
Xhosa Beer Drinking Rituals





Xhosa Beer Drinking Rituals
Power, Pra cti ce and Perfo rm a n ce in the South Af rican Ru ral Peri p h ery

Patrick A. McAllister
University of Canterbury,

Christchurch, New Zealand

Carolina Academic Press
Durham, North Carolina



Copyright © 2006
Patrick A. McAllister
All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McAllister, P. A.
Xhosa beer drinking rituals : power, practice, and performance in the

South African rural periphery / by Patrick A. McAllister.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0-89089-021-8 
1. Xhosa (African people)--Alcohol use. 2. Xhosa (African people)--Rites

and ceremonies. 3. Beer--Social aspects--South Africa. 4. Drinking customs--
South Africa. 5. South Africa--Social life and customs. I. Title.

DT1768.X57M35 2005 
305.896'3985--dc22 

2005012709 

Carolina Academic Press
700 Kent Street

Durham, North Carolina 27701
Telephone (919) 489-7486

Fax (919) 493-5668
www.cap-press.com

Printed in the United States of America



For Kerry Anne and Brendan





Contents

List of Illustrations xi

Preface and Acknowledgments xiii

Series Editors’ Preface xv

1 Introduction 3
Why beer drinking rituals? 5
Fieldwork in Shixini 7
About this book 12
Endnotes 17

2 Beer, Colonialism and Social Change in Southern Africa 19
Beer in southern Africa: An overview 20
‘Nocturnal jollifications’: Beer among Xhosa speakers, 1800–1950 25
Agrarian change and the development of co-operative work 31
Endnotes 41

3 Power, Practice and Performance—A Theoretical Orientation 43
Bourdieu—habitus, capital and field 45
The struggle for labour 49
Red and School Xhosa 51
The anthropology of performance 67
Endnotes 80

4 Characteristics of the Rural Field 81
Physical features and settlement  84
Migrant labour and agriculture 89
Land and livestock 91
Co-operative work 95
Endnotes 103

vii



5 Ritual Beer Drinking, Other Drinks and Other Rituals 107
Beer drinking rituals—a distinctive genre? 111
Types of beer drinks  117
Endnotes 121

6 Going to War: Rituals of Labour Migration 123
Departure and return 124
The umsindleko beer drink 127
Ndabanduna and Ndlebezendja 129
Umsindleko for young men and unsuccessful migrants 136
Oratory and the performance of umsindleko 146
Endnotes 150

7 Snakes, Blood, Money and Migration 153
An old custom of Hintsa’s? 153
Relations of production and ritual change 157
Danger in the margins 161
Habitus, change and performance 163
Endnotes 167

8 Brewing, Beer Talk, Preparations and Preliminaries 169
A beer drinking register 170
Brewing and preliminary beer distribution 173

(i) Umlumiso 175
(ii) Intluzelo 175

Endnotes 179

9 Space and the Social Order 181
Structuralist approaches—a critique 184
Domestic space and territorial organization 189
Individual and community 195
Endnotes 199

10 Beer Distribution and Consumption 201
Beer prestations (iminono) 202
The injoli —master of ceremonies 205
Customary allocations (amasiko) 207

(i) Iimvuko (awakening) 208
(ii) The sub-headman’s beaker 210

viii Contents



(iii) Intluzelo and isikhonkwane 211
(iv) Umcakulo (the first dip) 211

Intselo—the main drink 211
(i) Ukugabu (to allocate by numbers) 211
(ii) Ukulawula (to allocate by social groups) 212

Ukurhabulisa—informal sharing 214
Women’s allocation 219
Emptying the pot (ukuqwela) 220
Drinking and the social order 222
Endnotes 224

11 Modification and Improvisation 227
Work party beer 229
Practice, interest and strategy 231
Local history, practice and the meaning of beer 235
Beer for sale 239
Endnotes 242

12 Speech, Practice and Performance 243
Explanation and consensus 246
Constructing harmony 249
Argument and dispute— negotiating meaning  252
Oratory and transformation 258
Endnotes 261

