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Ethnicity in Swaziland
Group selection
The kingdom of Swaziland is bordered by South Africa on three
sides and Mozambique on the north. It is named after the Swazi,
the dominant ethnic group in the country (between 77% and 90% of
the population, depending on the source). In addition to the Swazi,
there is a minority of Zulu (between 1% and 10%, depending on the
source) and Europeans (Englishmen and Afrikaner). Although there
is a high level of economic activity in the hands of non-Africans, this
circumstance has not translated into any political activity (3365 , 172;
3366 ). The region has become distinctively Swazi in 1820 when the
Zulu drove the Swazi into it. They then came under British protection and eventually gained independence in 1968. Although Swaziland was granted independence as a constitutional monarchy, the
king took control in 1972 and it has remained a monarchy ever since.
However, the country also has a more modern regulatory framework
and market economy, and a cabinet, appointed by the monarch with
a prime minister at the head, has been put in charge of its administration. Since 1993 there is also limited electoral representation, but
even the new constitution presented in 2006 still prohibits the formation of political parties and labels them as threats to state security
(3367 , 172, 3368 ).
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Power relations
According to the coding rules, ethnicity is not politically relevant.
No ethnic group is discriminated and there is no political party
claiming to represent a certain ethnic group rather than another.
2006-2009: Although various sources state ethnic discrimination
against non-ethnic Swazis (Zulus and White people) who make up
a tiny percentage of the population (see comments on earlier periods) - particularly due to legal dualism within the country (e.g.
3369 ; 3370 ; 3371 ; 3372 ) -, ethnicity is not the crucial factor within the
country’s politics. There are almost no ethnic minorites in the government (3373 ), but the same is true for ethnic Swazis outside a very
restricted elitist circle centered in the royal family. As shown in the
comments on earlier periods, the crucial factor determining access to
political duties is not ethnicity but descent form and closeness to the
royal family.
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Therefore, ethnicity is coded as still not relevant in Swaziland
according to the coding rules.
2010-2013: Swaziland has remained a relatively homogenous country, and ethnicity does not feature in their political process. Hence,
ethnicity continues to be deemed irrelevant to the political structure
in Swaziland. While a few cases of societal discrimination based on
religion have been reported from the rural areas of the country, they
are not reﬂected in the political process of the government.
Governance in Swaziland has come under international scrutiny,
due to massive human rights violations and restrictions on the people’s freedoms that have been imposed by the ruling monarch, who
holds absolute power. Swaziland is on the path to democracy, and
there do exist legislative, executive and judicial wings of the government, but they remain under the control of the ruling King Mswati
III.
The recent elections conducted in 2013 were viewed as the next
step towards establishment of a functioning democracy, which Swaziland is internationally obliged to uphold. Conducted in a peaceful
albeit not entirely credible manner, the elections did not change
the political structure of Swaziland. Low representativeness of the
existing government and its lack of eﬀectiveness or willingness to
implement change, besides the widespread abuse of power that manifests in gross injustices to the people, are crucial issues that the
Swazi people have to contend with.
There has been an upsurge of political tension in Swaziland in
the last few years regarding prevalent injustices of the government
and calls for change. Pro-democracy demonstrations that date as
far back as 2010, are on the rise in Swaziland, and are led predominantly by the banned People’s United Democratic Movement party.
This unrest has been forcibly repressed through measures which involve use of unwarranted force under the purview and direction of
the government. Rampant abuse of human rights, like the use of
excessive force, restrictions on the freedom of speech, press and assembly, and discrimination and exploitation of children and women,
are committed by security forces and representatives of the monarch.
However, neither the injustices nor the demonstrations are ethnically
motivated.

swaziland

1393

epr atlas

Bibliography
[African Elections Database, n.d] African Elections
Database. (n.d). Elections in Swaziland. Retrieved: from
http://africanelections.tripod.com/sz.html
[Amnesty International, 2009] Amnesty International. (2009). Suppression of Terrorism Act Undermines Human Rights in Swaziland. London: Amnesty International Publications.
[Adinkrah, 1990] Adinkrah, K.O. (1990). Folk Law Is The Culprit.
Women’s ’Non-Rights’ In Swaziland. Journal of Legal Pluralism,
30/31, 9-31.
[Commonwealth Observer Mission, 2013] Commonwealth Observer
Mission. (2013). Swaziland National Elections Report.
[Fearon, 2003] Fearon, J.D. (2003). Ethnic and Cultural Diversity by
Country. Journal of Economic Growth, 8(2), 195-222.
[Freedomhouse Country Reports, 2009] Freedomhouse. (2009).
Freedom in the World: Swaziland. Retrieved on 03.05.2010 from:
http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=22&year=2009&country=7710
[Keesing’s Record of World Events, 2000-2013] Keesing’s Record of
World Events. (2000-2013). Vol 59, April 2013; Vol 57, September 2011; Vol 49, March 2003; ; Vol 49, January 2003; Vol 46,
November 2000.
[Levin, 1990] Levin, Richard. (1990). Is This The Swazi Way? State,
Democracy and The Land Question. Transformation, 13, 46-66.
[Levinson, 1998] Levinson, David. (1998): Ethnic Groups Worldwide: A Ready Reference Handbook. Phoenix: Oryx Press.
[Links, 2010] Links. (2010). Swaziland: 37 years after the
king’s decree of April 12, 1973. International Journal
for Socialist Renewal. Retrieved on 10.05.2010 from
http://links.org.au/node/1530
[Modiba, 2008] Modiba, Sam. (2008). Citizenship and discrimination
against ethnic minority groups in SADC. OpenSpace, 3(2), 44-49.
[Motsamai, 2012] Motsamai, D. (2012). Swaziland’s non-party Political system and the 2013 tinkhundla elections. Institute of
Security Studies.

swaziland

1394

epr atlas

[Muswazi and Magagula, 2003] Muswazi, Paiki & Magagula, Rose. (2003). Swazi Culture: An Annotated Bibliography. Retrieved on 07.05.2010 from: http://www.hnet.org/ africa/sources/SwaziBib.html
[Political Instability Task Force, 2010] Political Instability Task
Force (PITF. (2010). Country Report 2010: Swaziland. Retrieved
from: http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/Swaziland2010.pdf
[Polity IV, 2005] Polity IV Country Report. (2005).
Swaziland. Retrieved on 18.07.2007 from:
http://members.aol.com/cspmgm/Swaziland2005.pdf
[Polity IV, 2009] Polity IV. (2009). Polity IV Country Report 2008: Swaziland. Retrieved on 04.05.2010 from:
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/Swaziland2008.pdf
[Potholm, 1972] Potholm, Christian P. (1972). Swaziland: The politics of political modernization. Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press.
[Refworld, n.d.] Refworld. (n.d.). Reports on Human Rights Practices: Swaziland. Retrieved from:
http://www.refworld.org/country„„SWZ„53284a685,0.html
[Simelane, 2009] Simelane, Xolani. (2009). The Role of Traditional
Leaders in a Post-Tinkhundla Swaziland. States in Transition
Observatory (Political Governance Programme).
[United States Government State Department, 2007-2010]
U.S. Department of State. (2007-2010). Country
Reports Swaziland. Retrieved on 03.05.2010 from:
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/

swaziland

1395

1396

epr atlas

Political status of ethnic groups in Swaziland
From 1968 until 2013
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Figure 716: Political status of ethnic
groups in Swaziland during 19682013.

