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A B S T R A C T

Chiefs in Malawi exercise significant authority based on legitimacy derived from the
position’s purportedly deep historical origins. But, does such legitimacy confer
when a new chieftaincy is created from scratch? I address this question within the
context of an ongoing cultural revival of the Lhomwe ethnic group in Malawi,
which has included the appointment of many new Lhomwe chiefs and the creation
of a Lhomwe paramount chieftaincy. Using a combination of in-depth interviews
and original survey data, I explore the political drivers, mechanisms and implica-
tions of the this newly created Lhomwe chieftaincy. I find that its creation was
driven by top-down, elite-led action rather than citizen demands, and that the
newly appointed chiefs enjoy the most support among urban-based backers of the
political party responsible for their appointments. This research contributes to
historical work on the colonial-era creation of chieftaincies, but does so using a
contemporary case of cultural engineering.
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Chieftaincies in Malawi are nominally tied to discrete ethnic communities and
derive at least some of their authority from claims of historical continuity.
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However, one ethnic community in Malawi – the Lhomwe – is distinct in that
their chieftaincy is a very recent creation. Since , there has been a con-
certed, elite-led effort to revive the cultural traditions of the Lhomwe ethnic
community in Malawi (Kayira & Banda ; Kayira et al. ; Lora-
Kayambazinthu ; Robinson ). One of the central achievements of
this cultural revival has been the establishment and expansion of a Lhomwe
chieftaincy. For a variety of historical reasons, discussed in depth herein,
there were very few Lhomwe chiefs above the village level in Malawi prior to
. Since that time, many Lhomwe Traditional Authorities (TAs) and
Senior Chiefs have been identified or appointed, and a new Lhomwe
Paramount Chieftaincy was established in . The goal of this paper is to
describe the process through which the Lhomwe chieftaincy has been created
within the context of the larger Lhomwe cultural revival, and to elucidate its
reception by other chiefs and regular citizens.

To do so, I draw on a variety of data sources and types, most of which are ori-
ginal. First, I fielded two surveys targeted at members of the Lhomwe ethnic
group. The first included face-to-face interviews with , Malawian citizens
in three rural districts of Malawi in October and November ,  (%)
of whom reported their ethnicity as Lhomwe. The second survey captured
responses from , Lhomwe citizens residing in three Malawian cities:
Blantyre, Lilongwe and Zomba. Second, I collected thirty-eight in-depth oral
histories from elderly members of the Lhomwe ethnic group, each from a
different Lhomwe-majority rural locality. Third, I conducted seventeen
interviews with members of the Mulhako wa Alhomwe leadership, politicians
and activists within the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) political party,
and chiefs at all levels in the hierarchy of Malawian chiefs. Data were collected
between  and  in collaboration with the Institute for Public Opinion
Research (IPOR), a non-profit research organisation located in Zomba,
Malawi.
These data reveal that the creation of the Lhomwe chieftaincy was largely a

top-down process, led by political actors like the former president, his close advi-
sors and other members of his party. The mechanisms through which Lhomwe
chiefs emerged were twofold, including chiefs from other ethnic groups claim-
ing a Lhomwe identity after the revival, and the rapid promotion of village-level
Lhomwe chiefs. Qualitative data show that Lhomwe citizens were not demand-
ing Lhomwe chiefs, and they characterise all chiefs, regardless of ethnicity, as
legitimate and worthy of respect. Similarly, public opinion data from just
before the start of the Lhomwe cultural revival suggest that Lhomwes in
Malawi had no different perspectives on chiefs than members of other
Malawian ethnic groups with existing chieftaincies. However, original survey
data show that the newly created Lhomwe chieftaincy is valued by a subset of
Lhomwes, namely those living in urban areas and those who support the DPP
political party. These patterns suggest that this newly created chieftaincy’s
primary function is symbolic, representing the increased status of the
Lhomwe ethnic group.
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T R A D I T I O N A L A U T H O R I T I E S I N A F R I C A

Traditional authorities in Africa – also referred to as traditional leaders, custom-
ary authorities or chiefs – govern sub-national communities based on claims to a
customary, traditional or spiritual right to rule (Reid ; Logan ; Honig
; Neupert-Wentz & Muller-Crepon ). In the typology of authority
developed by Weber (), the legitimacy of traditional authority derives
from the fact that its rules and norms have been inherited from the past. As
such, claims of continuity with the past – which Weber calls the ‘authority of
the eternal yesterday’ – are crucial for traditional authorities to exercise legitim-
ate authority.