13 Beer Drink Oratory and Social Reproduction 263
Beer for a new homestead 263
Thwalingubo’s ntwana nje beer drink  265
Public reflexivity and the rural Xhosa habitus 272
Endnotes 279

14 Power and Gender 281
Patriarchy and the widow’s fate 281
Nowinile and Nosajini 285

(i) Nowinile 285
(ii) Nosajini  289

Performance, power and the homestead 290
Endnotes 297

Contents ix



15 Conclusion 299
The problem of ‘misrecognition’ 303
The morality of beer drinking 306

Appendix 1 Brewing Beer (Ukusila) 309

Appendix 2 Mbambaza’s Addresses to Nowinile and Nosajini 315

Endnotes 323

References 325

Index 343

x Contents



List of Illustrations

Maps
1. South Africa—Provinces 4
2. Eastern Cape Province 4
3. Shixini sub-wards and Folokhwe sub-ward sections 82

Tables
1. Distribution of iminono gifts 203

Figures
1. Spatial dimensions of a Xhosa homestead 190
2. Allocation of seating places within Folokhwe sub-ward 193

Illustrations
1. Shixini women with pipes 83
2. Homesteads 86
3. Homestead with byres and gardens 87
4. Storing maize 93
5. Harvesting 94
6. Work party 97
7. Drinking beer 109
8. Speaker at beer drink 147
9. Grinding maize for beer 174

10. Division of beer into portions 178
11. Men in hut 182
12. Women in hut 182
13. Drinking outside 192
14. Women outside near woodpile 198
15. Distribution to men’s groups 207
16. Calling others to drink 215
17. Women called in to drink 218
18. Workers drinking in a field 231
19. Listening to an announcement 247

xi





Preface and Acknowledgments

The material in this book is based on many hours spent at beer dri n k i n g
and other rituals in Shixini, an administrative area in the coastal part of Wil-
l ow vale (Gatyana) distri ct in So uth Af ri c a’s Eastern Provi n ce . Wi t h o ut the to l-
erance, generosity and good humour of the people of Shixini this would not
h ave been po s s i bl e . Th ey shared their ti m e , t h eir knowl ed ge and their beer
with me. My particular debt is to the people of Kom k hu lu secti on of Fo l o k hwe
su b - w a rd , wh ere I was based and among wh om I lived as a re s i dent at the
h om e s te ad of No t husile and Mzilikazi Ts h m e s e . To Mzilikazi and No t hu s i l e
( both now de ad ) , t h eir immed i a te family, o t h er kin and nei gh bo u rs , e s pe-
cially Masilingane Tshemese, I am extremely grateful for friendship and hos-
p i t a l i ty. I am also gra teful to Shixini’s ch i ef and head m a n , Ch i ef Ma n dl en ko s i
Du m a l i s i l e , for all owing me to work in the area and for his assistance and hos-
p i t a l i ty. Si m i l a rly, su cce s s ive su b - h e ad m en in Fo l o k hwe su b - w a rd , p a rti c u-
larly Kenedi Balile, facilitated my work there.

Most of my re s e a rch in Shixini was con du cted while I was em p l oyed at
Rhodes University Grahamstown, South Africa, first as a member of the De-
p a rtm ent of An t h ropo l ogy, f rom 1981 to 1990, and later as Di rector of the In-
stitute of Social and Economic Research (ISER), from 1991 to 1996. I would
like to acknowledge the support I received from the Board of Management of
the ISER, and the role played by my former colleagues in the Department of
An t h ropo l ogy, p a rti c u l a rly Mi ch ael Wh i s s on , whose en co u ra gem ent and su p-
port were important in enabling me to maintain my involvement with Shix-
ini people over the years.

