. More specifically, the af- 

• icten per: on has another consultation (unhlahlo) with the divi .er on the day

:sa8t itSelfi then he c°nfes s to the diviner his quarrels with his 

aighbours and <insmen. There is the charge of failure in domestic life which

,ne k,»,men 'report" to the ancestors during the r tual beer-drink-

:n* ,e the cattle byre. Finally, all these omissions, failures and shortcomings 

,rt ,ummed up by the speakers just before the core-ritual starts. The afflicted 

jerson acknowledges the overwhelming weight of evidence. Even if speaking only 

™ frnulo> he makes a confession the content of which the listeners know in 

i«ca,!'T''. 1%* actual statement of confession may be as short as the following:

Ndiyivume yank ' 
ebebeyifuna km,
’<usuketa nanhlanje.
Noba yiy'pk-ina.
Ndiya kuxele la.

I admit everything
that they are talking about me
(literally, 'that they are wanting from me")
from today onwards.
Whatever it may be 
I should report/tell it.

h. person, then, "admits everything" f n W *  he has been ae-

is.d O'. " is rather like an ordinary court trial after the accused has been

'.unn nuilcy. All the evidence gathered from the witnesses condemns him. He must

"  *“*" publlcl,> and hc ■“ «  ™ d” 80 the restitution demanded from him. 

   r"Urt ot th<! anc£stors, admission of uilt is also required, but

i ■' '.sr.- ution, in act of contrition is demanded, a ritual action that
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will indicate the new life which the culprit is now prepared to live in a c 

cordance with the wish of the kinsmen and the satisfaction of the ancestor- 

spiri;. ihis ritual action is the dance.

The ritual dance (u m x h e n ta c ) is always a solo dance which consists of the 

actual dancing >u P p k e n ts a ) accompanied by the handclapping f u k c m b e le la ) of 

the audience. While he is dancing the afflicted person sings a song; he him

self sings the verses of the song, and the people respond with the chorus(31) 

The afflicted person carries a whi.e stick which expresses the presence and 

authority of the ancestors. The stick is the most typical symbol of a mature 

man’s authority in Mthwa, and the colour white symbolises the ancestors ano 

their work of healing. For the ritual action, the afflicted person stands up 

and goes towards the middle of the house. At his request that the people 

should "clap for him," they fall silent immediately; everybody knows the im- 

plication of this request, namely the pt.foraance of the core-ritual. The ar- 

flicted person intones the response to his song. The song may be a new compo

sition unknown to the people, but the text is always closelv related to the 

situation of affliction and healing by the ancestors. Then he dances a few 

steps so as to Indicate the rhythm which the people will immediately adopt 

for their andclapping. The situation in the house is quite tense and the 

people are absorbed. The afflicted person starts dancing and singing with a: 

apparent lack of energy. After a few cycles of the song and of the dancing,

the movement becomes firm, the feet start stamping the floor energetically,

as the people put it: "the person wakes up" (urnntu u y a v u k a ) , "the spirit 

roused" (u m oya  u y a v u e u a ) . My informants maintain that the "waking up" and 

the "rousing of the spirit" depends on the handclapping. Like the white -t ■*. 

the handclapping is a medium of the presence of the ancestor-spirit. Sudden

ly, the afflicted person interrupts his dancing and gives the first of hi*

ory speeches (see above, p. 313). Then the singing and dancing con-



tmue, still stronger in energy and movement. A second interruption occurs 

at which the confession takes place. Now emotionally and physically involved, 

tne afflicted person continues with the second dance and song: the act of 

contrition. He literally shouts out his regret for past failures respecting 

Che 'people of his father's place" fahzntx failures such as

shunning traditional rituals honouring the ancestors, meanness in providing 

ceremonial celebrations with meat and beer for the kinsmen, breaking off

from the agnatic group. The following is the edited version of a song of con

trition which ! was able to record in full:

(see next page)



A SONG OF CONTRITION

Introduction: Ded ’ unatranyala, goduka.'
Move on, you are filthy, return home: 
Amgoduk', ulele?
i'o u  don't return hom* - are you nsleep?
Yi! Goduka 
Yi.' Return home!
Unannnyala, goduka3 yey ’!
You are filthy, return home, yey": 

Stanzas 1. Yeyi ye goduka
Yeyi ye return horn■
’nananyala 
you are filthy 
’namanyala 
you are filthy 
atoh ' ah ah ah
(the ancestors) say so ah ah ah

2. Betha, betha, betha 
Strike, strike, strike 
yithi ke3 ngoku
let it happen then, now
yiyekeni, he
ye leave it, he
yeho, mamelar.i
yeho, ye listen
ye, ncanelani
he, ye listen

3. Ateh' at ah' atsh', avuv'
They say so (3x), you should obey 
'lamba, hamba, haj": ■
8 °. go, go
shenxa, shenxa, aherua 
move away, move away, move away 
u u u u 
u u u u
hamba, '--umba, hamba 
go, go, go

4. x€ ’a, yeha, yeha, yeha 
Yeha, yeha, yeha, yeha 
:vnru, unananyal', ugoduka
gosh, you are filthy while returning home 
yot Ka i, 0 3'iip ' ugoduka, wab'abanyc 
yo, returning with the absconder, with others 
uoth amaNcanane?
what will the Ncamane people be asking’ 
ccjugoduk' unani na?
are you not returning, what’s the matter?

5.s¥iyho, unamanyala 
Yiyho, you are filthy 
auuve, yima
you should listen, pay attention
yewu yehe, ycyo mama 
yewu yehe, yeyo my mother 
yey ' avuve
yey’ you should obey

Chorus: Goduka,
Return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka! 
return home:
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka! 
return home:
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home 
goduka! 
return home!
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
raturn home, 
goduka! 
return home:
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka, 
return home, 
goduka 
return home, 
goduka! 
return home:
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This song of contrition was sung by a man who was struck by a nail and blinded

in his left eye. I shall omit all the details of the particular case, which

song, and concentrate on two aspects of significance for

!:he anCeStral Uneage feaSt in seneral and the core-ritual in particular.
These two aspects are expressed (in the song) in the terms ukugoduk* ("to re- 

;:urn home") and ukuva ("to listen, to obey").

The most important word (of the song, is the percussion-like response by the 

peopie: Ooduk*.’ ("Return home:"). Any person who returns "home" - according 

to Mthwa thinking - has only one place in mind, namely eMaya, i.e. ".t(the 

Person's, father's place." The home CiU« i, the place to which the ances- 

tor-spirit has been returned tukugodusa, see p. 27« after the funeral. In 

particular the spirit of the dead homestead head who has been "returned home" 

establishes the "home" in a very definite sense. Thus, "returning home" is 

the fundamental orientation in a person's life in Mthwa society. Anything that 

contradicts such a "returning home" can result only from a wilful act of dis

regard and disrespect; it can only be malicious in intent; it reveals a per

son's "filth" disgracefulness and indecency (see Kropf 1915:301).

In c o n t r a s t  to  such se r ious  misconduct,  re tu rn ing  home means undoing whatever 

the p a r t i c u l a r  “f i l t h i n e s s "  may c o n s is t  of.  Returning home becomes an act  of 

c o n t r i t i o n  by the person who had f a l l e n  short  of "whatever" see

confession, p. 3H> rightful demands the "people of father's place" 
basekhaya) had made.

particular typi piousness which only an indi-

viaual can-hav,. As the dynamism of the ancestral feast moves towards the in

tended aim. i.e. the ritual action by the afflicted person (see p. 301), so 

the r i t u a l  demands of the afflicted person, and of him alone, that he give the 

outward sign of his inner contrition, i.e. that he perform the c o r e - r i t u a l  as



‘his son* of contrition was sun* by a man who was struck by a nail and blinded 

in his left eye. I shall omit all the detail, of the particular case, which 

are rei lc„M  tn the song, and concentrate on two aspects of significance for 

the ancestral lineage feast in genera, and the core-ritual in particular.

These two aspects are expressed (in the song) in the terms ("to re

turn home") and tlkw/a ("to lis en, to obey").

The most important word (of the song) is the percussion-like response by the 

people: ("Return home:"). Any person who returns "home" - according

to Mthwa thinking - has only one place in mind, namely i.e. "at(the

Person's) father's place." The home (a the place to which the ances-

toi— spirit has been returned lukugod,,,see . m )  after the funeral. In 

particular the spirit of the dead h c  ^ a d  head who has been "returned home" 

establishes the "home" in a very definite sense. Thus, "returning home" is 

the fundamental orientation in a person's life in Mthwa society. Anything that 

contradicts such a "returning home" can result only from a wilful act of dis

regard and disrespect; it can only be malicious in intent; it reveals a per-

' ''' disgrace;ulness and indecency (see Kropf 1915:301)

In contrast to such serious misconduct, returning home means undoing whatever 

the particular "filthiness" may consist of. Returning home becooms an act of 

contrition by the person who had fallen short of "whatever" see

confession, p. 3H, rightful demand, the "people of fether's place" (oiantu 
basekha.ya) had made.

Contrition, however, is a particular type of consciousness which only an W t -

^ Can'haVe' AS thC ^ e  ancestral feast moves toward, the in
tended aim, i.e. the ritual action by the afflicted person (see p. 301), so

the ritual demands of the afflicted person, and of him alone, that he give the

outward sign of his inner contrition, i.e. that he perform the core-ritual as



an act or contrition'3 } . In short, the ancestor cult of Mthwa society aims 

at the afflicted person’s restoration to health of the whole person rather 

than at the unity among agnates. The structure of the ancestral feast and the 

expected attitude of contrition by the afflicted person support this conclusion.

The second important word (of the song quoted above, p. 317) which expresses 

the generally expected attitude of the afflicted person, is ukuva ("to listen, 

to obey"). The ancestor-spirit demanded that food be given to him, that beer 

be brewed, the ancestral feast be celebrated, the core-ritual be performed.

The w h o l e  ancestral feast, celebrated on behalf of the afflicted person, is 

his response to this call from the ancestor-spirit. Obedience, like contrition, 

is a type of attitude and of consciousness which belongs to the individual.

But, more than an attitude, obedience is the expression of a social relation

ship; the ancestral feast, demanded by the ancestor-spirit, is the "work" 

(unsebenzii see p. 215) of obedience towards this authority (ubukhoci; see p. 

310). The ancestor-spirit’s authority over the afflicted person is perceived 

by the Mthwa people in terms of kinship relations ordered hierarchically (see 

p. 791) and embracing all members of the clan-section. Therefore, obedience 

is the attitude which not only explains the relationship between the living 

and the dead, but the relationship between a junior member of the agnatic 

group and any of his seniors, near or distant (see p. 214f). Thus we must ask: 

what is the nature of the authority attributed to the ancestors? What is the

na t u r e  of a n  ancestor-spirit to whom the afflicted person - and, for that matter, 
a n y  of the living - owes obedience?

(4) The ancestors as conceptual frame of authority.

Th. P r e c e d i n g  description, record a variety of t e r m  denoting "anceetors." The 

v a r i o u s  t e r m  m y  seem to have little connection with one another. For example,
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thore are terms which have a kinship referent like amxuethu (literally 

those of us"); while other terms lack this referent. They, like dbada'la 
(literally "those who are old"), refer rather to seniors than to kinsmen. 

Other terms occur only in the context of rituals. In this context, the an

cestors are spoken of as amakhcsi (literally "authorities like chiefs") 

or amotycZa (literally "faults"). In this short section. I shall sum up the 

connections between the various terms and add those which I collected and 

which have not yet been discussed in this dissertation (see also Appendix 

3). On the basis of the occurrence of the terms in daily life in Caguba, it 

is possible to group them rationally in four different categories.

Ever since Driberg's (1936) contention that ancestors should be understood 

as elders, the debate continues as to whether the ancestors are venerated 

or wcrsnipped. Recently, a contribution by Kopytoff (1971) infused new life 

into the discussion. Kopytoff compares terms denoting "ancestors" in seve

ral Bantu languages and concludes that the ancestors are elders rather than 

divinities, and that they are worth of respect rather than of worship. Sub

sequent publications have corrected what they consider to be the narrowness 

of Kopytoff's linguistic basis (Brain 1973) and have shown that, at least 

with respect to the Nguni-speaking peoples, ancestors are worshipped (Ham

mond -Tooke 1978). The material presented in this chapter supports both sides 

of the argument and makes a contribution to the ongoing discussion (see West 

1975:185) as to whether the "ancestors" are spirits, elders, shades or any

thing else? As will be shown, Mthwa people have a wide variety of terms denot 

m g  their forebears. These terms allow the Cagubans to speak about their ance 

stors aitnationally and perceive them as senior kinsmen or elders, as super
human personal powers or divinities.

