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The book was written by Pathisa Nyathi in 2001 as a 
handbook to back the Ndebele culture which he had 
realised was being improperly practised. The book was 
written in English but it is entirely about the Ndebele 
society, their culture, philosophy of life and their 
traditional ceremonies which all have religious dimension. 
The book is divided into three parts which are: 
 
. Part 1 – Background Religious Philosophy 
. Part 2 – Royal Ceremonies 
. Part 3 - General Ceremonies 
 
Background religious philosophy 
 
The philosophy of life of the Ndebele people were 
categorised into religious, social, political, economic, and 
education. The book follows the passage of life of an 
Ndebele person from birth to death and even pursues it 
after death.  
 
General ceremonies and royal ceremonies 
 
The ceremonies that were discussed ranged from the 
general ceremonies that focused on the achievements of 
a person like child-birth, puberty, marriage and death 
rites including spirit mediums to royal ceremonies like 
„inxwala‟ festival, the coronation of a king and his burial, 
the rain-making ceremony and the military rites. 

The book goes into detail to explain how each 
ceremony was conducted, at which time of the year, why, 
where and by whom. These questions, when answered, 
help to revive the cultural knowledge of the Ndebele to 
one whose knowledge was getting rusty. It is also 
informative to one who intends to know who these 
Ndebele people are. 
 
The challenges that Nyathi encountered 
 
Nyathi faced a lot of challenges in his work. The major 
challenge being that Ndebele and English are two 
different languages with different cultures, customs and 

traditions altogether, as such translating from Ndebele to 
the exact English word is challenging. It is also to be 
noted that some cultural aspects that take place in one 
language society does not take place in the other. This 
being the case, there is bound to be problems when 
translating cultural terms from Ndebele to English. 
 
Nyathi’s failure 
 
Nyathi often failed to get an English equivalent word for 
some Ndebele terms. For the translation process to be 
successful the translator should search for words in the 
target language to show the true meaning of the source 
language, however, for Nyathi to achieve this, he applied 
various translation procedures to put his message 
across. Upon failing to get some English words to replace 
an Ndebele word, Nyathi throws in such Ndebele word in 
the middle of an English sentence. Some examples of 
such could be seen on the following pages [1]: 
 
Page 57 – Traditional Ndebele women prided themselves 
as having mekezad 
Page 62 - The men giyad and followed the prince 
Page 63 - Mathanjana sprinkled, chela’d the prince 
Page 105 - The skin is a handicap, it must be severed. It 
must be cut then thungwad. 
 
Also, Nyathi could not get the English words for some 
cultural heritage that is practiced solely by the Ndebele, 
as such, he used the Ndebele words as could be seen in 
inxwala, umthontiso, izanuse, izangoma, umbuyiso‟ and 
others that are practised by the Ndebele [1 p149].  

The third challenge that Nyathi faced was losing the 
impact that a given word originally has. For example in 
[p149] he wrote: 
 
„The officiating man is the last to partake of the beer. The 
little beer left, isicakafana, is taken back to the holy of 
holies‟. 
 
It would be generally agreed that „The little beer left‟ does 
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not give a satisfactory idea of what kind of beer is being 
referred to and where it will be left, the actual meaning of 
the beer being referred to is not specific.  
 
Bassnet [2 p31] says: 
 
“Linguistic untranslatability is due to differences in the 
source language and translated language, whereas 
cultural untranslatability is due to the absence in the 
translated language culture of a relevant situation feature 
for the source language text”. 
 
For the above reasons Nyathi came up with some 
translation procedures to counter the problems of 
untranslatability that he encountered. 
 