Some of the ethnographic material presented in this book has appeared in
other forms, and I am grateful to the following publishers for permission to
use sections of earlier published work: African Studies Centre, Leiden; Insti-
tute of Social and Econ omic Re s e a rch , Rh odes Un ivers i ty; Et h n ol o gy ( Un i-
versity of Pittsburgh); Taylor and Francis (U.K.).
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cil of So uth Af ri c a , the Council of Rh odes Un ivers i ty, the So uth Af rican Co u n-
cil for Scien ti fic and In du s trial Re s e a rch , the An glo Am erican and De Beers
Ch a i rm a n’s Fu n d , and the De a gra ri a n i z a ti on and Ru ral Employm ent Pro-
gramme of the African Studies Centre, Leiden. A number of Xhosa-speaking
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F i n a lly, I would like to thank the ed i tors of this seri e s , An d rew Stra t h ern
and Pamela Stewart, for their careful reading of the manuscript, and for their
helpful comments.
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Series Editors’ Preface

Andrew Strathern and Pamela J. Stewart

Pa tri ck Mc All i s ter ’s stu dy of Xhosa Beer Drinking Ri tuals provi des a link
for our Ritual Studies Monograph Series with a long tradition of detailed and
i n s i gh tful work on Af rican themes that ch a racteri zed Bri tish social anthro-
pology in the post World War II context. While much of this work was done
in the synch ronic analytical mode of the mid-twen ti eth cen tu ry, a vi goro u s
trad i ti on of h i s tori c a lly inform ed work grew out of the app l i ed studies con-
du cted thro u gh the Rh ode s - L ivi n gs tone In s ti tute in Nort h ern Rh odesia (Za m-
bia) and by other anthropo l ogists coming from , or working in, So ut h ern
Africa in general (See Schumaker 2001 for a history). McAllister’s own work
grew out of the earlier ethnographic work among the Xhosa people by Philip
Mayer. As McAllister explains, it was Philip Mayer who first suggested to him
the ‘location’ of Shixini in Willowvale District among the people historically
known as the ‘Red Xhosa’, i.e., those who had maintained a mode of life that
t h ey them s elves con s i dered to be ‘trad i ti on a l ’, by con trast with the ‘S ch oo l
Xhosa’ who had embraced an urban and ‘modernizing’ strategy.

Philip Mayer establ i s h ed this con trast in the et h n ogra phic litera tu re wi t h
his study of Townsmen or Tribesmen, published in 1961. The contrast became
classic, expressing the dilemmas, struggles, and divisions in many areas sub-
jected to the imperatives and opportunities of colonial and post-colonial ex-
istence (see, for example, Brookfield 1973; Brown 1995, both on the Chimbu
[ Si m bu] people of Hi ghlands Papua New Gu i n e a ) . John Com a rof f and Je a n
Com a rof f (1992) have apt ly du bbed the com promise social con fig u ra ti ons that
arise out of such struggles as ‘neo-traditional’. It is just such a neo-traditional
context that McAllister has deftly explained in the present book, pointing out
that categories su ch as ‘trad i ti on a l i s t’ and ‘m odern i z i n g’ should not be over-
e s s en ti a l i zed as repre s en t a ti ons of re a l i ty, but should ra t h er be rega rded as in-
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tertwined nuances or tendencies in the fabric of social processes (see Strath-
ern and Stew a rt 2004 for another discussion of these topics as vi ewed from
ethnographic materials on Papua New Guinea).1

With this pers pective Mc All i s ter su cceeds in updating Philip Mayer ’s ear-
lier work, both in empirical and in theoretical terms. The Xhosa with whom
McAllister worked have been engaged in the kind of delicate and sometimes
fragile balancing act that encompasses the lives of many people incorporated
i n to the capitalist worl d : trying to gain what ben efits they can while tryi n g
also not to pay too high a cost for those benefits. Their lives become simulta-
neously ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’; but these two categories are still in many
ways cognitively opposed and must be kept separate in people’s perceptions.
The ri tual beer drinks accomplish this sep a ra ti on and med i a ti on of oppo s i te s .