Th. first set of terms, with their clear indication of the sgnetic kinship



system, include.- t h e  most  frequently used  t e rm s  f o r  the ancestors. These terms 

express the u .. /  o f  the kingroup across the threshold o f  death:
umlouc

ukhokhc

amauethu

(plural imilouo) 

(plural ookhokho)

(cognate terms a m -  
'enu, amrJabo)

agnatically related ancestors 
(see p. 87).

ancestors of the great-grand- 
parental generation.

unified group of agnates, liv
ing and dead. When used the 
term may refer either to the 
liv: ;g or to the dead, or to 
both the living and the dead.

The frequency with which the latter term is used indicates the importance of

the agnatic group as a socio-ritual unit. The discussion of agnatic kinship

as the necessary condition for the ancestral feast to take place „nd proceed

at all (see p. _S5f)  made this abundantly clear.

em-Yet, we have to relate to this first set of terms a second one. Here the 

phasis cnanges. The st. ess is now on seniority ratbar than on kinship. Rela- 

*-we age and membership of a given generation is emphasised rather than the 

more specific agnatic relationship. Thus the ancestors appear as elders:
omdala

ingvevu

ananyange

(plural abadala)

(plural iirguevu)

(plurale tantum)

literally "the old ones." It 
can refer to any near or dis
tant senior, male or female, 
when used in the singular.
In the piural it refers to pa
rents (irrespective of sex), 
elders and to ancestors in the 
general sense of forebears. It 
is a very commonly used term 
referv~rig to elders and ances
tors. As a form of address, it 
would he derogatory.

1'terally "<i man with a grey 
heard. It is a term of endear
ment for the elders; seldom 
used for the ancestors.

the term is probably derived 
from the verb ukunyanga which 
means "to doctor, to heal."
The term refers in cicrrrulo to 
the dead forebears as elders 
who are endowed with a power which 
is beyond man's reach, i.e. the 
power of healing.



t.u !.i. ones yirdala, ohoxxa.l<x/ i .  the most important h e r e . Although 

che parents of a person are most commonly indicated by this term, it removes 

the actual biological connection between a child and its parents. Parents are 

elders, and any elder should be regarded as if he or she were a parent. In 

other words, "the old ones" are generalised "parents." In this sense a p e r s o n ’s 

n, senior is already his elder who has a right to give orders and to expect 

obedience. This unchangeable relationship of a senior to his junior is ex

pressed, for example, in the seating order on the occasion of ceremonial public 

feasting (as will be explained in the next chapter; see p. 342f). Among the per

sons who meet for such an occasion, the most senior will, in a literal sense, 

take the place nearest to the door so that he can "see the grave." The person 

who sits to the right of the entrance is not even a kinsman of the homestead 

head at whose place the people have met for the celebration.

With the reference to the "grave", we enter the third category of terms for 

the ancestors, "those who arc down below (actZ, in the graves)" (dbapiiantai) .  

Beyond the most senior man, there are the ancestors, the elders par excellence. 

Just as the men are the law-administering chiefs (iinkoai, see p.

145), the ancestors are "authorities who are like chiefs" (amkhosi), yet in

finitely surpassing the former. There is no simple continuum from the mature 

men and legal majors to the authority wielded by the ancestors; death and 

mourning rituals have changed the latter into super-human powers. The ancestors 

are in a special way authorised to find "fault" (ityala, plural amatyala) with 

any living person. They are "chose in the position of authority" (ebukhceini; 

see p. 310) who can demand food from the person to whom they appear in dreams. 

This is an authority which virtually no living person controls (except the 

homestead head in his own homestead). The ancestors are empowered to find fault 

with the living and to demand "food" from them; and they do so by appearing in 

dreams which are beyond man's ability to manipulate. Somebody who communicates
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by meant, or dreams is an ithongo, i.e. a communicatir g ancestor-spirit. The 

third category of terms belongs to the sphere oi. ritual:

ithongo ("plural amathongo)

vnakhosi (plurale tantum)

amatyala (plurale tantum)

amatyvala (plurale tantum)

the ancestors in so far as 
they appear in dreams. They 
are beyond man's control 
(see below).

the Ancestors as the super
authorities. It is a common 
term of address during ri
tuals. The diviners are re
ferred to by this term, as 
untakhoai (plural oomakhoai) 
and are addressed by the 
same term.

the ancestors as the demanding 
voices which (through the in
terpretation of the diviner) 
point to a person's faults 
(see p. 280 and p. 311 ).

literally the term means 
"kinds of beer" or "feasts 
(with beer)"; it denotes the 
ancestors in their demands for 
food (ukutya, ukudla; see p.
-91), The ritual 'vateria, meat 
or beer, is a manifestation of 
the ancestors themselves.

The most important term here is ithongo (which I translated as "ancestor-spi 

rit" in this dissertation). This term of reference to the ancestors is very 

popular in Caguba and distinguishes the communicating ancestor(-spirit) from 

the group of ancestors. The performance of the mourning rituals elevates 

someone recently dead to the status of an ancestor (uuethu) (see p. 274), 

whereas dreams reveal an individual ancestor as a super-human being. The ba

sis of this understanding of ancestors is a certain folk-psychology of dream! 

(ar.aphupko, amathongo). The important word, here, is ithongo (plural amatho- 
ngo) which can be traced to a proto-Bant word */~tc>jyc/ "sleep". The Xhosa 

word for sleep is ubuthongo, a word which shares the same stem for the verna

cular nouns denoting "dream" and "ancestor-spirit." A person dreams while 

asleep. A sleeper is thought of not merely as someone motionless, but rather 

as a person who has surrendered hi. will for the time being (see, for example
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the song of contrition, p. 317. The second line of the introduction asks 

the afflicted person: "Are you asleep?" The question becomes understandable 

"  LC iS Paraphrased "Have you surrendered your will-power?") Even if asleep, 

Lhe sleeper's mind is not necessarily at rest, it may be active, and - if 

active - it is controlled by agencies outside the sleeper. The agencies may 

be witch~tamiliars (see p. 265) or ancestors. In the case of witch-familiars, 

dreams are externally-controlled activities of the sleeper(s mind); in the 

case ot the anceitors, dreams are the lacters manifestations themselves. It 

is the diviner's concern to interpret dreams and to discern the agent which 

causes them. The manifestation of and the communication from an ancestor by 

means of dreams defines what I call an "ancestor-spirit" and what is in the 
vernacular called ithongo.

An ancestrally caused dream is a v is io n ,  and thus a dream represents to the 

dreamer something that is real, like anything else which is perceived by any 

of the senses. Thus dreaming can be thought of by the Cagubans as a form of 

communication. But, what concerns Cagubans most is that the communicating an

cestor-spirit controls  the visionary's mind (and subsequently his life) with

out any appeal against the spirit's demands. The spirit takes possession of 

the visionary and will not leave t’n latter until the demands (amatyala) are 

met by the rituals of devotion (anatyvala) (unlike dreams caused by witch

craft which can be neutralised by some countermagic or medicine). Although 

the communicating ancestors are originally human, the dreams (csmthcngo) re

veal them as beings with super-human powers; they are "beings beyond human 

control like dreams" (amthengo); they are "ultimate demanding authorities" 

famar.nosi)'. They are the ancestors par excellence. However, since they can 

be specified by ramj, annthongo have a clear kinship aspect, agnatic or co- 

gnatic (affinal), in each case it is possible to trace kinship relations 

demonstrably. As those who appear with a demanding voice in dreams and whose
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demands a r e  i r r e s i t i b l e ,  the ancestor-spirits are super-human kinsmen. They 

ire beings who can demand absolute obedience and respect, who are met with 

awe and worshipped (see p. ,05f). The ancescor-spirit has passed beyond the 

:evel of merely human existence; he is an authority beyond appeal; he is not

nl\ an a n c e s t o r  p a r  e a c e t Z a m c e ,  but he is a being surpassing the nature of
man.

.•hi, latter aspect of the ancestor-spirits, as the au orities of a super-

m m an  "ultimate" dinansion, is noted in a final set of terms which, once

nore, avoids the aspect of kinship and generalises the ancestors as the au
thorities of all the people:

8- >:yanyo (plural izinyanya) the elder-spirits.

m.londekhayc. (plurale tantum) the ancestral protectors
of the homestead.

‘■azkhawuk^wru (plural izikhawukhatfu) literally "the tiny little
thing," i.e. "spiritual" 
beings which remain unno
ticed by the person who lacks 
apprehension.

laithix- (plural izithixo) "spirits." For a short dis
cussion of this term, see 
Appendix 3, p. 376.

■hese terms take the people of Mthwa nearest to the concept of d vinities

Vh° aeSerVV Xplicit: re9pect and reverence. They are protectors and guardi- 
ms, and they are of a "spiritual" nature. Speaking of the ancestors in 

neir superhuman dimension, the people refer to them as izinyanya. This 

ioun derived from the verb ukunyanya which means "to be in fear, to be 

uraid." The term is clearly abstract, denoting a category of beings. When 

peaking among themselves, the Caguban, ,y occasionally use the term. But 

'.hey seldom speak in the abstract. If the ancestors are to be discussed in 

onnectLon with dreams, misfortum or a forthcoming ritual, the more concrete 

terms are used, preferably those with a clear kinship connotation. Therefore 

' izinyanya was more frequently used when I - the researcher - asked
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tor generalisations. And that is what the term izinyanya stands for in Ca- 

guba: the superhuman ancestor-spirits tout court without any direct reference 
to a specific group of agnatic kinsmen.

In the following, the various terms are shown in tabular form. There are two 

frames of reference denoting "ancestors;" these two frames of reference ex

press the social and the religio-ritual orders of Mthwa society:

ANCESTORS

• expressed in terms generalised inof KINSHIP terms of SENIORITY

SOCIAL
imilouo abadala

ORDER ookhokhc iingvevu
cmzLethu amanyange

in terms of SUPER generalised as
HUMAN EXISTENCE ULTIMATE AUTHORITIES

ithongo izznyanya

RELIGIOUS
andk.hoai ini londekhaya

ORDER onatyalo. izikhaukhcaJu
amtywala izithixo

Throughout this dissertation, authority has been repeatedly defined in re

lation to agnatic kinship. The first such authority was the office of the 

chief which had a clear kinship basis: ideally speaking, the chief would be 

the most senior man of the royal clan-section a at any given time. Thus 

chieftaincy, abstractly speaking, appears as a particular instance of the 

principle 0 1 primogeniture which operates in every clan-section and in every 

homestead pf Mthwa. Within a clan-section, the most senior agnate is the 

ritual elder. Kinship has its clear imprint on the dynamism of the family 

life-cycle which operates visibly in the settling-out of junior brothers 

and in the inheritance system. Finally, the authority of the mat-leader is
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conceptualised in terms of authority in a "house", i.e. in terms of the 

authority which the "head" fiMtZcko; see p. 80, holds over his descendants. 

In the context of ancestor religion we can see why and how kinship can be

come so significant in conceptualising authority in domains of daily life 

which are organisationally set apart, i.e. in the political, associational, 

domestic and ritual domains. The reason for this conceptual significance 

ot agnatic kinship is the fact that the "ancestors" are at once the point 

of reference in defining authority within any given agnatic group as well 

as (in the generalised form) the conceptual frame of any authority what

ever. The ancestors are "parents" and "elders", they are "super-human autho

rities" with respect to the respective living kinsmen, and they are "divi

nities" with respect to the people of Mthwa. Thus generally speaking, any 

autwrvty in the chiefdm is -  in some sense -  participation in the autho

rity <?.' t'*:e ancestor s. The ancestors are the model of authority in Mthwa.

But conversely, human authority, as a social reality, provides the model 

according to which the ancestors are conceptualised. A.ter all, nobody has 

seen them, except in visions and dreams and through the interpretations of 

the diviners. The authority of the ancestors is a "theory or chart (which) 

models physical relationships (of authority and obedience in Mthwa) in such 

a way ... as to render them apprehensible: it is a model of 'reality*."

But at the same time, "the theory is a model under whose guidance physical 

relationships are organised, it is a model for 'reality'" (Geertz 1966:7).