It is estimated that over % of the population of sub-Saharan Africa are gov-
erned by traditional institutions (Baldwin &Holzinger ). While there is cer-
tainly variation in the nature and scope of their authority across Africa (Logan
), traditional leaders and their affiliated institutions typically fulfil three
functions. First, they are often the primary authorities relevant to day-to-day
life at the local level, especially in contexts with weak formal government
(Baldwin & Mvukiyehe ; Honig ; Tieleman & Uitermark ). In
such cases, traditional leaders exercise their rights to collect taxes, allocate
resources (especially land), enforce property rights, extract labour, co-ordinate
community collective action and decision-making for the production of public
goods, adjudicate local disputes, manage common pool resources, and maintain
community peace and stability (Logan , ; Acemoglu et al. ;
Holzinger et al. ; Honig , Wilfahrt & Letsa, ). Second, TAs act
as intermediaries between local communities and other actors, including gov-
ernments, political parties and civil society organisations, among others. Their
local embeddedness, accessibility and legitimacy allow them to operate as
both local gatekeepers and community advocates (Lund ; Koelble &
Puma ; Baldwin , , ; Koter ; Logan ; Koter
). Third, TAs serve as symbolic or ceremonial leaders, and are viewed as
being both custodians of cultural traditions and embodiments of group identity
(Van Dijk & Van Rouveroy van Nieuwaal ; Williams ). In this capacity,
they perform sacred rituals and ensure their preservation into the future
(Logan ).
Traditional authorities are able to fulfil these functions largely because of

popular support among their subjects and social norms that induce compliance
with their rule (Baldwin ; Logan ; Chlouba ). While some have
argued that Traditional authorities maintain influence primarily through
their coercive control over valuable resources, their connection to powerful
external actors, or the lack of any alternative authority (e.g. Mamdani ;
Ntsebeza ; Oomen ; Koelble & Puma ), public opinion data
nevertheless demonstrate that traditional leaders are widely trusted, are per-
ceived to care about their subjects and are seen as less corrupt than elected
leaders (Logan , ). Still, the legitimacy of Traditional authorities is
likely to be bolstered by the fact that it is recognised and reinforced by other
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institutions, especially the state (Guyer ; Lund , de Kadt & Larreguy
). The degree to which these various functions are formally recognised
and codified has varied significantly across states (Kyed & Buur ; Honig
) but has generally increased in the last thirty years (Englebert ;
Ubink ; Logan , ; Muriaas ).
Hereditary inheritance is the most common form of selection in traditional

institutions, and individuals serving as traditional authorities tend to rule for
life (Baldwin & Holzinger ; Honig ). But even among systems with
hereditary succession rules, there is still variation across traditional institu-
tions in terms of how pre-determined the selection process is, from strict
rules based on gender and birth order to systems in which a leader can be
selected from among many eligible individuals or families (e.g. Acemoglu
et al. ; Baldwin & Mvukiyehe ; Nathan ). While such hereditary
selection features have been characterised by some as anti-democratic (e.g.,
Ntsebeza ), others have shown that traditional institutions often have
accountability mechanisms built in, including avenues for deposition and
institutional checks provided by councils or assemblies (Logan ;
Baldwin & Holzinger ; Honig ).
However, mechanisms for leadership selection – and the accountability they

allow – tend to be undermined when traditional institutions are manipulated by
external actors. Mamdani () famously argued that colonial co-optation or
replacement of traditional authorities, under the doctrine of indirect rule, gave
rise to de-centralised despots who were no longer responsive to their constitu-
ents. Others have shown similar consequences of state intervention in trad-
itional institutions in the post-colonial period (e.g. Santos ; Chiweza
). Perhaps the most extreme form of external manipulation is the whole-
sale creation of traditional authorities in societies that lacked such indigenous
institutions, a surprisingly common occurrence during the colonial era
(Fortes & Evans-Pritchard ; Hicks ; Afigbo ; Ranger ; Van
Dijk & Van Rouveroy van Nieuwaal ; Honig ). Existing research
shows that such ‘traditional’ institutions imposed from above resulted in elite
capture, intractable succession disputes, worse leadership performance,
weaker responsiveness and the loss of communal resources (Nathan ;
Chlouba ).
This paper contributes to the study of traditional authorities in Africa by