Mc All i s ter ’s stu dy shows in fin e - gra i n ed detail the work i n g - o ut of a neo -
traditional texture of local life in a social formation characterized by the pre-
dominant practice of labor migration, a pattern earlier set in hand by the ex-
i gencies of co l onial demands for labor in So uth Af ri c a , co u n terb a l a n ced
against the Xhosa drive to maintain their own forms of social life and values.
The result of these contradictory forces is their mediation through ritual: the
rituals of departure and return for the mostly young and male migrants who
leave Shixini for work elsewhere and who are reminded on their departure of
the expectation that they will work hard and return later, and on their return
are greeted and formally reintegrated back into their local area. Both depar-
ture and return are ‘rites of transition’, in which the migrant is seen as exiting
from one social world and entering into another. (In similar contexts of mi-
grant work in Papua New Guinea we have termed these transitional processes
or movements ‘trans-placements’, see Stewart and Strathern 2004a.) 

The rituals that are detailed here punctuate this process, stressing the nor-
mative view that the migrant’s own community of origin is the really impor-
tant social con tex t ; and the ri tuals of beer drinking perform ed for a retu rn i n g
m i grant em ph a s i ze aspects of ra n k , eti qu et te , preceden ce , and placem en t
within a gendered social universe, acting as a mnemonic ‘refresher course’ on
what life in the settlement is about. The ‘calling out’ to recipients to accept a
drink parallels the actions at pig-killing festivals in the Pangia area of Papua
New Guinea at wh i ch the kill er of a pig distri butes its part s , l o u dly calling out
to kinsfolk and partners, and runs to each recipient in turn, speeding across
the communal ceremonial ground to deliver an individual gift (Strathern and
Stewart 2000a). The gift is individual; but the context is communal and pub-
lic, and there are always interested spectators.
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While ri tuals act to parti a lly stabi l i ze and ref rame the processes of s oc i a l
action and events in general, McAllister’s focus on ritual does not mean that
he simply anchors his account in the idea of continuity. Far from it. The rit-
uals he discusses are themselves evidence of historical changes and further af-
fect the pathways of such changes. McAllister’s theoretical concerns lead him
to rel a te beer drinking to its historical tra n s form a ti ons and to del i n e a te a shift
f rom a kin and family based sys tem of a gri c u l tu ral work to an em phasis on
the wider neighborhood as a source of help with ploughing and other tasks.
This shift, i t s el f c a u s ed by labor migra ti on , is made cen tral to Mc All i s ter ’s
a n a lys i s : beer drinking occ a s i ons re a f f i rm the import a n ce of n ei gh borh ood
ties and therefore help to maintain co - opera ti on ac ross kin and household di-
vides.

At the same time, we may note that senior kin are pivotal in these rituals:
for example the rel a ti onship bet ween a father and his sons is of ten high l i gh ted .
Sibling relations are also at work: the initiator of a ‘beer drink’ for a returnee
may be a younger brother as well as a father; or it may also be a wife. Women
in any case carry out the work of brewing the beer. Son s - i n - l aw and affin e s
a re favored in the distri buti on , and on the occ a s i ons them s elves close kin usu-
a lly speak firs t . Wh i l e , t h erefore , beer drinks em ph a s i ze the nei gh borh ood ,
t h ey do not deny or obl i tera te kin ties but incorpora te these into a wi der em er-
gent structure of relations.

Mc All i s ter caref u lly explains the con text of beer drinking in gen eral amon g
the people he worked with. Women brew the beer and their labor in doing so
is essential to the ritual use of beer, even though on many (but, significantly,
not all) occasions men appropriate control of it for distribution. Its alcoholic
content is not high, and it is regarded as a form of nourishment rather than
primarily as a means of intoxication. It is domesticated, belonging to the lo-
c a l i ty as one of the loc a l i ty ’s produ ct s , and it is therefore su i t a ble for com-
municating and embodying aspects of local ‘morality’. All this must surely be
in con trast with the con texts in wh i ch migrants con sume alcohol in the town s
where they go to work.