It appears,then, that the distinction between model-cr and model-for ope

rates in Mthwa in tvo dimensions. First, there is the horizontal dimension, 

namely from kinship based on parenthood to the generalised understanding 

ot seniority and elders. Secondly, there is the vertical dimension, namely 

trom a state of existence before death to another after death, i.e. from 

human to superhuman existence. These two dimensions may be represented gra- 
phically as follows:
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Figure 23. Ancestors: model-of and model-for 
authority in Mthwa.

This two-dimensional "intertransposability" (Geertz) creates a complexity 

which besets the observer and which, for the member of Mthwa society, requires 

a given context in order to understand what an ancestor "ia". Thus in the 

centre of the mtertransposing dimensions we find ego, the individual. At one 

stage, he may perceive the ancestors as human, like himself, and call them 

!4a»etku! ("you-of-us!"); at another, the ritual stage, he experiences them as 

super-human, unlike himself, and calls them Makhoai! ("You-authorities-be- 

yond-human-reach."’) . In this way humankind intertransposes with the Godhead 

to whom unchallenged obedience (ukuva) is due. This is the efficacy (or as 

the Cagubans would say "the work," maebenzi ) of the ancestral ritual and of 

the ancestral feasts in Mthwa society. In short, the nature of the ancestors 

cannot be "fixed": it changes in accordance with the social situation in which 

they come into focus. Correspondingly, the relationship between the living and 

the ancestors cannot be decided upon once and for all; it may be reverence at 
some stage, but worship at another.
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Just as the people in Caguba have difficulties in speaking about ancestors 

tn the abstract, so are they unable to think about ancestor feasts "as such." 

An 'estor feasts only take place in, and with respect to a particular home

stead and the situation of a specific member of the family. Yet, when people 

meet tor such a feast, each person has his place. He or she may be a fellow 

kinsman of the homestead head or merely a visitor. An ancestral least is in 

one respect an individual's concern, while in another it is fundamentally a 

feast of the homestead, but, in a third respect, it is a feast of the people 

of Mthwa. Thus the homestead is the place where, for ritual purposes, Mthwa

society meets. The homestead is a symbol of the world. This will be shown in 
the final chapter.

Footnotes to C:xzpter VIZ.

m m m m m

" m r n m m m s .
(3) I adopt the phrase "ancestor religion" from Hammond-Tooke (1981b).

(4> E E E r
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■ O  wuch terminates the mourning period; see Kuckert- (1979:10-15).
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interested in the conversion" of a wrongdoer, i.e. any misfortune in
flicted by an ancestor-spirit was considered to be punishment. What 
appears rom the present analysis is that the agnatic living kinsmen 
should be considered as the "constitutors" since without them no an
cestral feast can proceed efficaciously and restore an afflicted per- 
son s health. The allocation of the misfortune becomes a matter of 
identifying any one of the four cosmological alternatives as respon- 
S)ble tor the misfortune in question.

(14) The double aspect of the "family affair" and a "public feast" is obser
vable in other ritual contexts which have not been discussed in this
issertation. For example, the celebrations at the various stages of 

the mourning period. The actual ritual is performed "in private," in a 
separate house, while at the samo time the people have already gathered 
for participating in the feast. During the feast, the ritual elder (or 
rather, the master-of-ceremonies) will announce the purpose of the 
teast. This announcement is an essential part of the fecst, but it does 
not add to the efficaciousness of the privately performed ritual.

(15) In anthropological literature, the vernacular term iaiko is most cotamon-
y rendered in English as "custom;" see also Kropf (1915:388). This ren- 

denng hardly expresses the full meaning of the Mpondo word. First, like 
the English word, the Mpondo vernacular ieiko means "habitual or usual
^ aCtire,^ 0mm°n V3y °f acCin8" (0xford Dictionary). For this complex of

specific noun in Xhosa, namely ieimbho (see Kropf
u ? l0n’ the Mpondo word has a legal connotation (see
Hunter 1936:413, n. 1) expressing a usage which bv continuance has ac
quired the force of a law or right" (Oxford Dictionary). Finally, and
actually the relevant meaning here, isiko expresses a performative re
ality which depends on the correct procedure of the ritual and on the
n q 7A?Q^ ?iSed C° perfoym the ritnal act- ^iko is what Skorupski (19/o.^J) calls an operative ceremony.M

(16) Uvalo means literally the cartilage of the breastbone and, in a more ge
neral sense sickness (see Kropf 1915:450). It is one of a great variety
of terms indicating 'conscience" or "pangs of conscience." The Mthwa 
people (and the Nguni in general) have a highly developed concept of the 
conscience as man s inner guidance and condition. More commonly, re
sear hers have recorded intliziyo (literally "the heart") as the only
erm tot conscience, .ntliziyo refers to conscience as well as the

wil ullness of man s activities, as apposed to indalo (literally "in-
n l r i r /  ^haracteristic") which indicates a predisposition of a
person over which ne has no control. The concept of conscience is to be
discussed in a separate study.

(17) The corrrruniaating ancestors or ancestor spirits (as I call them in this
tssertation^may be maternal (affinal) ancestors. Even then, the ances- 

ritual will be performed by the agnatic kinsmen. This raises funda-
McKnfih?UiqAirS W1ChMrP3poct Co.Pxtra 'Ic-scenL group ancestors (see . cKnight 1967) among Ngum-speakn peoples, questions which fall out
side the scope of the present dissertation. Thus, in quoting the case of

agnatic feast remains taken for granted.

(18) In the context of law, all women are minors; in public life, the women 
are to a large extent subordinate to the men. Yet, in the domestic con
text and with respect to moral values, women as mothers have a dominant
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* ilipiliiii
,hni -n,i nR the ?haca.(Hammond-Tooke 1962:238) there is a clear mor-

g :  -
crifice very doubtful from a comparative point of view.

îzre“ -c i u b u  a i ^ ist->
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U )  h^ontpha words (ukuhlonipha means "to respect") refer to a special voca
bulary which either camouflages ordinary words or completely replaces 
such ordinary words. They are used to "respect" certain people or mate- 
rial items. For example, wives are expected to "respect" the names of 
the husband and his agnatic kinsmen; or the novices in the circum
cision lodge are expected to "respect" a number of things, such as 
food-items, the fire, the lodge.

(21) bkuhlukuhla (the meat with which the ancestor-soirit "breaks the fast") 
isthe opposite ot ukuzila ("to fast, to abstain;" see p. 330, n. 8).
eing under the influence of the ancestors (ukuba namatyala\ see p. 267f) 
is a torm of pollution which enjoins social restrictions. These are ter- 
mnated when the ancestrally demanded ritual is performed. In short, ukur 

" and mtlnukuh'Ux and izila are oppositional correlates.

(22) ^ o n y c m a  is a compound noun. Kro, f (1915:431; see also Doke-Vilakazi 
1964:600) assumes the noun tobe derived from */int80 + inyama/ which 
would literally mean "kidney-meat." An alternative morphological inter
pretation of the noun is possible which is nearer to the actual ritual 
situation.

The Piece of meat in question (the muscle below the arm pit of the right 
oreleg) is called in Southern Sotho ntaintai (my record, obtained in 

Bethlehem area). This word appears to be derived from an ideophone ntsi 
which means of stopping in surprise, of scabbing" (see Paroz 1961:312).

speculatively reconstruct the Mpondo noun inteonyana as */iN-t8-o + tr.yanu/ 
which^vould mean meat / m y a m /  which is obtained after scabbing deeply

The fact that mtscnyam-r*eat is ritually used on occasions where the 
scabbing method of killing the ritual victim is not applied (e.g. at the
rately"*0^  Cerem°ny of the initiants) would need to be dealt with sepa-

(23) The word "congregation" is understood here in th • sense of "ritually re
quired witnesses," because in the present situation the congregation is
not an integral part of the ritual proceedings themselves. Analytically 
1 mportant to draw a clear line between the agnates who are the
necessary condition for the ritual to take place at all and the core
ritual which concerns only the afflicted person.

(--0 The sucking ritual" is not to be confused with the "tasting ritual"
The latter belonged to the first-fruit ceremony which is ob- 

solete in Mthwa society. In none of the ancestral rituals is there any 
tasting ritual. Nor should the sucking ritual be confused with rituals 

which involve spittle, tor example at the open grave. When the corpse has

could easily equate the sucking ritual and the rite of homage.
Hunter (1936:335) records the ritual of "sucking" for the novices to di- 
^ i. tig rsnip •

(25) There are two traditional places for the performance of the beer ritual
namely either in the main-house at the fire, or else at the cattle byre"
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rely zn outward performance. On the basis of the material presented 
‘jere, it is not possible to give a clear answer. However, further evi-
rhlJreAfr-my P°!al fu88ests that the repeated assertion by Africanists

liilllilPB:
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CHAPTER V I I I

TOE HOIESTEAD - SYMBOL OF TOE l\ORLD

THE HOMESTEAD is - in Mthwa society - the readily-observable point of social 

interaction which lies at the centre of the understanding of the life of the 

chiefdoo. As in former times, the homestead has retained much of ts tradi

tional individualism. Formerly, a single homestead was a landmark in its own 

right in the wider landscape. Today, since compact villages have become the 

general dwelling pattern, the scattered homestead has disappeared from Mthwa, 

out its individualism has remained. Even under the present administrative 

syst-o, the political field of the chiefdom is to a large extent a concate

nation of alliances between the chief and a multiplicity of homestead heads 

(see Chapter III). Today, despite a national economy, homestead individua

lism continues to characterise economic life in Caguba (see Chapter VI).

Mthwa traditional ancestor religion, in its central concern for the good life, 

not only springs from a "family affair" (Hunter), but has its focus in an in

dividual member of the family (and in an individual communicating ancestor- 

spirit) (see Chapter VII). In a fundamental sense, Mthwa society has a cellu

lar stricture. Each homestead is a cell which, at a certain stage of its 

growth, separates itself from the rest so that each new cell develops and 

proceeds in a unique way and to a large e Lent independently of any other 

homestead (see Chapter V). At the root of Mthwa', institutional divergence 

are the inwardly-oriented interests of the individual homestead.



■tpice -f the 1C. of ohesion of Mthwa society with regard to its institu- 

'ion isee Chapter III), the image of this society changes if it is viewed 

rrom me perspective of its major processes of social interaction. Such a 

processual description shows that the homestead is embedded in a social life 

Wii transcends the afore-mentioned individualism. It was shown that several 

homestead heads join and form a mat-association for political and certain ce- 

l emonial purposes (see Chapter II). Economic necessity demands that homesteads 

.-.ooperate with members of other homesteads and form action sets in order to 

cope with the work in hand (see Chapter VI). Most important, it is the Mthwa 

court system which unites the mature men in a body which adjudicates law when 

i tru! is in progress; the court system itself depends on such processes 

'ee hapter n  1 1 finally, whenever the ancestral ritual takes place, the ce-

leorating aomestead relies on the active involvement of agnatic kinsmen (see 

. apter ■/IT', in short, no homestead is an island unto itself. At one stage or

mother ot its life, every homestead gets involved in processes which draw it

nto interaction with other homesteads for as long as these processes continue, 

hese processes arise from particular situations and engender different kinds 

integration in Mthwa society depending on the type of interaction: it may 

limited like raat-associations, work-parties) or it may be'chiefdom-wide 

' tb .mrt -system).

thaae processes are looked at carefully, it appears that all of them 

. uat. -• >arti,cu zr homestead and for a particular purpose with regard 

to that: homestead. Phe court system would not emerge unless a homestead head 

':'argF with H mat-leader; a mat-association is not founded unless 

-.omestead head, organise themselves; a workparty does not come together 

unless i homestead head goes and asks for assistance; there will be no ritual 

ongregation >f agnatex and their wives unless a homestead head calls the 

kinsmen ronth-r. : twithstanding its basic individualism, in terms of proreascs
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the homestead is the l o o m  n a s c e n d i of situational cohesion in Hthwa „ : i .  .