documenting a contemporary case of elite-led invention of a chieftaincy in
Malawi, and the processes through which it was achieved. Through a combin-
ation of original interviews and oral histories, I identify two mechanisms for
chiefly emergence that operate outside the normal practice of hereditary selec-
tion: ethnic switching by existing traditional authorities and the expeditious
promotion of lower-ranking chiefs. Each of these mechanisms attempts to
solve the fundamental challenge of inventing a traditional institution – that
such an invention undermines the legitimacy that is normally conferred
because of traditional continuity. The former mechanism seeks to overcome
a lack of continuity by adjusting the cultural connection (ethnicity) of
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otherwise qualified traditional authorities, while the latter identifies individuals
within the ethnic group (local leaders) who might have filled higher-ranked
chiefly positions in the counterfactual world where a hierarchical chieftaincy
was present.

C H I E F S I N M A L A W I

Malawi is home to numerous ethnolinguistic groups, with the largest groups
being the Chewa, Lhomwe, Yao, Ngoni, Tumbuka, Mang’anja/Nyanja, Sena,
Tonga, Nkhonde and Lambya. Most of these groups had hierarchical structures
of traditional authority in the pre-colonial era, although the strength and extent
of these institutions fluctuated over time (Pike ). During the colonial era,
traditional authorities were formally incorporated into the British colonial state
through the practice of indirect rule (Chiweza ; Kayira & Banda ).
Under this arrangement, native authorities were given formal training, an
annual salary and authority to collect taxes and adjudicate civil cases.
Traditional authorities were also formally recognised by the newly independent
Malawian state through the  Chiefs Act, but their degree of power fluctu-
ated significantly over time in response to the political exigencies of the day
(Chiweza ). With democratisation and de-centralisation in the s,
chiefs’ de jure powers were curtailed while their de facto influence has persisted
or even expanded (Chiweza ; Logan ). Most research suggests that
traditional authorities in Malawi are respected, trusted, accessible and respon-
sive to their communities (Logan ; Chiweza ; Muriaas et al. ).
In terms of structure, traditional authorities in Malawi are organised both ter-

ritorially and hierarchically. Each of the , villages enumerated in the 
census has a local chief, referred to as a village head or village headman (VH).
Villages in close geographic proximity are typically clustered into a group, with
one of the VHs serving as the group village head (GVH) for the cluster. GVHs
fall under the jurisdiction of Traditional Authorities (TA), which rule over a
defined geographic unit, which is also referred to as a TA. As of the last
census in , there were  TAs in Malawi nested within the twenty-eight
rural districts, with each TA overseeing around ninety-three GVHs (sd = )
within their area. TAs can hold one of three ranks – sub-Chief (% of all
TAs in ), Chief (%) or Senior Chief (%) – based on seniority and per-
formance. Finally, there are seven chiefs which hold the highest rank of
Paramount, which is a position associated with a particular ethnic group
rather than a formally demarcated territory (Chiweza ; Cammack et al.
). Traditional leaders at all ranks receive a modest remuneration from
the state and chiefs at the TA rank are formally appointed (and can be
removed) by the Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development or
the president (Chiweza ; Cammack et al. ). However, in practice the
ruling families and traditional power structures determine who serves in these
roles under most circumstances (Chiweza ).
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L H O M W E C U L T U R A L R E V I V A L