In the Papua New Guinea Hi ghlands there was in the pre - co l onial past
( pri or to the 1930s) no trad i ti on of brewing hom e - m ade alco h o l . Con s e-
quently when alcohol consumption was permitted from the 1960s onward by
the Co l onial Au s tralian Ad m i n i s tra ti on , the re sults were deva s t a ti n g, with ex-
cessive consumption, aggression, and disorder, only partially muted through
the incorpora ti on of cases of beer into inter- group cerem onial exch a n ge s
(Strathern and Stewart 2000b, see also Strathern and Stewart 2003).
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The situation among the Xhosa (and many other African peoples) is closer
to the place of millet wine in the traditions of the Austronesian-speaking in-
d i genous people in Ta iw a n , wh ere the abi l i ty to drink qu a n ti ties of wine seem s
to have been a part of male ‘initiation’ rituals (nowadays represented in per-
form a n ces as a part of ‘c u l tu ral reviva l ’ m ovem ents (see both Stew a rt and
Strathern 2005, and Strathern and Stewart 2005 on these movements).2 Mil-
l et wine use among these indigenous Ta iwanese groups was, and rem a i n s , a l s o
i m portant in libati ons to the ground and in bl owing to the air for spirits to
partake of during ritual ceremonies.

McAllister mostly stresses the reintegrative social purposes of beer drink-
ing rituals; but an aspect of communication with spirits, as a part of the rein-
tegration itself, is present. He makes this clear when he notes that beer drinks
may be intended to thank or appease ancestors, for example at harvest; or to
en su re good lu ck for a migrant set ting out to work el s ewh ere . The favor of t h e
ancestors was, and is, seen as important for success in all kinds of work. And
wh en Mc All i s ter asked if the beer used in the u m s i n dl e kori tual was for the an-
cestors or the living people, one man told him, with that expressive flair that
is so of ten met with in the con text of su ch discussion s : “I bind them both wi t h
one rope”. The image of the ‘rope’ here is one that translates well into Papua
New Guinea contexts that we are familiar with. In Mount Hagen, for exam-
ple, a ritual to pull back the spirit of a sick person and bring them again into
the world of the living was called min kan karemen, “they straighten the rope
of the spirit”, in the local Melpa language.

Mc All i s ter explains that u m s i n dl e ko is the term for a cerem onial beer dri n k-
ing to welcome back a returning migrant. The term is similar to umhlinzeko,
referring to the earlier custom of the sacrificial killing of an animal (a goat or
ox) for the same kind of occasion, accompanied by an address to the ances-
tors. This sacrifice was a relatively private affair, centering on agnatic kin and
the cattle byre . Um s i n dl e ko a re mu ch larger affairs , reflecting the shift from
extended homesteads centered on kin to smaller extended homesteads linked
in neighborhoods. The ritual change thus reflects a historical change in social
m orph o l ogy, exogen o u s ly indu ced ; while it also rec a ptu res and carries for-
w a rd the fe a tu re of com mu n i c a ti on with ance s tors . This com bi n a ti on of con-
tinuity and change is mirrored at the linguistic level by the similarity between
the terms umhlinzeko and umsindleko, coupled with their differing etymolo-
gi e s , the form er referring to ‘s l a u gh teri n g’, the latter to ‘h aving a narrow es-
cape’ (i.e., from the dangers of leaving home to work elsewhere).

The dangers involved in migration seem to cut two ways. There is first the
d a n ger to the migrant himsel f , that he might fail at his work or su f fer mis-
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fortune. Second, there is the danger that the migrant might be changed, and
bring back ‘a snake’, i.e., a form of witchcraft that could be dangerous to his
own father—a dra m a tic repre s en t a ti on of the po ten ti a l i ty for inter- gen era-
tional conflict resulting from the son’s role as an earner of money and the fa-
t h er ’s aut h ori ty in the home con text (for a recent revi ew of con tem pora ry no-
ti ons of ‘ wi tch c ra f t’ i deas in Af rica see Stew a rt and Stra t h ern 2004b). Beer
drinks dissolve that potentiality for conflict through the medium of ritual ex-
penditure. Since in some ways beer and money are thus opposed, it is easy to
u n derstand why there is ambiva l en ce tow a rd the practi ce of s elling beer for
m on ey. In other social con texts of this kind around the world mon ey itsel f be-
comes dom e s ti c a ted thro u gh its incorpora ti on into cerem onial exch a n ge s ,
such as in Highlands New Guinea (Strathern and Stewart 1999); or money is
u s ed to purchase beer, wh i ch is then used to prom o te social rel a ti on s . (We
were parti c u l a rly stru ck by customs of beer drinking and toa s ting on convivi a l
occ a s i ons in ac ademic circles on a lectu ring trip that we made to Ma i n l a n d
China in October 2004.)