Nyathi’s applied solutions to the encountered 
challenges 
 
Despite the challenges that Nyathi encountered in writing 
the Ndebele culturally bound words in English, he 
managed to overcome these challenges and used some 
translation procedures to the benefit of the targeted 
readers who are either familiar to the Ndebele culture or 
unfamiliar to it [3]. He overcame the challenges he 
encountered by admitting that there are some degree of 
untranslatability in some cases of the translation process. 
If he had not accepted this fact he would not have 
managed to rendered information from Ndebele to 
English in cases where there is untranslatability. This is in 
line with Bassnet‟s [2 p22] assertion that “the translator 
must accept the untranslatability of the source language 
phrase in the translated language on the linguistic level”. 
Nyathi uses the transliteration strategy where a 
“translator transcribes the source language characters or 
sounds into the target language”, this is according to 
Bayar [4 p67]. What is implied is that this procedure 
refers to the conversion of foreign letters into the letters 
of the target language. This operation usually concerns 
proper names that do not have equivalents in the target 
language. Nyathi resorts to using an English term that is 
close in meaning to the one he is translating. For 
example, in referring to ‘insipho’, he uses the word 
residue [1 p143], yet residue refers to any left- over 
material after the liquid has been drained from it. For 
„ukumekeza’, he refered to it as the bridal dance [1 p111], 
yet any girl present at the wedding even if they are not 
the bridesmaids can be said that ‘bayamekeza’. Nyathi 
examined the English culture and realised that the closely 
related dance to „ukumekeza‟ is the bridal dance. 
„Umthanyelo’, which is the girl who accompanies the 
bride to her new home after the wedding so that she 
keeps her company while adjusting to the new home is 
translated to be the maid [p116] which is not true in the 
actual sense. Here Nyathi looked at the duties of this 
accompanying girl and likened them to that of a domestic 
worker [3]. Halliday [5 p123], asserts that “the translator 
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observes an event in one language, the source language 
and performs a related event in the target language”. By 
so doing Nyathi achieved the sense for sense translation 
where he managed to render or pass information from 
the source language Ndebele to the target language 
which is English [3].  

Transposition is another translation procedure that 
Nyathi resorted to when faced with the problem of 
untranslatability. Ndlovu and Sibanda [3] wrote that 
transposition reflects the grammatical changes that occur 
in translation from source language to target language. 
The grammatical changes can be in the form of a 
situation where a word changes its form and position 
when the target language does not have the equal 
grammatical structure of the source language. 
Transposition offers the translator a plenty of possible 
versions of writing in the target language, for example, 
the source language verb can be shifted into a target 
language empty verb plus noun, the source language 
adverbial phrase becomes an adverb and so on. 
Language form like idioms and proverbs were translated 
by Nyathi to a very simple form that only gives the sense 
to sense meaning of the text. Language form and 
structure were ignored as could be seen below: 
 
Umubi kwabakayihlo 
Inkosi le ngumathand’ ezizweni! 
Inkosi ilolaka 
Hayi le kwabakayihlo! [27] 
 
Were re-written in simple English in the following manner: 
 
You are bad to your kin 
The king likes foreigners 
The king is cheeky 
The king haunts his kin  
 
There is evidence of loss in the language form in the 
translated text; the element of song no longer exists. This 
tactic used by Nyathi agrees with Duff [6 p10] who wrote 
that difference in language structure often requires 
changes in the form and order of words. The form and 
order of words becomes less important and the author 
gets concerned with passing the message from the 
source to the target language.  
 
Nyathi’s successes 
 
Nyathi was successful in showcasing the Ndebele culture 
to people of other cultures as this was his main objective 
in writing the book. It should be noted that cultural 
practices like paying the bridal price, inxwala, umbuyiso, 
ukuthethela and others are not practiced in the English 
culture. By writing about them in the English language the 
author was able to make the Ndebele way of life known 
and thus facilitating for its appreciation by other cultures 
who might not have known it before. Nyathi demonstrated  
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a high level of positive attitude towards the Ndebele 
language. He showed a great liking of it so much that at 
times he gets so unbending that he chooses not to use 
an English alternative even though it will be there and 
choose to stick to the Ndebele one. This he also does so 
that the Ndebele cultural lexicon remains documented 
rather than have a situation where one talks of the 
Ndebele culture but failed to have even one word in the 
Ndebele language in the document, the objective of 
preserving the culture will be lost, the culture will be 
preserved but in a foreign language. In so doing, Nyathi 
ended-up creating a platform where the Ndebele and 
English cultures can be compared side by side. 
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