The homestead is, thus, an ambiguous social reality; it is at the root of

the (institutional) divergence and of the (processual) integration of village 
life in Caguba.

question which arises at the conclusion of this dissertation i : i ■ 

any observable social reality which unites these two opposing tendencies , 

single pattern of interaction? The answer is found in Mthwa's art of ceremr- 

nial beer-drinking or "eating food," as the Cagubans would put it. Food, of 

cours. . . 3  never eaten in the abstract; somebody must provide it. It i :,r - 

vided , always and exclusively, by a particular homestead whose head 

m e m b e r  of a particular clan(-section). Thus the ceremonial H, -r-drink 

(which is an art: that of reconciling opposing tendencies) take pla 

dition chat "here and now" a particular homestead invites people for thv 

mony. Individuality appears again, in the very symbolising of universality.

How is this possible? The answer is that the homestead, as an ideal spatia

o r g a n isa tio n, is a symbolic representation of the world and its orier, .n

whicr. the living and the dead, kinsmen and non-kinsmen, men md worn. %

The significance of beer, ceremonial beer-drinking, and the spatial or

of  main-house and homestead are not social features unique to Mthwa. They have 

been described for many African societies and discussed by various author?. 

Junod (1927, 1:341f), in his pioneering study on the Tsonga, mention, b - 

d r i n k i n g  customs without specifically elaborating on what these custom e-:

Cook (1931:26-30) describes "beer customs" of the Bomvana and distingui, x 

" c e r e m o n i a l  d r i n k s "  from non-ceremonial. Krige (1932) unfolds, for the Ur,: 

t im e  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y ,  the significance of b e e r  among the Lovedu. She describe^ 

t h e  many k i n d s  of  beer which the Lovedu produce and the wide range of >ccasion 

f o r  w h ic h  b e e r - d r i n k i n g  is an  integral part of social interaction. Among tl
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Lovedu, beer and beer-drinking have great economic, social and religious 

value. Van Warmelo (1932) describes in detail the preparation and offerings 

ot libations which the Venda make to the ancestors. Subsequent ethnographic 

monographs on south-east African societies all discuss the social signifi

cance of beer and beer rituals (e.g. Hunter 1936:253ff). More recently,

Karp (1980) and McAllister (1981) describe and discuss specific aspects of 

beer rituals. Karp (1980:83), writing on the Iteso (living on the Kenya- 

Uganda border), demonstrates that "commensal beer drinking provides a synthe

tic image in terms of which Iteso represent to themselves contradictions in 

their social experience." McAllister (1981:1) discusses a particular type 

of ritual beer-drinking among the Gcaleka (Transkei) which is called umai- 

'KleKO. The ritual is "held for migrants shortly after their return from 

work." This beer-drinking has a strong ritual-religious character and is es

sentially an "incorporation" (Van Gennep) rite(1). The subject of ceremonial 

Deer-drinking in Mthwa deserves a more extensive discussion than is possible 

m  this dissertation. In Caguba, ceremonial beer-drinking is the enactment 

or the world as an ordered universe (see also Kuckertz 1981b); this universe 

requires a given homestead in order to become socially real, it depends on

the spatial order defined by the main-house (ivdtu) and the lay-out of the 
homestead (unzi).

Tne fact that a homestead is conceived of in terms of a spatial order has 

also been established in ethnographic literature; for example, this has been 

shown for the Venda (Stayt 1931), the Lomvana (Cook 1931), the Mpondo (Hunter 

1936), the Swazi (Marwick 1940) and for several other societies. But few stu- 

dies attempt to penetrate to a deeper understanding of the symbolic-ritual 

implications of spatial orders. Kuper (1980) discusses in a structuralist 

mode the legal and symbolic significance of the traditional homestead plans 

of four Nguni speaking societies (Mpondo, Bomvana, Zulu and Swazi). The author 

finds that "the Nguni homesteads all share a fundamentally similar spatial
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idiom (which) ... may be represented by two underlying plans, one concentric 

and one  diametric" (Kuper 1980:15). This applies to the Mthwa pattern as 

well, as will be shown presently. A common feature among many Bantu-speak

ing s o c i e t i e s  is the east-west direction of the lay-out of the homestead.

For e x a m p l e  Huffman (1981) discusses "expressive space at Great Zimbabwe" 

and finds that "the Shona associate sunrise and the east with life and sunset 

and w e s t  with death" (ibidem, p. 138). When people meet in Caguba for a cere

mony, it is always in a particular homestead. The spatial order, physically 

r e f l e c t e d  in the homestead's lay-out, become= the lived social order by which 

the ceremony proceeds. The spatial order i :ludes the cosmic dimensions of 

east  a n d  west; the symbolic order bridges gaps as deep as the gap between 

life and death. The art of ceremonially drinking beer and the homestead unite 

in a symbol of the world.

(1) Ceremonial beer-drinking: the celebration of unity.

C e r e m o n i a l  beer-drinking in Mthwa must be distinguished from forms of drink

ing to ge t h e r  w h i c h  are non-ceremonial. There are two non-ceremonial forms.

The first is known as indali (from ukutiala, "to produce"). It refers to the 

incidental meeting of people at a place at which beer is sold. Somebody buys 

a beaker ( bhekile) of beer (usually the quantity is about two litres) and 

shares it with a few friends. The second non-ceremonial form is called intse»o 

(from ukuOela, "to drink"). In is the occasion for the free entertainment 

w h i c h  a homestead may offer on special days, like Christmas or Transkeian In

dependence Day. Whoever happens to call in at the homestead will partake of 

the beer. The celebrating continues i1 resources are exhausted. Usually the 

total amount will be consumed on the same dav.

Different from these non-ceremonial forms of drinking beer are the ceremonial 

forms which always occur in connection with ancestral feasts (see p. 279f) or
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other feasts of thanksgiving and reconciliation (see p. 276). It will ap

pear from the following description that ceremonial beer-drinking is clear

ly distinguished from the ritual beer-drinking at the cattle byre (see p. 

309). The ceremoniality, characteristic of festivities, applies also to the 

beer-drinking after work-parties (see p. 200f) and after harvest, and to 

other occasions of a ritual nature, like the termination of the mourning 

peiiod and the return of the newly-circumcised from their lodge. Three ele

ments dir;erentiate ceremonial and non-ceremonial forms of beer-drinking. 

First, ceremonial beer-drinking requires a special seating order; secondly, 

any such ceremony wUl have a mast-of-ceremonies, thirdly, the ceremony is 

governed by rules ot sharing.

(q.1 *'.i? cevdnoYiirC. i spciici ovdsv of ths ffoin^houss.

The average homestead (household) of Caguba has three to four houses. One of 

them is often used as a store-room, a second as the sleeping house of the 

homestead head and his wife, a third for a marriageable daughter and, finally, 

there is the biggest house, the main-house ( i n d l u  e n k u lu or simply i n d l u )  

whicn serves several purposes. The sleeping house of the homestead head is 

generally respected (avoided) by the older children and the daughter-in-law, 

and by visitors. The older children have their own house or houses. The younger 

children sleep in the main-house, since the fire is there. It is on the main- 

house fire lziko) that food is usually cooked and the ritual meat is burnt 

and roasted (see p. 291) • All household members eat in the main-house, and 

visitors are received here as well. The main-house is the social and (after 

the cattle byre, the second most impo' nt) ritual centre of the homestead.

Movements in the mam-house are restricted, even under non-ceremonial condi

tions. The most important restriction, that of dividing the sexes, applies
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always, for all family members as well as visitors, and under non-ceremonial

as well as ceremonial circumstances. The main-house is divided in two halves.

The L i g h t -hand side of the house (as one enters) is restricted to the men, and

the left-hand side to women. At an ordinary meal, the homestead head sits on

a little stool (ieigqiki) near the fireplace, in the back quarter of the right-

hand side of the house. Also on the right-hand side, leaning against the wall,

there may be a plough and, hanging from the roof, a horse's biidle and saddle.

On the left-hand side of the house, in the front quarter near the fireplace and

facing her husband, sits the wife (out of respect for her husband, she does not

sit on a stool, but on the floor). With her are small children who eat together

from a single dish. Older sons are on the father's side. Also on the women’s

side, in the back quarter however, is the place of the daughter-in-law, and

nearby is the grinding stone. Other household objects (like a bucket, eating

mats (vzithsbe! and sleeping mats (iirikukho)) may be hanging from the wall or 
the roof.

When a visitor arrives, he or she chooses a place (in accordance with sex) on 

the left-hand (female) or the right-hand (male) side of the main-house. The 

visitor (who may be an adult or a child) chooses, without any instruction given, 

a place near the door, against the wall. There is often a little bench (ieiqobo) 

cr a tree trunk for this purpose. The place near the door is "humble," and 

sitting there expresses respect for the family members and the homestead head 

in particular. It would be 'presumptuous" (Hunter 1936:38) for a visitor to take 

a place :urther into the house. The implication is that sitting in the front 

part of the house expresses respect for the house and its members, under koh- 

ceremonia1 circumstances. This pattern of the spatial order is reversed for 

ceremonial purposes.

The symbolic spatial organisation of the main-house, for ceremonial purposes,



follows two principles. First, there are two diameters which divide the 

house into rour quarters, clearly indicated by the two main rafters of the 

roof frame. Secondly, there are two concentric circles, dividing the house 

into two spheres. The centre for both dividing principles is the fireplace:

FEMALE SECTION j MALE SECTION

JUNIOR SECTION

EGUMBH. EGUMBINI

"People of 
the House", 
Agnates and 
Wives.
"The People 
Visitors.

SENIOR SECTION

ENZANTSI

z i
EAST ENTRANCE

"Above", back of the house.
EilZAi.TEI "Below ', front of the house.
EC" TNI "Along the wall."
: ■ "tn the house," space between agnates and fireplace.
- - - - - -  Axes of the house, coincide with main rafters.of roof.

Idealised seating order in concentric circles.

Figure 24. Symbolic spatial order of Mthwa nvdn-house.

Basedon these two organisational spatial principles, there are three rules 

which define the ceremonial seating o . The rules express an oppositional 

relationship between male and female, agnate and non-agnate, senior and ju

nior. Regarding the first pair of terms, male and female, the men sit on the 

right-hand side of the house which is therefore called emadodeni ("at the

men's side"); the women sit on the left-hand side, called ebafazini ("at the 
wive's side").



The -.econcl pair of terms contrasts agnates and non-agnates, who sit separate

ly in two circles, ihe inner circle is occupied by the agnatic members of the 

clan to which the homestead head belongs; on the women's side of the inner 

circle sit the clan-men1s wives. If the homestead head it a widow, her late 

husband's clan is the agnatic group of reference; if she is a free-woman 

(zdikazit see p. 1/9, n. 5), the inner circle is taken by her own agnatic 

kinsmen and their wives. This inner circle is called "the house" (indlu); the 

clansmen and their wives constitute "the people of the house" (abantu baae- 

ndlini). Thus,"in the house" (cndlini) there are not only agnatic members of 

the homestead head s clan-settion (which is the necessary condition the 

performance of the ancestral feast), but any agnatic member who may be present 

at the cetemony. In addition, "in the house" there are affines, the agnates1 

wives (but no other affinal kinsmen).

In contrast to the "people of the house", there are, in the outer circle, the 

non-agnates, the visitors, in Caguban colloquial language "the people" (aba

ntu). They sit, quite literally, with their backs "against the wall" (egw.bi- 

ni). Therefore the visitors are referred to as "the people alongside the wall" 

fabantu baaegwnbini). Here, "alongside the wall," sit the affinal relatives 

of the kinsmen in the centre circle, the agnates of the latters ’ wives, and 

unrelated people. Obviously, the wives who are sitting "in the house" of the 

agnates are a mediating social reality between the agnatic group of men and 

their wider maternal.and affinal relatives (see p.362f)•

The third pair oi: terms distinguishes between seniority and iuniority which 

applies CO’ the people 'of the hou- ", the agnates, and the people "alongside 

the wall" (the visitors), respectively. Within the "house" of the agnates, 

the distinction between seniors and juniors cuts across the various clan- 

sec t ions and along the wall it cuts across the various agatic groups
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In contrast to the people of the house , there are, in the outer circle, the 

non agnates, the visitors, in aguban colloquial language "the people" (obo,- 

nUi). They sit, quite literally, with their backs "against the wall" (egimbi- 

ni). Therefore the visitors are referred to as "the people alongside the wall' 

(abantu baaegwibini). Here, "alongside the wall," sit the affinal relatives 

of the kinsmen in the centre circle, the agnates of the letters' wives, and 

unrelated people. Obviously, the wives who are sitting "in the house" of the 

agnates are a mediating sOt.ia 1 reality between the agnatic group oi men and 

their wider maternal .avd affinal relatives (see p.362f)•
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sections and "along the wall" it cuts across the various agnatic groups
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altngethr . Ge-.ievally speaking, what distinguishes a "senior" (omdala) from 

a 'junior ’'Mmwana) (") is relative age, but there are two intervening ele

ments, namely age-group (intanga) and generation (ieizukuTwcma). There is an 

informal age-group system observable in Caguba (the nature of which I failed 

to determine clearly; but see Mayer, P. and I., 1970). Each group consists 

of a lew members, about five to six. The members are more or less of the same 

age, and - as a certain elder put it - they have girl friends of roughly the 

same age and guard them jealously. The members treat each other as lifelong 

friends and sit together at ceremonial beer-drinking. Among the peers of a 

given group relative age is important, but in public they regard each other 

with leniency when it comes to the seating order so that sequence in illative 

age does not need to be observed strictly. Membership of a particular genera

tion is of greater importance among "the people of the house." Because agnates 

sit together, it can happen that a certain man is younger in relative age than 

another kinsman while the former actually belongs to the senior, i.e. the pa

rental, generation. In such a case relative age usually precedes generational 
(3)

seniority . In general, the relationship between a senior and a junior person

is identified by relative age so that, basically, relative age defines the

order of seating among kinsmen in the house and the visitors alongside the 
wall.

