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War, Law, and Ritual in the Zulu Rebellion

In The Maphumulo Uprising, Jeff Guy has crafted a
gripping story of the political machinations, chiefly in-
trigues, and paranoid colonial imaginations that sur-
rounded the remarkable African effort to resist Natal in-
trusions and exactions during the Zulu, or “Bambatha,”
Rebellion of 1906. Guy brings to the project all his con-
siderable expertise in the history of Natal and Zululand,
and he greatly illuminates the story. Yet, as Guy notes,
this monograph is the product of his effort “to go into
the minutiae of events and to dig deeper into the local
records” (p. 268). It reflects a “process of increasingly
specialized research” (p. 268). This specialized detail is
perhaps both the book’s strength and its shortcoming.
While Guy has brought to life, with his usual fiery pas-
sion, the excruciating details of killings and reprisals in
the final days of the rebellion, at times, he has left the
reader wondering about the broader picture.

Guy opens the book with a tantalizing prologue in
which he sets out the players in the tragic story of the
struggle of a Zulu community to combat colonial incur-
sions. It is a graphic tale of the intense violence meted
out by the Natal colony, which, Guy reminds us else-
where, Winston Churchill once called the “hooligan of
empire” for its brutal handling of the rebellion.[1] It is
also a gripping tale of Zulu rituals and spiritual prepara-
tions for defense in war. Guy discusses the cleansing and
strengthening ceremonies performed by izinyanga (doc-
tors, herbalists) and presided over by chiefs of the people
of the Lower Thukela and Maphumulo districts; he covers
their violent, sometimes gruesome, retributions against
Natal soldiers and colonists; and he points to how they,
then, came to be caught in the net of colonial military and
legal power. Guy rightly spends little time on the overall
course of the rebellion. As he notes, the story of the re-
bellion and its aftermath is familiar territory. There are,
after all, a number of detailed contemporary accounts (in-
cluding James Stuart’s A History of the Zulu Rebellion 1906
and of Dinuzulu’s Arrest, Trial and Expatriation [1913])

and much excellent scholarship, beginning with Shula
Marks’s seminal work Reluctant Rebellion (1970) and Ben
Carton’s Blood from Your Children (2000). Most recently,
Guy has published the critically acclaimed Remember-
ing the Rebellion: The Zulu Uprising of 1906 (2007) based
on a series of lectures he conducted at the University of
KwaZulu-Natal’s Killie Campbell Africana Library.[2]

In the brief first chapter, “Conquering Natal,” Guy
provides the broad brushstrokes of the provocations lead-
ing to the rebellion and the conduct of the rebellion.
While this chapter sets the stage for his focused analy-
sis of the Maphumulo Uprising, it does not provide the
reader with the broader framework in which to situate
the fascinating events that unfolded in African society to-
ward the end of the rebellion. It is curious, for example,
given what appears to be a clear element of irredentist
millenarianism in the intent of the purification and forti-
fication rituals and ceremonies, that Guy does not make
some comparison with Jeff Peires’s important work on
the Xhosa cattle killing, The Dead Will Arise (1989). Sim-
ilarly, discussions about the colonial Natal legal frame-
work, which is at the center of the story, could have ben-
efited from reference to Thom McClendon’s work on the
foundations of customary law in Natal in Genders and
Generations Apart (2002). There is, however, much en-
gaging material in the remaining chapters of the book.

In chapter 2, Guy offers, in great detail, the local con-
text for the Maphumulo Uprising. Here, his intimate
knowledge of the region provides the reader with such
a vivid sense of the surrounds—the wagon tracks where
military convoys stirred dust clouds as they passed, the
exact locations of people’s homes, and the contours and
vegetation of the land-that one easily imagines being
there. This sense is enhanced by excellent maps, rendered
in three-dimensional color. Just as Norman Etherington
provided (in his masterful The Great Treks [2001]) a fresh
perspective—a more African perspective—on the impor-
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tance of the local terrain in shaping history, Guy brings
alive the land and people. We can, therefore, better ap-
preciate the stories of the chiefs and people who, in June
1906, faced the crisis of rebellion as it exploded from the
pressures of the colonial context. In this chapter, Guy
fleshes out pressures on the African homesteads in the
area. He also offers new insights into chiefly politics
and the contestations over power among chiefs, izinduna
(headmen), and household heads. In this chapter, he,
moreover, begins to trace carefully the strands of myth-
making by Stuart and others who portrayed Africans in
such a negative light in the colonial imagination, and the
likes of which have been laid bare so clearly in Carolyn
Hamilton’s seminal work, Terrific Majesty (1998).

There are some missing elements here, which could
have enhanced the foregrounding of the rest of the book
and provided signposts to its broader significance. Given
that we are presented with such an intimate portrait of
these local patriarchal political and domestic dynamics,
for example, it would have been helpful to know some-
thing more about how women fit into the story and about
their voices in these circumstances. It would also have
helped to illuminate the broader context in which segre-
gation was worked out in Natal, as well as in Zululand,
if there was more discussion on land tenure for Africans
on white-owned lands and on the relations of chiefs to
white landowners in the Maphumulo district. As Guy
states, the colony of Natal was “acquired by negotiation”
with African patriarchs, not by conquest as in Zululand
(p. 45). The picture that emerges from Maphumulo Upris-
ing is one of intense colonial machinations calculated if
not to precipitate a rebellion led by chiefs on whom the
colonial administration fixed the legal principle of col-
lective responsibility, then to justify at least their brutal
crushing if a rebellion should happen to come along. This
would, at least in the case of Natal proper, seem to be at
odds with the arguments about the negotiated founda-
tions of the colony. The answer to this may lie in the
different and sometimes contending perspectives of the
various blocs in Natal colonial society: white farmers,
large landowners, sugar barons, colonial administrators,
colonial troops, imperial advocates, etc. Although Guy
mentions some of these interests, he could, perhaps, have
provided a clearer picture of the importance of the local
uprising if he disaggregated and more fully analyzed the
component parts of Natal colonial society. Admittedly,
space constraints may not have permitted for this.