The Lhomwe are concentrated in the southern region of Malawi, primarily in
the so-called ‘Lhomwe belt’ districts of Mulanje, Thyolo and Phalombe.
Members of the group originally migrated into present-day Malawi from the
central part of what is now Mozambique in three waves between the
mid-sixteenth and mid-twentieth centuries (Rashid ; Boeder ; White
). Migrants in all three waves settled in the southern region of present-
day Malawi among the groups already residing in the area, mainly the Yao
and the Mang’anja (White ). Their social status upon arrival was lower
than the original inhabitants, as is clear from the derogatory terms sometimes
used for the group: akapolo (slaves) because they were often required to work
in the gardens of the existing chiefs (Bandawe ; Boeder ) or nguru,
a derogatory term derived either from a specific dialect of Lhomwe (Boeder
) or from a Yao word meaning ‘speaker of an unintelligible language’
(Bandawe ). In addition to fleeing political instability and war in
Portuguese East Africa, Lhomwes were also recruited by the Nyasaland colonial
government to work on European estates in southernMalawi to grow tea, coffee,
cotton and tobacco (Boeder ; White ). The colonial government, too,
held relatively negative views on the Lhomwe group – whom they called Anguru
– which were further exacerbated by the low-educational prospects afforded on
commercial estates (Bandawe ; Boeder ). These multiple forces
resulted in a set of stereotypes about Lhomwe, which have persisted to this
day, namely that they are uneducated, heavily involved in witchcraft and
snake-eaters (Kamwendo ).
Lhomwe cultural traditions – including dances, initiation rites and language –

have slowly eroded over time (White ; Kayira & Banda ). In addition to
the shame-induced suppression of Lhomwe cultural traits due to the negative
stereotypes discussed above (Matiki ; Kamwendo ; Kayira & Banda
), the loss of cultural traditions was also a product of assimilation into
the ethnic communities among whom the initial Lhomwe migrants settled
(White ) and the general suppression of languages other than Chichewa
during the first thirty years of Malawian independence (Forster ; Matiki
; Chirwa ).
However, since , there has been a concerted effort to revive the Lhomwe

culture, starting with the creation of an active cultural association called
Mulhako wa Alhomwe (Ntata ; Kayira & Banda ; Lora-
Kayambazinthu , Robinson ). ‘Mulhako’ means ‘door’ in
Chilomwe, and thus the name of the association refers to itself as the gateway
to Lhomwe culture. The Mulhako wa Alhomwe association is headquartered
on a large plot of land in Chonde, Mulanje district, in the heart of the
Lhomwe belt. The motto of the group, prominently displayed on a billboard
outside their headquarters, is ‘Alhomwe, Alhomwe, noophiya!’, which in
Chilomwe means ‘Lhomwes, Lhomwes, we are here!’ The group hosts annual
gatherings at their headquarters every October, in order to showcase and
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celebrate Lhomwe cultural heritage. In addition, Mulhako wa Alhomwe has
established a small cultural museum on the premises and has plans for both
Chilomwe classes and a Chilomwe radio station (Zeze ).
While Mulhako wa Alhomwe adamantly claims that it is non-political, many

see a political aim in its creation (Kayira & Banda ). This is due, at least
in part, to the fact that the founder and first patron of Mulhako wa Alhomwe
was then-president Bingu wa Mutharika. Mutharika was handpicked to
succeed the first president elected under multiparty democracy, Baikili
Muluzi of the United Democratic Front (UDF), after Muluzi lost his bid for a
third term (Dulani ). However, after winning the presidency on the UDF
ticket in , Mutharika left the party in  and created his own party, the
DPP. In , Mutharika easily won re-election with % of the national vote –
the largest presidential vote share in Malawi’s democratic history (Ferree &
Horowitz ). In his second term, however, Mutharika was increasingly seen
as favouring the Lhomwe at the expense of other groups, including both the dis-
proportionate appointment of Lhomwes to his cabinet (Nyasa Times ) and
the channelling of development to the Lhomwe belt (Kayira & Banda ).
Bingu wa Mutharika died in office in , and Joyce Banda, his estranged

vice president, replaced him, despite efforts to install Mutharika’s younger
brother instead (Dionne & Dulani ). In  and , that younger
brother, Peter Mutharika, was elected president, although the  election
was ultimately annulled and Mutharika lost the ‘fresh’ election in . All
three of these elections showed a return to strong regional voting patterns, rem-
iniscent of the first three elections in Malawi’s multiparty era (Dulani & Dionne
). While Peter Mutharika was perceived to be less invested in Mulhako wa
Alhomwe and the Lhomwe cultural revival than his elder brother, even he was
regularly accused of favouring the Lhomwe, a particular manifestation of tribal-
ism referred to colloquially as ‘Mulhakolism’.
Elsewhere, I explore the political logic of this investment in ethnocultural