A man's nearest: senior sits on his left and, correspondingly, his nearest ju

nior on his right, irrespective of clan-eecttOM membership (in the house) and 

Clan membership (alongside the wall). The eldest of the people of the house 

and the eldest of the visitors sit, in their respective circles, nearest to

the d or. This position at thv door, is called enzcntsi (literally "down be

low"). The most junior men, in both circles, sit in the back of the main-house; 

this place is called entla (literally "above"). The line which runs from "down 

Lelov" to "above" in the main-house is the dividing line between the sexes and



IS L: a north-eastern to south-western direction (see below, Section 2).

Wi.tl 16 rcf.iren. to the two places in the main-house, at the door and at 

the back of the house, a person's left and right side are indicated. Sitting 

on r. given man's left (and on a woman's right) is generally referred to as 

"down below." The person who sits "below" is the senior and he rightfully 

expects respect (intlcnipho) from the one who sits "above;" the latter is 

-he junior. Showing respect (in the order of sitting and, figuratively speak

ing, in other social contexts) is called ukunika indawo. Literally the phrase 

means to give a place." It is a mephorical expression showing the respect 

due to a senior. In other words, the seating order is the spatial expression 

of the social order; and the actual sitting order of the men and women at a 

given feast indicates who ought here and now, at a given feast, to show re

spect '-ikum<a indauo). The person who sits "below" has a right to cotnnand 

(ukuyala) a person who sits "above." While the former can speak (ukuthetha) 

with authority (ubukhoai), the latter must "listen and obey" (ukuva). Thus, 

the ceremonial spatial order of seating is not only an expression of the so

cial order in Mthwa, of the generally held relationships between men and wo

men, agnates and non-agnates, seniors and juniors, but, in fact, it is an ex

pression of social norms(,) which govern these relationships. For example, if 

a person who is not a member of the respective clan (isiduxo) were to take a 

place "in the house" (i.e. in the inner circle), he would commit an act of 

grave disrespect to the "house' (i.e. the agnates of the place). If a person 

were to assume a place senior to another man older than himself, and fail to 

respond to the biting criticism of his misbehaviour (ukusa) by stepping down 

(ukudedat Us.utnoba), he would do so at the risk of a stick fight (ukubetha).

If a person were to cross the line which divides women and men, he would arouse 

the most serious suspicions of adulterous intentions; in fact such misconduct 

could be interpreted as a proof of suspected adultery. The offended husband



•m»Kci ,it ly and take the offender to task^.

t:nt : i 'Patial rules which order the main-house symbolically

ie.ro[ a my agnation and seniority, enable a person to find his proper

u ,tu- 3 iven east and homestead. At some feasts he is an agnate, be- 

s peopl, of the house" and sits in the inner circle; at other 

merely a visitor and sits with his back "against the wall," in 

ircle. In other words, the three rules - with respect to a given 

. I i gv-en homestead - constitute categories of people. The rules are 

arkers of social boundaries, and thus they divide rather than unite people. 

init\ ubi-iy. is achieved symbolically as the beaker (ibheHU) with the 

ieer vs oassed ;rom one participant to another, crossing all boundaries - of

sex. agnation, and seniority - according to the rules of ceremonial beer-
dri nkm; .

drinking o r  : t .

uo-i< east in Caguba has its master-of-ceremonies (u r ,k h o k a l i or i m l a u u l i ,  

rm, J<M"to l«*d" end u h . U v u l a , "to give orders" respectively). At

ancestral least, the ritual elder is usually the master-o£-ceremonies, at 

ner feaEI 1 can be any other man chosen by the homestead head. Even if he 

i non-agnate, the master-of-ceremonies takes a place in the inner circle 

"he- agnates, more precisely he takes a place in the seating order where - 

in non-cer-menial situations - the homestead head has his place (see vigure 24,

• The master-of-ceremonies is in control of the feast; he is in particu-

ar responsible for the correct distribution of the beer.

ihe master-of-ceremonies opens the feast as a whole and introduces each 

round o f  beer with a short speech. The first part of the initial speech clari- 

: f* ’ at- purpos. >f the coming together; the master-of-ceremonies announces the

.



This performative speech (see p. 279) implies, among other things, t, 

now on" certain rules of sharin' 'food" (i.e.- beer) apply. The force of t: 

rules applies until the master-of-ceremonies announces that the feast is con

cluded. He does so with the prosaic (but nonet he lest, importan :) phrase, "th- 

food is 'now' finished"('o). The second part of the initial speech and ch- 

content o. the speeches preceding any subsequent round of b e e r  is : 

cation of the beer" (ukulauula utywala).

A round of beer usually consists of the circulation of at least two five- 

beakers % Depending on the number of participants in the feast,

there may be three or four beakers at a time. Irrespective of the number of 

beakers, tie allotment of the food implies two things. First, the various bea

kers are given to certain "owners of the beer" (umninityuala or uminibke 
that is, to persons who are to be specially honoured at the feast. These 

nourei persons have the right to drink first and as much as they lik,,. 

may be men or women, depending on the circumstances and (at a later stag

tne ieast’s progress) on the master's decision. Secondly, the master- - -

monies announces the node of sharing the beer, that is to say, he 

those who m u s t and those who rvay share In the beer in a given round. -

tinction tween "must" and "may" is enshrined in the type of drinking ru:

(see below). As the master-of-ceremonies defines the group of peopl, wh 

share the beer, he, in fact, defines the movement of a given beaker m  

passed trom the "owner" to those with whom he is sharing. Then ,r 

rent rules for d r i n k i n g  brer together at a public feast. The fir. t 

concerns the special respect to be shown to the most sen i o r  elder < : 

man or woman if the master should indicate someone else mor e  honourabl 

particular occasion); the other rules are rules of ceremonial sharing.

1. Jr.UiJCMLA, "to taste' . This is often referred to as u k u k h u fr  dv,, 

which means "to remove the poison." Before the honoured person (tlx* " "



to whom tae beer has been allotted, drinks, a junior man may be asked to 

dr i a j.Lrst from this particular beaker. It is a means of showing honour to 

the guest. The n a a n la - r u le . reflects an old practice of showing that the 

beer given to a chief is not pois-oned.

"»a * i , to hold for." This is the most im portant drinking 

rule since it operates in accordance with the seating order of relative age, 

i.e. of seniority. In principle, a senior person is served first, and when 

he has satisfied himself he m u s t pass the beer to the man sitting on his 

right-hand side; correspondingly, a senior woman m u st pass the beer to the 

woman sitting on her leit-hand side. The precedence which the senior has 

over the junior, and the senior' i obligation to pass to the person next in 

rank after him or her, constitute the basic rule of ceremonial beer-drinking 

(whatever additional rule of sharing may be pronounced). The b a m b e la - t y p e  of 

sharing is the precondition of the ordered procedure of the r.aremony, of the 

game i i g e r ' )  as some Cagubans colloquially refer to procedural rules.

Since the order of sharing now coincides with the order of seating, the beaker 

necessarily moves from a senior position ( e n z a n t H ) , i.e. "near the door," to 

a junior position ( e n t l a ) , i.e. "towards the back of the house" (see Figure 

24, p. 343). This ceremonial form of beer-drinking (that is u k u b a r b e la ) is the 

opposite of the ritual form (that is u k u n c a m is a ) when the junior person is 

served first and must then abandon ' the food. The junior passes to the se

nior, until the beaker reaches the ritual elder who makes the libation in the 

cattle byre (see p. 309f).

2, b. VhVSr.r.LELA, 'to slip away and return." Only af»«r a special an

nouncement by the master-of-ceremonies are the guests welcomed and tolu they 

nay share with any member of the festiv congregation, irrespective of the 

seating order.This allowance is made in addition to the bam be Z<z-ru le. The 

B h e l e l a - r u U  requires that a person share the beer with a friend before pass

ing it to the next in order of seniority. After the friend has drunk, the bea-



must be returned to the person who "held" (u ku bam ba) it since he is obliged 

to pass it to the person junior to him. The sTzeZeZdf-rule , particularly, 

permits sharing across the dividing line between the sexes (see p. 34lf and 

Figure 24, p. 343) . The invited woman comes to the line which runs invisi

bly trom the door across the house, receives the beaker there, drinks, hands 

it back to the man and returns to her place. Similarly, if a woman invites a 

man to share with her, he goes to this central line and drinks there. In 

daily life, the sharing of food is a sign of close acquaintance between per

sons, therefore the sharing of beer (i.e. of "food") across the line dividing 

the sexes could give rise to suspicion of adultery. Thus the sharing between 

men and women tends to be patterned: a man often shares with t.ie woman who

happens to sit opposite him and only seldom with any ether woman (see Figures 

25,2 and 26.2, pp.

2, c. . a;-..;,: , "to choose." This rule requires that a beaker be allotted

as the exclusive right o: a single person who may be a man or a woman. Usually 

this particular rule applies at a later stage of the feast when all the parti

cipants have been satisfied. According to the rule, the honoured person may at

h.s own discretion choose individuals from among the men and women to whom he 

gives a token of special friendship or appreciation. The person thus distin

guished ie owner of the beer") drinks, chooses a particular companion and 

passes to him (or her). After the companion has drunk, the latter returns the 

beaker to its "owner" who then drinks again and chooses another friend, and so 

on until the beaker is empty.

All these ceremonial rules for beer-drinking express respect and esteem for 

the guests', but in different ways. The first rule mentioned above, the n c a m la -  

rule, honours the most distinguished guest (the "chief") of the occasion. He 

may be the village headman, a mat-association leader, or the most senior elder 

who is present. The last two rules, the a h e U l a  and th. Wzstfoz-rules, allow a
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sharing between friends who honour one another. Finally, there is the b a m b e la -  

rule which is the first and foremost of the rules for celebrating the feast in 

a ceremonial manner. Because the bambela-TuU is so important it is taken for 

granted and so is not stated explicitly by the master-of-ceremonies. Given no 

fur her instr '•ion, when beer is about to be shared, a man or woman m u st  

share with his ,.r h*- n xt in order of seniority. In this manner the b a m b e la -  

rule ensures, n the first place, that all the guests partake of the beer and, 

in the second place, it expresses the respect (intlonipho) for each guest at 

the reast in re lcn . n to the whole festive congregation, because the order of 

drinking is based on the seating order which expresses differences in sex, 

kinship and relative age.

Only if the ru.es of the seating order are rigidly observed by the guests can

the drinking order proceed according to rule. If the seating order shows irre

gularities the master-of-ceremonies will have great difficulty in choosing the 

right persons to init"ate the drinking without offending others. Leaving aside 

all intricacies, the basic rules for allotting the beakers, i.e. for choosing 

the persons of honour, are the following (depending on whether there are two, 

three or four beakers, the following persons are honoured either consecutive

ly or simultaneously): first, the person for whom the feast is celebrated,

man or woman; secondly, the most senior non-agnatic elder, i.e. the oldest man

next to the door; thirdly, the most senior agnatic elder, the oldest ran "in 

the house," i.e. the member of the inner circle seated next to the door; fi

nally, the most senior visiting woman. The combination of the rules for drink

ing (outlined above) and the places of honour in the seating pattern constitute 

ceremonial'beer-drinking in Mthwa society, and the operation of these rules 

crrates unity among the participants at the feast. I shall briefly show how 

these rules combine in operation by describing a particular feast of thanks

giving (a form of implicit ancestral feast; see p. 275f). The homestead head
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had eaten something poisonous (apparently by accident) and recovered from 

a critical condition. He had been hospitalised and restored to health. He 

thanked all those who had assisted him to return to life (irrtpilo).