In ad d i ti on to his ri ch et h n ogra phic analys i s , Mc All i s ter provi des impor-
tant theoretical pers pectives on his materi a l s . We men ti on two of these per-
s pectives here . One is his use of perform a n ce theory; the other is practi ce the-
ory. For the first, McAllister’s starting point is Victor Turner’s concept of the
social drama; for the second, Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field.
The social drama is an arena of performance, the making public of versions
of social reality in situations of conflict, supporting, resisting, or subverting
the status qu o. Mc All i s ter points out that Tu rn er ’s approach breaks out of a
f u n cti onalist fra m ework by recognizing ambi g u i ty and uncert a i n ty in out-
comes. Process is the key concept here, since process is not chaotic, but it is
also not over- determ i n ed , and all ows room for the ex pre s s i on of a gen c y.
McAllister brings these ideas interestingly into the same frame of analysis as
Bo u rd i eu’s con cepts by poi n ting out that Tu rn er was essen ti a lly moving to-
ward practice theory. He also stresses, contra some critics of Bourdieu, that
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is flexible and does allow for the consideration
of change.

App lying these synthetic ideas to his et h n ogra phic fin d i n gs , Mc All i s ter goe s
on to stress the performative capacities of rituals to recreate order, not neces-
sarily by denying change, but by embracing it. The beer drinking ceremonies
do this by creating a social context for the reincorporation of migrants back
i n to nei gh borh ood life ; and histori c a lly they have been instru m ental in ch a n ge
t h o u gh the shift from animal sac ri f i ces to com munal con su m pti on of beer.
The com m on el em ent that is pre s erved is the sense of d a n ger. Mi grants are
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said to be going out to war. ‘An a l ogical tra n s fers’ in ri tual con texts are thu s
w ays of m ed i a ting ch a n ge . This useful con cept can be app l i ed also to con tex t s
of religious change such as are involved in religious conversion processes.

Part of the performative work in beer drinking rituals is done by oratory,
and Mc All i s ter provi des intere s ting examples of el oqu ent speeches made on
these occasions. Speakers point out that actions are not enough, and they use
s peeches to ‘explain things properly ’. While the mouth con sumes beer, t h e
most important thing is that it can produce words. And consensus is not au-
tomatic, but negotiated and provisional. Words are also used to contain con-
flict. As one speaker said, “Boys settle things with violence, men with words”.

The Xhosa vi ew here re s on a tes stron gly with the idea of s peech in Hi gh-
lands New Gu i n e a . In the Ha gen are a , for ex a m p l e , in the 1970s, l e aders
would say that people should eat first at feasts, but after this they should talk.
And pre-eminent leaders, known for their dispositions of wealth, would nev-
ertheless stress that their power lay in their creative control over talk (see for
example, Strathern and Stewart 2000b).

Patrick McAllister has certainly exercised a creative control in his absorb-
ing presentation of materials in this book. The book will be of particular in-
terest to sch o l a rs in ri tual stu d i e s , rel i gious stu d i e s , c u l tu ral anthropo l ogy,
African studies, and colonial and post-colonial studies.

March 2005
Pittsburgh, PA, USA

Endnotes
1. Much of our own research work, over many years, has been conducted in Highlands

Papua New Guinea in the Hagen area among the Melpa-speaking people, in Pangia where
the language is Wiru, and in the Duna area where the language is Duna.

2 . Si n ce 2000 we have had an active re s e a rch program in Ta iw a n , retu rning reg u l a rly
for further work.
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