In the following chapters, Guy delves deeper into the
events of June 1906 in Maphumulo, and these are perhaps
the most interesting parts of the study. Here, he pro-
vides riveting details of the duplicitous colonial agents

who had already penetrated the rural areas: the stock in-
spectors who doubled as colonial spies and Africans ac-
cused of being co-opted by Natal. In chapters 3 and 4,
we also do get a sense of the broader regional picture.
Guy discusses the rural-urban links of African workers
in Durban and Johannesburg, and the roles of Christian
mission-educated Africans in the rural political economy.
Guy also lays out the developments of the African resis-
tance in Maphumulo, which boiled over into outright as-
saults and murder of local white civilians, such as store-
keepers and colonial troopers and police. There is, more-
over, fascinating material on the culture and perspec-
tives of the average colonist during the rebellion. Guy
notes a chilling link between the brutal suppression of
the uprising and the colonial ethos that disposed whites
to view the whole affair as good sport. He indicates,
for example, that the Castle Beer Company sponsored a
machine gun and the gunnery crew for use in suppress-
ing the rebellion-a remarkable testimony to the dubious
relationship among drink, “sport,” and colonial culture
(p. 89). The outcome of such settler bravado was, as
Guy shows, as devastating as it was relished by a smug
and self-satisfied white population. Over five hundred
Africans were killed in one skirmish that was celebrated
in the colonial press as having an appropriate demoral-
izing effect on the resisters. Much looting and further
violence to Africans and their homesteads followed.

In part 2, Guy turns to the question of colonial law
and the courts. Here, we see the detailed workings of
the Natal system of “justice” and how it was differen-
tially applied to Africans. There is much that lends it-
self to a consideration of the absurd theater of the colo-
nial project and the charade of legitimacy in which offi-
cials sought to cloak it. As Guy reveals the malicious and
capricious ways in which Natal officials treated those ar-
rested in the aftermath of the uprising—the shocking and
ominous cover photograph for the book shows a broken
and emaciated African rebel and victim of the colonial
jails—one cannot but help wonder why Natal even both-
ered with such a thin veneer of due process. Yet, it is
in this analysis that Guy tends to want to create a sense
of, perhaps, greater unity in opposition among Africans
than the realities of social stratification might support.
In some instances, he argues that the chiefs in Maphu-
mulo still commanded great loyalty and respect and so
were unlikely to lose control over their people. However,
there are clear indications that the common people were
driving the resistance in the face of less than enthusiastic
chiefs. Similarly, the colonial state had been successful in
drawing in African police and troops from the region as
it conducted its investigations and arrests. The remain-
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der of part 2 details the conduct of the court cases against
rebels, chiefs, and commoners alike. Here, we get a clear
sense of the disconnect between some chiefs and their
followers, as well as the limits of colonial power. Indeed,
as Guy shows, at least some of what the Natal authori-
ties sought to achieve in punishing through executions
and further subordinating Africans was not achieved.

Finally, in part 3, Guy turns to the relationship among
rebellion, law, colonial power, and African ritual, and
renders bare the realities of “colonial justice” through
his analysis of court records. What he reveals is a com-
pelling and important argument. It was in the interstices
of quotidian local colonial administration that power re-
lations in the system of segregation in Natal were worked
out. As Guy considers the evidence prosecutors brought
before the courts, he shows the dramatic and ultimate
paradox of colonialism and segregation in Natal; no mat-
ter how close the proximity of Africans and whites liv-
ing and working together, most whites were profoundly
conditioned by their racism and cultural arrogance. The
paranoid colonial imagination constructed images and
attributed motives to Africans that were wholly or in
large part simply not supported by what they saw and
experienced. Whites saw all herbalists and diviners as
“witch doctors” dedicated to the destruction and expul-
sion of whites, and all Africans as at once infantilized

manual laborers and murderous traitors to “white civ-
ilization” What the colonialists could not see was the
terrible oppression the system had wrought on African
society, and that the rebellion, as well as the “dangerous
Africans” who participated in it, was of their own mak-
ing.

In the final analysis, Maphumulo Uprising is an ex-
cellent addition to the history of the rebellion. The com-
pelling evidence is brought to life in a masterful way, and
Guy brings home clearly the message of bias and oppres-
sion in this part of colonial Natal. Yet, there is also more
to say about what we can learn from this narrowly fo-
cused story and the implications it has for understanding
the broader political economy of segregation and oppres-
sion in South Africa, and such a study from Guy would
be welcome.

Notes
[1]. Jeff Guy, “The Hooligan of the
Empire;, Mail and Guardian October 9 2006

http://www.mg.co.za/articlePage.aspx?area=/insight/insightafrica/&article

[2]. In 2007, this book was a nominee on the long
list for the prestigious Alan Paton Award for nonfiction.
For more information on the lectures and the book, see
the Campbell Collections at http://campbell.ukzn.ac.za/?-
g=taxonomy/term/1221
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