The following four diagrams (Figures 25 and 26, pp 353 and 354) show the 

allocation of four beakers of beer, two beakers at a time. In the discussion 

I ignore, the rules of "tasting" (ukunoar.la) and of "choosing" (ukukketha) , 

because they do not add to a general understanding of ceremonial beer-drink

ing and the unity this ceremony achieves. The significant rules involved 

are the "holding for" (ukubccmbela) and "friendly sharing" (ukuaheUla) rules. 

From the diagrams it can be seen how the movements of the two beakers in each 

case (of .igure 25 and 26 respectively) are mirror pictures of one another, 

i.e. the same rules of drinking ceremorially apply to the men as to the women.

Tne first beaker (Figure 25,1) was allotted to the afflicted man, seated 

in a ’junior" position. Sine he had to pass the beer next in seating order, 

he gave it to the wives seated "in the house." Subsequently, it was passed on 

to the women visitors "along the wall."

Simultaneously, the second beaker (Figure 25,2) was given to the most 

senior elder. He was specially honoured by the fact that a young man had come 

to t?k out the poison". Then the elder drank, and in strict order of senio

rity, the beaker "went up" (entla) to the juniors "along the wall." Finally,

** Chere was 8'i11 somr beer left in the beaker, it was passed to the members 

in the house." But, with the second beaker, in addition to the b<mbela-r\ilf>, 

the rule of "friendly sharing" (ukuehc^J/t) was announced. As the beaker 

moved on in order of seniority "along the wall," it "slipped away" to the 

wome.-’ sitting opposite. It "slipped away," but "returned" in order not to in

terrupt che basic rule of "holding for" (ukubambel*).

Of the seconc. pair of beakers, the first one was given to the senior of 

the agnatic males, seated in the inner circle. From the senior, the beaker



Nantoni

kaMvano
Qonono

Figure 25,1. Beaker of the "house."

4

1. Fireplace
2. Namhlanti 

(Homestead Head)
3. Sinoti (Ritual Elder)

4. MaVanya
5. Wife of 
Namhlanti

x Person to whom beaker is allocated, her u n s of movement of beaker. 
i l HollJinS-for.« Friendly sharing. T. Terminal point

Figure -- ■,. . Beaker of the visitors.

figure 25. Beer ceremony. Pattern I.
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*•

Nomayuku / q

kaMvano

MaGcwangule

ilanioni

t-aja

* a \ y.fet8':u 
| -".one

-0 . luoyana

a ?Jdir...'kuana

ft e«: \ o 

kaJa ’crjeni \  n

.•iDCK̂ cna
Notnutha

kaMackite \ o

Figure 26,1. Beaker of che "Louse."

4. MaVanya
5. Wife of 

Namhlanti
1. Fireplace
2. Namhlanti 

(Homestead Head)
3. Sinoti (Ritual Elder)

*) Moved on 
after arrival 

of senior.

Holding-for. * — Friendly sharing. T Terminal point.

Figure 26,2. Beaker of the visitors.

Figure 26. Beer ceremony, Pattern II.



m o v e d  u p  " i n  Che house;" subsequently the beer was shared with t h e  visi
tors on the men's side.

S i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  t h e  s e c o n d  b e a k e r  w a s  a l l o t t e d  t o  t h e  s e n i o r  w o m a n - e l 

d e r .  F r o m  h e r ,  t h e  b e a k e r  m o v e d  u p  t o t h e  j u n i o r  w o m e n .  A g a i n ,  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  

i n s t r u c t i o n  o f  " f r i e n d l y  s h a r i n g "  w a s  g i v e n .

S i n c e  a t  l e a s t  t w o  b e a k e r s  a r e  u s u a l l y  i n  c i r c u l a t i o n ,  t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  

m o v e m e n t s  g o i n g  o n  i n  t h e  m a i n - h o u s e  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  a s  p e o p l e  s h a r e  t h e  

r o o d  c e r e m o n i a l l y .  T h i s  c a n  b e  s e e n  f r o m  t h e  d i a g r a m s  i f  t h e  f i g u r e s  ( F i 

g u r e s  2 5 , 1  a n d  2 a n d  F i g u r e s  2 6 , 1  a n d  2 )  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  t o g e t h e r  r e s p e c t i v e 

ly. G i v e n  t h a t  t h r e e  o r  e v e n  f o u r  b e a k e r s  c i r c u l a t e  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  a  g r e a t  

c o m p l e x i t y  o f  m o v e m e n t  o c c u r s .  T h i s  c o m p l e x i t y  r e q u i r e s  o f  t h e  g u e s t s  a n d  

o f  t h e  m a s t e r - o f - c e r e m o n i e s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  g r e a t  s k i l l  a n d  a c u t e  a w a r e n e s s ,  

s o  t h a t  t h e  c o r r e c t  m o v e m e n t s  m a y  b e  o b s e r v e d .  ( T h e  r e a d e r  m a y  a s s u m e  t h a t  

m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  r u l e s  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  a t t e m p t e d ,  e i t h e r  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  

g a i n i n g  a  b i g g e r  s h a r e  o f  t h e  " f o o d "  o r  e l s e  f o r  s i g n a l l i n g  s p e c i a l  f r i e n d 

s h i p  o r  e v e n  b a r e l y  c o n c e a l e d  d i s r e s p e c t .  S e e  p .  2 6 8 ,  n .  5 ) .  T h e  w h o l e  f e 

s t i v e  c o n g r e g a t i o n  i s  d r a w n  t o g e t h e r  b y  i n t e n s i v e  i n t e r a c t i o n  w h i c h  o n e  a n o 

t h e r  a s  t h e  b e a k e r s  m o v e  " i n  t h e  h o u s e "  o f  t h e  a g n a t e s  a n d  t o  t h e  v i s i t o r s  

( F i g u r e s  2 5 , 1  a n d  2 6 , : ) ,  a n d  a s  t h e y  m o v e  " a l o n g  t h e  w a l l "  a n d  b e t w e e n  t h e  

m e n  a n d  w o m e n  s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  t w o  s i d e s  o f  t h e  m a i n - h o u s e  ( F i g u r e s  2 5 , 2  a n d  

- 6 , 2 ) .  M e r a p n o r i c a l l y  s p e a k i n g ,  t h e  b e a k e r s  c r e a t e  a  w e b  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e 

t w e e n  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  a n d  t h e y  s y m b o l i s e  t h e  u n i t y  ('jkunye) a m o n g  t h e  

g u e s t s  o f  t h e  h o m e s t e a d  a n d  t h e  h o m e s t e a d  h e a d .  T h e  p r e c o n d i t i o n  o f  t h i s  u n i 

t y  i s  t h a t  e a c h  p e r s o n  t a k e s  t h e  p l a c e  w h i c h  h e  o r  s h e  c a n  r i g h t f u l l y  c l a i m  

i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  f e a t u r e s  o f  s e x ,  a g n a t i c  k i n s h i p  a n d  

r e l a t i v e  a g e .  B y  t a k i n g  t h e  r i g h t  p l a c e ,  a  p e r s o n  ( m a n  o r  w o m a n )  r e s p e c t s  

(ukuhlonipha) e v e r y b o d y  e l s e  i n  t h e  m a i n - h o u s e ;  a s  t h e  C a g u b a n s  p u t  i t ,  h e  

o r  s h e  " l e a v e s  ( t o  t h e  o t h e r  g u e s t s )  t h e  p l a c e s "  (ukunika indauo) ( s e e  p .
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JVj) w h i c h  t h e y  c a n  r i g h t f u l l y  c l a i m .  Y e t ,  t h i s  c e r e m o n i a l  r e a l i t y  o f  o r d e r  

a n d  m u t u a l  r e s p e c t  r e f l e c t s  i n  i t s  a c t i v e  r e a l i s a t i o n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  h o m e 

s t e a d  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p e o p l e  h a v e  m a t .  A b s t r a c t l y  s p e a k i n g ,  t h e  h o m e s t e a d ,  a s  

t h ' m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  p l a c e  o f  s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  i n  M t h w a ,  a p p e a r s  a s  t h e  

p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  o r d e r e d  world i n  w h i c h  t h e  p e o p l e  s h a r e .

27z6 idea,, plan of a homestead in Mthwa.

(a) The north-eastern direction of the main-house.

T h e  m a i n - h o u s e ,  a n d  u s u a l l y  a n y  o t h e r  h o u s e  i n  C a g u b a ,  h a s  i t s  e n t r a n c e  i n  

a  n o r t h - e a s t e r n  d i r e c t i o n .  C l i m a t i c  r e a s o n s  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h i s  f a c t  t o  s o m e  

extent, b u t  n o t  t o t a l l y .  T h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  r i s i n g  s u n  i s  c e r t a i n l y  an i m 

p o r t a n t  f a c t o r  i n  e x p l a i n i n g  t h i s  v e r y  w i d e s p r e a d  p a t t e r n  o f  b u i l d i n g  h o u s e s  

in Caguba, a n d  i n  t h e  w h o l e  if M p o n d o l a n d  ( s e e  n e x t  s e c t i o n ) . I d e a l l y ,  t h e  

e n t r a n c e  t o  t h e  m a i n - h o u s e  f a c e s  t h e  e n t r a n c e  t o  t h e  c a t t l e  b y r e .  I t  h a s  

been p o i n t e d  o u t  i n  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  ( s e e  p .  2 0 6 )  t h a t  a b o u t  5 0  7. o f  t h e  

h o m e s t e a d s  d o  n o t  k e e p  c a t t l e .  I s  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  m a i n  a x i s  t h e r e f o r e  

mere i n f e r e n c e ? S i n c e  i t  w a s  i n  a  h o m e s t e a d  w h i c h  d i d  n o t  k e e p  c a t t l e  t h a t  I 

learnt about t h e  t h o u g h t - p a t t e r n  b e h i n d  t h e  s y m b o l i s m  o f  t h e  m a i n  a x i s , t h i s

cannot b e  m e r e  i n f e r e n c e .  I t  m u s t  b e  p a r t  o f  t h e  C a g u b a n s  a w a r e n e s s  o f  their  

social u n i v e r s e .

It w a s  i n  t h i s  h o m e s t e a d ,  a t  a n  a n c e s t r a l  l i n e a g e  f e a s t ,  d u r i n g  w h i c h  b e e r  w a s  

t h e  m e d i u m  o f  " i n f o r m i n g  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s "  ( s e e  p .  307 ) ,  t h a t  t h e  k i n s m e n  d i s 

c u s s e d  w h e r e  t h e  r i t u a l  o f  p o u r i n g  t h e  b e e r  s h o u l a  b e  p e r f o r m e d ,  w h e t h e r  i n 

s i d e  t h e  m a i n - h o u s e  o r  o u t s i d e .  I t  w a s  d e c i d e d  t h a t  i t  s h o u l d  b e  o u t s i d e ,  b e 

c a u s e ,  t h e y  s a i d ,  t h e r e  i s  " a  h o u s e  w h e r e  ( b e e r )  is d r u n k  b y  t h e  a n c e s t o r s "  

(indlu apho kuselelwe khona ngamauethu), n a m e l y  " a t  t h e  c a t t l e  b y r e "  (ecale- 

rc kuesibhaya). t h e  k i n s m e n  a n d  t h e  a f f l i c t e d  p e r s o n  , t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e i r



wives, went outside, formed a row according to seniority, and started the 

ritual drinking beginning with the most junior person - but there was no 

cattle byre, not even one symbolically indicated (see Figure 18, p. 236, a 

case where such a symbolic byre was built). Instead the people merely faced 

east, and the ritual elder poured the beer in an eastern direction. The 

direction of seating and pouring indicated the "house of the ancestors," 

opposite to the entrance to the main-house:a thought-pattern was in operation

(b) The living Jn union with the dead.

Main-house and cattle byre arebuilt along a single axis - given the ideal 

situation. In the discussion of the spatial order of the house (see p. 342f), 

the tndpomts of the main axis were named as entla ("above"), in the back of 

the house, and enzanUi ("down he low"), in the front part of the house at the 

lance, continuing along this axis, we enter the cattle byre. Just outside 

the enclosure, still on the right-hand side, there is (or eventually will be) 

the grave oi the homestead head. Correspondingly, his wife will be buried on 

the left-hand aide of the byre, although a little distance away. Furthermore, 

snould a child die, it will be buried at the opposite boundary of the garden, 

at its "highest" point, ..e. farthest from the byre, just as the juniors are 

seated away from the entrance. The places chosen for the graves in the garden 

correspond to the spatial organisation in the house; the axis within the 

house is kept, and along that axis the dead are placed: the living and the 

dead mirror each other in the spatial organisation of the homestead. The liv

ing and the dead constitute a unity (see Figure 27, p. 258).

Once I asked an elder why, in Mthwa society, the most senior person, both 

male and female, should sit next to the door (enzantsi)7 He answered with a 

smile: "They should see 'those down below' do mutu mkabone abaphantei)
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G A R D E N  w i t h  g r a v e s
o f  juniors

S T

o f  seniors

C A T T L E  B Y R E  a n d  C O U R T

D W E L L I N G ,  M A I N - H O U S E

s e c t i o n  o f  seniors

s e c t i o n  o f  juniors

F i g u r e  27, I d e a l  p l a n  o f  i h o m e s t e a d  (umzi)unz

T h e  a n s w e r  w a s  m o r e  t h a n  a  p u n  o n  t h e  w o r d  enzantsi' ̂  . T h e  o l d e s t  p e r s o n  i s  

e x p e c t e d ,  i n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i n g s ,  t o  d i e  n e x t  a n d  j o i n  t h e  d e a d ,  t h e  a n c e s t o r s  

(abaphcn tH)  . T h e  l i v i n g  w i l l  g o  a n d  " h i d e "  h i m  ( s e e  p .  2 7 1 )  " d o w n  b e l o w "  i n  

t h e  g r a v  . I h e y  w i l l  p l a c e  t h e  c o r p s e  f a c i n g  t h e  r i s i n g  s u r / 8 ', i . e .  i n  a n  

e a s t e r l y  d i r e c t i o n .  E v e n  i f  o v e r g r o w n  w i t h  b u s h ,  t h e  g r a v e s  r e m a i n  " i n  s i g h t "  

o f  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  t h e  h o m e s t e a d .  I n  a  v e r y  l i t e r a l  s e n s e ,  t h e  l i v i n g  a n d  t h e  

d e a d  c o n s t i t u t e  a  s p a t i a l  u n i t y ,  a s i n g l e  w o r l d  o f  p e o p l e  r e l a t e d  " b y  b l o o d , "  

u n i f i e d  b y  a  s i n g l e  c o n c e p t u a l  f r a m e  o f  a u t h o r i t y .  I t  i s  t h e  e l d e r  w h o  i n v o k e s  

t h e  a n c e s t o r s  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  c a t t l e  byre w h e n  t h e  a n i m a l  b e l l o w s  i n  a g o n y  a n d  

" t a k e s  h i s  w o r d  t o  t h e  a n c e s t o r s ; "  it i s  t h e  e l d e r  w h o  p o u r s  o u t  t h e  b e e r  a n d  

i n f o r m s  t h o s e  w h o  a r e  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  a u t h o r i t y "  ( s e e  p .  3 1 0 ) .  M a i n - h o u s e  

a n d  c a t t l e  b y r e ,  d w e l l i n g  p l a c e  a n d  g a r d e n ,  t h e  l i v i n g  a n d  t h e  d e a d ,  " f a c e "  

e a c h  o t h e r .  T h e  e l d e r  w a s  t h e r e f o r e  q u i t e  c o r r e c t  i n  s a y i n g  t h a t  " t h e  o l d e s t



> -u oi the , ' ,r in Mlto V understanding of the world: he faces the 

C"' ' I''- living. Thus he is entrusted with the law (Mthetho)

!ni d authorised) tc say (ukuthetha) what is right, and, a s  ;h<

ad h-a- , he must summon Untetha) the culprit ir. a case as well as 

Person and hear the case (intejho, ityala). The place of the 

ier* i,nc Primarily of the homestead head, is in the court yart (enkundle- 

:X idea] plan of a homestead (i.e. the local place of a  household, 

tructure of authority in Mthwa.

■> vtioping rules of behaviour.

oregoing t is only logical to suppose that the homestead provides 

amewor o ‘ thought or the sanctioning of typical Mthwa behaviour pattern.

the "main-house"). Thi 

v r sty meanings in Caguba all of which focus on the two symbolical- 

vl* :en in the homestead, namely the main-house and the cattle 

' r‘ reSar t0 the main-house, indlu means a group of people characte- 

pocific codi of behaviour. I do not wish to expand on this point,

' ° reca11 thac kinsmen (and their wives) sitting concentrically in

x r  t \c. at tie byre, indlu means the agnatic ancestors in their totality, 

t cy bav i e c o n d  abode in the homestead, i.e. the fireplace which is 

i th, , m t r e  of  the main-house and symbolically in the centre of 

■ti group. Thus cattle byre and fireplace (places of ordinary activi- 

ti ike keeping stock and cooking food) cr ,plament each other. Put diffe- 

r atiy, the everydny-life world (represented by cattle byre and f.replace)

x h „ spiritual world of the ancestors, of the uncnallengeable autho- 

sngeable for kinsmen and non-kinsmen alike (see p. 320f). Th.' 

,dl 1 1 ' n ' r ' homestead (spatiallv ibolising major categories of Mthwa
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thought. sex, kinship, relative age) amounts to . : h a r t e r  o f  what p e o p  

ought no do; it involves proper relationships between the sexes, specie 

regard tor the agnatic kinsmen and their wives, and the correct attitud, 

of submissiveness to the seniors (among whom the moot powerful are the an- 

cestors). These fundamental aspects of the code of behaviour are summed ut 

in the term "respect" (intlonipko).

,l*'! ~c'x'r'e1-4ting the najor divisions in Mikva social univevse.

The relation between the cattle byre and the main-house, as the charts: , 

the homestead (as the conceptual frame of thought), stands for a relation

ship of dependence to which the living are subject. In social life the str 

ngest dependence is that of the women on the men in the legal domain ( s e e  , . 

9d). But beside this there is Strict division between men and women in s o c i :  

(public) life in Mthwat the line of division that runs across the main-house 

rom the entrance to the back of the house is a line almost as absolute as 

death. When, for example, "friendly sharing" takes place, no man or woman 

could dare to cross the boundary dividing the sexes, aware of the suspicio, 

he or she would most likely create. The ultimacy of separation in social 

Ufa is reached with death. Physical death is irreversible; and if it were 

reversed it would be the work of embodied evil ones, the witches and sorce

rers. The divison between the sexes, and between the living and the dead, i 

Ultimate. Thus men and women, living and dead, are the ultimate units throu 

Which Mthwa society is generated. It is a correlation cf dependencies . 
links these units together.

The division in the main-house between left-hand and right-hand correspond 

to a Similar division in the cattle byre. There we find the ritual victim be 

tng killed on the rignt-hand side of the enclosure and the men seated on 

left. Women are dependent on men; but men are dependent on the meest



men are not ultimate authorities, they are a link in a correlation of de

pendencies. In short, the right-hand sides of byre and house stand for mtto- 

ritv , while the left-hand sides of these places stand for Thus

we arrive at the correlation:

Women : Men s: Lineal Males ; Ancestovs.

(See Figure 28, 362)

What appear as divisions on one level of analysis, are integral parts of a 

conceptual whole on another: a male will never become a mature man (indoda), 

tit to sit with the other men in the court, unless he takes a wife (mfazi) 

and builds his homestead. Indeed, a man's token of maturity U  his homestead 

. Similarly, there would be no ancestors unless the homestead made the 

sequence of birth (primogeniture) and the sequence of generations a decisive 

teature of establishing authority. Men and women complement each other, in 

the same way as lineality and ancestor religion do.

( s )  A g n a te s ,  a f f i n e s  a n d  th e  w o r ld .

The above correlation ignores one important factor, namely that men are supe

rior to women in the legal domain alone. Outside this domain, a man holds a 

position o) authority only with respect to his wife (or wives) and daughters.

In daily life a man cannot order and command just any woman. If he should 

try to do so he would certainly be heading for conflict in Caguba. Women are 

wives with respect to their husbands, but they are daughters and sisters 

with respect to their fathers and brothers. Although integral parts of their 

respective homesteads, wives do not cl ■ their clan membership (isiduko). 

Also, ac wives, they remain their fathers' daughters and they remain oriented 

towards their respective agnatic ancestors. Therefore, as the "people of the 

house" go to the cattle byre in order to inform the "authorities," or gather 

for a ceremonial teast in the main-house, there are always non-agnates in
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their midst, namely their wives. There is only one exception to this gene

ralisation: at the invocation of the ancestors at the cattle byre when a 

killing takes place. Then the agnatic group appears on its own - but even 

tnen, tne wives are inside the main-house, at the ancestral abode of the 

ireplace vi order to be witnesses of the ritual drama there. In other 

words, the agnatic group does not live without representatives of other 

clans in their midst. More than that. Varying generational depths of agna

tic (sae p. 26, on clan-clusters), maternal or affinal relationships are 

remembered. Therefore it is not surprising that virtually all Cagubans are 

related to one another. /.inship is ubiquitous.

This (rather obvious) conclusion has an important implication, at least 

for the present dissertation, in assessing agnatic kinship in Mthwa. Since 

kinship is ubiquitous it is almost impossible for the ethnographer of so

cial life in Caguba not to "discover" kinship as a significant dimension 

of that social life and not to recognise its sociological relevance in 

describing the authority structure in Mthwa society. But, the repeated 

emphasis (in this dissertation) on agnatic lineality is an analytical 

construe- adopted from a generation of anthropologists. This emphasis, 

however, should not lead to an exaggeration of the importance of agnatic 

kinship, as far as social life in Caguba is concerned. There as in any other 

society, social life consists of patterned interactions between persons and 

thus involves some form or other of corporateness which unites the interact

ing persons. In this context of social corporateneoe, agnatic kinship has 

only relative significance in Mthwa (as was shown in earlier chapters; see 

particularly Chapter III). Strictly speaking, agnatic kinship serves as a 

:0rm °f SOcial organisation in Mthwa society only in the isligio-ritual do

main of ancestor religion. Mthwa soci tty grew, and continues to grow, out of 

th., dynamics inherent in the life, o f  each individual homestead and its life-

.
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of each individual homestead yields, among other things, kinship 'as ag

nation and affinity) as a by-product.

Since kinship is ubiquitous, the wive; who sit "in the house" are not com

plete strangers - a (classificatory) father or brother, mother or sister, 

will most likely be present among the people "along the wall." Clear-cut 

analytical grouping of men Ver-sua women, kinsmen Versus non-kinsmen, seniors 

Versus juniors is an oversimplification. Such terms do not reflect the 

shifting social reality in Caguba and in Mthva as a whole: in one situation 

a woman is a subordinate daughter, in another she is a widow wielding autho- 

rity in her homestead as a man does in his own; in one situation a man takes 

the seat among his agnates, in another he must accomodate himself as a "visi

tor;" in one situation a person is a senior, and in the next he is a junior.

It would be an oversimplification to reduce this shifting social reality to 

a "social structure" of Mthwa as a whole.

But, a structure' does emerge as the people gather in a particular homestead: 

now their roles are defined (but see p. 368, n. 5). At this given situation, 

certain people are agnates and appear as such; others are their wives and ap

pear a .uch. But certain other people are "non-kinsmen" now; their way of or

dering relationships among themselves is seniority now. In the must general 

sense we must say that unless it is seen in relation to a homestead, nt per

son's position can be defined in Caguba for the purpose of ongoing social in- 

' erection. As the beer is passed on from person to person, crossing the boun

daries of sex, kinship and seniority - in the way they are relevant in the 

gi-'en situation - the unity (ubunye) of the Mthwa world appears as Caguba's 
live ! reality.

1-1 the context oi this hie >t nimc lived reality, there are, then, "rt ul" 

agnate? , affine* and non-kinsmen; in this given situation, these eategori, ,
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of people are as real as the beer which they drink ceremonially - but all 

these categories are irrelevant when a homestead head goes out and orga

nises an action-set for getting some work done for his household. There 

are real agnates, affines and non-kinsmen when a discrete cult grouo 

gathers for an ancestral lineage feast and for the ritual court trial of 

informing the authorities ' - but all these categories are irrelevant 

when the men settle down and adjudicate Mthwa law. The world appears, to 

the Cagubans, first as a homestead, and second as the chiefdom of Mthwa. 

Thus the world is built along a single axis which is socio-political: the 

Mthwa world connects its smallest unit and its totality, homestead and 

chiefdom directly. The homestead, however, is built along a second axis 

Which is socio-religious; here, Mthwa world connects any (single) home

stead and the universe. From the perspective of the homestead, it is pos

sible situationally to account for diverging categories of people in Mthwa 

society; and from the same perspective it is possible to see Mthwa writ 

large in the totality of the chiefdom and the universe. The homestead me

diate* between diversity and unity and accounts for both.

Postscript.

i.n this last section, what must remain an ambiguity in my handling of this 

dissertation has become evident: a shifting definition of agnates and af- 

mes. of kinsmen and non-kinsmen, within the context of social interaction 

is an ongoing event. Yet, ambiguity characterises social life in Cagubc to 

:1 arSt‘ extent. In mention the major points once more: mat-associations 

are determined by voluntariness as well as a "dominant clan-section" (a 

p. 11); agnatreally defined authority i segmental as well «« inc
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(see p. 80); the inheritance system is enve!.:oed in the complexity of 

ettling-out and the difference between ownership and trusteeship (see 

p. 39); ancestors are human and superhuman (see p. 328); the homestead 

accounts for diversity and unity. This problem of social ambiguity is 

th challenging and disturbing. It is challenging because learning how 

a society or a group of people cope with such ambiguity makes it possi

ble to learn what social life is about. Man cannot live for long with 

such ambiguities, he is bound to resolve them. For example, even if a mat- 

association is determined by voluntariness as well as a dominant clan-sec- 

lion, a homestead head must "make up his mind" when choosing a particular 

association: will he make use of his freedom of choice or will he find 

himself bound by some (by him assumed) kinship duty? Or, a devoted Chris

tian must decide for himself whether he will accept his ancestors as mere

ly human who are worthy of reverence, or as divinities who must be wor

shipped in a (semi-)public cult? But, what may appear to one participant 

n a given social situation as the resolution of an ambiguity, may con

stitute, for a second participant, just another ambiguity, which, of course, 

equires its own resolv ion... Social life becomes a process of manipulat

ing states of affairs in accordance with the individual's perception of the 

sociii situation as ambiguous or unequivocal. As for the Cagubans, they are 

casters in defining and re-defining social situations in the course of their 

dai’y lives. This dissertation provides but a dim reflection of their maste- 

■y, partly because it has not been ray concern here to describe and analyse 

iow participants define social situations.

i’his problem of social ambiguity has been a disturbing factor in the writing 

of this dissertation. My theme of "Authority Structure and Homestead in a 

Mpondo Village" has been presented explicitly within the tradition of social 

anthropology for which the concept of a "social structure" is centril. Ye.,



this paradigm of a structure" tends to rely on terms which are concev— 

.uci i.y fixea, it cannot really handle social ambiguity. In other words, 

the istur bing problem of social ambiguity is inherent in this disserta- 

tion. It could not be dealt with directly, being outside the scope of the 

present study, and requiring the presentation if different types of data 

and a different type of analysis altogether. I have therefore by-passed 

the problem by changing the perspective from an institutional to a pro- 

cessual one.

A further study, then, is needed on iov Cagubans construct their social 

reality in the course of their interaction with one another. Their mastery 

and skill, when they determine in the ongoing situation what a person 

ought to do now, remains to be shown. What is clear at the end of this 

study, is that the centta 1 image of the homestead is more than an abstract, 

analytical category. It is, on the basis of the evidence presented here, a 

universe of meaning.

.

(1) The economic aspect of becr-making has been discussed in a number of 
publications. Hellmann (1934) describes the significance of beer-drink
ing as leisure entertainment in urban life and significance as a form 
of subsidiary cash incotr Saul (1981) shows the effect of beer-making 
from sorghum on farming and grain transactions in Upper Volta.

(2) The dictionary translation of urmtwana is "child." This is a very spe
cific meaning. UrmtWana is the diminutive form of urmtu which denotes
a socially mature person and, in a more restricted sense, a man who has 
the socially required personality of sitting in the court (see p. 131). 
ihus urmtu denotes a senior, a person who wields authority. UrmtWana 
is the diminutive form of that semantic field; in short urmtwana denotes 
junior person with respect to everything represented by a senicr, it de
notes the person who owes obedience. The "child" (in the sense of a mem
ber of the filial generation) is the radical (specific) type of junior.

(3) ’.his precedence of age over generation defines the ritual elder.
See p. 289.

(4) What kind of social norms they are - moral, legal, procedural (etiqu- tte) 
“
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if not wrong. The moral sphere is categoric(I* reflective, while the 
social sphere - on the level of the actor (which is the participant- 
observer's concern) - is categorialU non-reflective. The actor has 
an awareness of the ongoing situation, but (in the strict sense of the 
word) he does not reflect. Certainly, the reflective and the non-re- 
flective social spheres are related to each other (morality is for ac- 
tii_n and interaction), but a discussion of how these spheres are re
lated is a topic wholly beyond the scope of the present dissertation.

■.̂) Kuper (1980:18) writes that "the symbolical importance of homestead
layout is naturally recognised, and consequently open to manipulation." 
What Kuper has in mind is the physical layout which, for example, a 
diviner may reverse in order to express the presence of the ancestors.
Yet another type of manipulation is possible. It occurs when a person 
accepts the actual physical order of the arrangement in the main-house, 
but claims a place which has been or may be taken by somebody else. 
Claiming a place is claiming a place of status, respect and authority 
in Caguba. It is not the physical layout that is manipulated but the so
cial arrangement between the participants which it is supposed to ex
press. Put differently, the actual seating order at a given feast is not 
a statement about Mthwa social norms but about an aa hoc arrangement of 
how (certain) Cagubans relate to one another at a given feast, or else 
challenge each other.

(6) A role vc-y i, imilar to that of the master-of-ceremonies has been recorded 
for the Mpondomise (Hammond-Tooke 1963:306) where he is called in.joli 
(from ukujola, "to give out").

( / )  “.naantsi, is the locative case of an obsolete noun inzar.tsi (see Doke- 
Vilakazi 1964:191). The pun which the speaker made suggests that folk- 
etymology correctly relates this place adverb to the nominalised adverb 
CtDajpnar.-sv. Following Doke-Vilakazi (1964:646), there is a proto-Bantu 
noun underlying tnzantsi meaning "country." Thus the man's reply con
firms these various pieces of linguistic evidence: "The man sitting next
to the door should see 'those in the country down below'."

(8) The general practice today is to bury persons facing east. But some el
ders among my informants queried this as the traditional method. The 
corpse should face west, according to these elders, so that the dead 
man can "watch over the affairs of his homestead." This alternative me
thod of burying would still coincide with the general direction of the 
uf the homestead and of the main-house in particular. Furthermore, some 
of my informants we re reluctant to draw a cosmic conclusion from the ge
neral eastern direction of the homestead. For them, the relationship to 
the grave was sufficient explanation.
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Appendix 1.

M«"p N’o 1. Mthweni, the Ncnmane chiefdom, 
ca 1350, and the admit. rative area of 
Caguba, 1980.

1) Tne map indicates the boundaries of the chiefdom after Fono had 
withdrawn from Luthengele atd Ntsimbini.

(2) Furthermore the map shows movements of certain other major groups 
which may have been little chiefdoms at one stage.

(3) The material is presented here as I collected it from oral histo
rians in Caguba. Little cross-examination of the material took 
place. Therefore the map must be accepted with reservations from 
a strictly historical point of view.



dp Mo if.. iv ay of Cagub
ti< rrea of Ca

ul.-' , i.980.

onger exist, the map - ws
■ '1 -/ ectlemenv. parterr of Caguba which has evolved

,

h.: • h< Great Place of Fono (indicated as homestead 
a he centre of the tri-angle) was surrounded by a circle 

hamlets -ith up o about 15 homesteads in each hamlet. The hamlets 
ounced an area of open space which allowed for relative!’ iso- 

tad .oraesteads. These scattered homesteads belonged mostly to the
.

-mestead settlement patterns which accounted for an effect’ve con
trol over the land.

oui nifiijvanf s time (ca 1880), the area in the centre of the hamlets 
egins to be more densely populated. By the turn of the ■ ruur” the 
mpac !1age-type of settlement is clearly observa’ le.

;h -hat litation scheme became effective (late 195C s) the re- 
aining homesteads of the hamlets were removi ! and wer ■. resettled 
' the area of today’s four wards of Caguba village. The resettlement 
iparated homesteads from one another in order to be regrouped ac- 
■ding to clan-membership of the various homestead heads. The result 

,|<l! ' a streager appearance of agnatic groupings in mouern 
■ ht have been the case several decades ago.
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Appendix A.

Extract from a conversation which took place 
during a beer ritual of "informing the autho
rities."

A THE AFFLICTED PERSON'S NEGLECT FOR THE RITUAL.

S i S S f l i F
towards them.) 

ahead.)

ranees coincide.)

Ritual elder: Naba aenilikkulu... (incomplete sentence)

Even if you are a hundred (maternal kinsmen)...

Zccnge ndiliv' e h  bhehue*

I never tasted from this tin-can (of ritual beer'

Kuthua livhel’ utyvala.
Some people argue that the beer 'i.e. the ritual) is d_ad.

Hayi Alingeke eli.

No It should never happen.

Hayi, ztxnge, zange ndilibone.

No, never ever did I see it (the ritual at this place).

Alipheli.
(The beer, i.e. the ancestor ritual) isn't finished (dead).

Liphela nje nguue lc venzayo.
It dies only if you permit (it's death) to take place.

Eke! le!

Precisely! That (is tl point)!

Ukukreqya ngol' hlobo.

Apostasy (happens) in that manner.

Senior Woman: Ewe, uimt' okreqa kak ’hie ngc''<req' emzin 'ahe.
Correct, the precise apostate is the man who deserts from

Diviner:

Elder:

Senior Woman: 

Diviner: 

Junior Man: 

Diviner:
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*

Elder! Sayi, lingaiagqibanga abantu.
Well (this is so, because) the beer (i.e. the ritu-l) did not 
kill the people (in the first place).

Ritual Elder: Eli leeibaya UpheliU?
This (ritual which is performed at) the cattle byre, should it 
Katro Koaan decreed dead? No. far from rt.

PASSING THE VERDICT: A COLD-HEARTED MAN.

Ritual Elder: ndit&ath' u'tM kcbt' angrcd' aWfiac' bakkuZw.
Well, I mean to say that he (the person who drank at that mo
ment) should not fini.h (the beer) off completely.

xa kuyintwana 'theLe pha' (incomplete sentence)

if it is only a little quantity which (we) pour there (in the
byre, it will be sufficient).

set' utyval’ obu. 
drink the beer.

ngabantu bonke --
 by all the people —

intwana (incomplete) 
a little drop

Junior Man i — — kung'~'':o mcnc.

^there should be no er vy

Ritual Elder: 'set' utyval ’ o f  lapha.

Drink this beer here.

Junior Man : Ungaphezi!
(But) don't finish (it off)'.

: Hntenay1
If it is only enough to make the report.

Diviner : Siyathetha.
We are having a court case.

Ritual Elder: Dve, siyaxela ngesiny’ isici.
Correct, we are informing (the ancestral authorities) about 
a cold-hearted person.
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R e f e r e n c e s .

A. Inv.jrv •'■"US.

Only those interviews « .  listed here which have been <r»«d directly in 
the course of this dissertation. There are about 220 tapes at my disposal 
containing more than 300 hours of recordings most of which are recordings

Bhabhalaza 10-5-78 Tape 83

Rhabhalaza 13-5-78 Tape 87

Bhabhalaza 21-7-79 Tapes 160-1

Bhabhalaza 31-3-81 Tapes 171-2

Calvin 11-6-78 Tape 121

Calvin 28-3-81 Tape

MaGingqi 7-4-81 Tape 180

MaKazela 6-4-81 Tape 180
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Mp’iutswana 2-4-81 Tape 174
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Nyobela 15-4-81 Tape 190

Polishi 10-2-78 Tape 27
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