revival by the Mutharikas, the DPP political party and other prominent
Lhomwe politicians (Robinson ). There, I argue that political elites have
invested in this revival because doing so bears political returns via the increased
ethnic visibility of group members. Ethnopolitical leaders benefit from having
the identity of their group members easily visible to others, because such visibility
ties those individuals’ fate to that of the larger group, engendering a dependable
ethnic base of support. In this article, however, I focus exclusively on a single
aspect of the Lhomwe cultural revival: the creation of a Lhomwe chieftaincy.

I N V E N T I N G A L H O M W E C H I E F T A I N C Y

As part of the larger Lhomwe cultural revival, Lhomwe political elites – including
the president, his advisors and members of the DPP political party – embarked on
the creation of a robust Lhomwe chieftaincy. This section draws primarily on ori-
ginal interviews to better understand why there were few Lhomwe chiefs prior to
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, the process through which the number of Lhomwe chiefs grew, and the
methods of creating a set of ‘traditions’ around this new chieftaincy.

Why so few Lhomwe chiefs?

There was general agreement across respondents that, prior to , there were
very, very few Lhomwe chiefs at the GVH level and virtually none at the TA level
and beyond. For example, one chief told me, ‘We Lhomwes did not have a para-
mount chief, there were no senior chiefs, no TAs, not even sub TAs who were
Lhomwe’ (Group village head //). Another said, ‘all the time back,
Lhomwe chiefs only used to hold the position of village heads and group
village heads, but the TA who was overseeing was either a Mang’anja or a
Yao. You will see that the village is largely consisting of the Lhomwes, but
Lhomwe chiefs were failing to become the TA’ (Senior Chief //).
Across the interviews, I heard two separate narratives to explain why there

were so few Lhomwe chiefs. Lower-ranking chiefs and elderly Lhomwe citizens
typically attributed the dearth of Lhomwe chiefs to the nature and timing of
Lhomwe migration into present-day Malawi. For example, a GVH pointed to
fact that most Lhomwes emigrated from present-day Mozambique into Malawi
under duress, and did not move together as an organised group. He said,
‘when we [the Lhomwes] were coming from Mozambique, we were just
coming as a family while the people from other tribes were coming as a
group’ (Group village head //). He went on to explain that ‘back
then there was war in the Portuguese area (Mozambique)…so when they
were coming from Mozambique, they were running from the war as just a
family…so when they came here [to Malawi] they were just few. But [other
groups] came in large numbers and when they find those few [Lhomwe]
people, they would just select themselves to be chiefs because they were large
in numbers’ (Group village head //).
Relatedly, members of ethnic communities who preceded the Lhomwe in set-

tling in Malawi were seen as having amore legitimate claim to rule.One respond-
ent said, ‘there is noLhomwe chief here, the chiefs are theMang’anjas, the original
inhabitants’ (Oral history //, emphasis added). Others said, ‘Mang’anjas
are the owners of the land’ (Oral history //), ‘Mang’anjas were consid-
ered landowners, [because] they were one of the first groups to settle into
Nyasaland and the rest of the groups found them [already] settled’ (Oral
history //), and ‘the other groups came earlier than us, that is the
simple reason’ (Oral history //). This temporal advantage has persisted
because chiefly successions in Malawi are hereditary. As one respondent
explained, ‘there are a few [Lhomwe chiefs] but the Mang’anjs have a lot.
Chiefs in the past used to predict about their death so they would choose their
successor from their clan so that the chosen successor should be elevated to
the position of the chief. This process is quite repetitive, thus why we have a lot
of Mang’anja TAs’ (Oral history //). This temporal advantage is com-
pounded by the material advantage that other chieftaincies have in their
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control of land – a chief’s ability to allocate and control land is an important
source of their authority.
The higher-ranking chiefs we interviewed, however, instead attributed the

lack of Lhomwe chiefs to colonial discrimination. One respondent said it was
‘because the azungu (white men) government was not recognizing the import-
ance of [Lhomwe] chiefs’ (Traditional Authority //). Another said ‘the
white people could not allow a Lhomwe person in their yard, let alone give
them the position to be the caretaker of the yard’ (Senior Chief //).
Consistent with the secondary literature outlined above, one chief linked colo-
nial discrimination to one of the earliest and most successful uprisings by colo-
nial subjects in Nyasaland:

Back then, we had few Lhomwe chiefs because of John Chilembwe. When
Chilembwe came he was against the barbaric acts of the colonial masters, so he
started mobilizing the people and sensitizing them to the cruelty of the colonial
masters, despite the fact that this was not their country. He mostly used the
Lhomwes from Chiradzulu district, most Lhomwes started following him. That’s
when the colonialists started burning down his church, that’s when they realised
that he meant war. [Those who] went ahead and beheaded Livingstone, those
were Lhomwes. After they beheaded him they brought his head and his wife,
they wanted to taste (rape) his wife. So after they raped the white woman that
time, the white men came and picked her and she explained to them what had hap-
pened …That time they did not know that the Lhomwes were the ones responsible
for it, they just knew it was black people who did it. So they started enquiring as to
who was responsible for this, and when they asked, the Yaos they declined and said
that is was the Lhomwes who did it. The colonial masters started suspecting John
Chilembwe and from that time they started hating us. They had huge farms, but
they did not want to employ Lhomwes but the Yaos. So, because the farms were
large and when they started choosing chiefs, they would pick the foreman who
was a Yao and they were becoming TAs together with the Mang’anja people. That
is why there are few Lhomwes chiefs, because we were not liked by those people.
Because the white people hated us, that is why Lhomwes were not given any position
as the senior chiefs. (Senior Chief //)

Emergence of Lhomwe chiefs

There was also general agreement from everyone I spoke to that the number of
Lhomwe chiefs had increased markedly in recent years. For example, one GVH
said ‘back then there were fewer Lhomwe chiefs right? But right now, Lhomwe
chiefs have increased in number’ (Group village head //). A Senior
Chief similarly stated, ‘yes Lhomwe chiefs are now being encouraged’ (Senior
Chief //).
In theory, chieftaincies in Malawi are an ‘institutionalised form of traditional

rule with the cardinal characteristics of prescribed kinship and lineage succes-
sion to office’ (Chiweza : ), with legitimacy rooted in continuity with
the pre-colonial period. But, given the low supply of Lhomwe chiefs for the
reasons outlined above, the rapid creation of a Lhomwe chieftaincy required
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shortcuts. Interviews revealed two mechanisms, both linked to the larger cul-
tural revival, through which Lhomwe chiefs emerged: non-Lhomwe chiefs
claiming Lhomwe heritage and the rapid promotion of chiefs outside of
normal protocol.
The first mechanism focused on ‘hidden’ Lhomwe chiefs. For example, when

asked why there were so few Lhomwe chiefs in the past, one TA explained that
‘it was because people were not open…they were shy’ (Traditional authority /
/), while another said more directly ‘it’s because we have come out from
where we have been hiding’ (Group village head //). Another trad-
itional leader echoed the same explanation, saying, ‘most of these [Lhomwe]
chiefs were there, but they chose to be silent and hide themselves…It is
because they were so ashamed, and now we are free to realise that our tribe is
well known, and everyone has realised the goodness and success of the tribe.
Lhomwe are many and some still are hiding their identity’ (Traditional author-
ity //).
This emergence from hiding by ‘Lhomwe’ chiefs was attributed directly to

Mulhako wa Alhomwe, its patron Bingu wa Mutharika and the cultural
revival they spurred. A TA explained, ‘most of them were hiding but now
they have come out. Muhlkho wants to differentiate the Lhomwe and
other tribes from their cultures. Like here most of the chiefs were thought
of as Mang’anja, while they were really Lhomwe’ (Traditional authority
//). A Lhomwe VH confirmed, ‘there were few Lhomwe chiefs back
then [because] us Lhomwes were looked down upon, but now we are free
because of the late Bingu, that’s why we are in the open now. If we
can count the number of Lhomwe chiefs, now we are many’ (Village head
//).
One of the TAs we interviewed claimed to be a ‘hidden Lhomwe’. While my

understanding prior to the interview was that the chieftaincy was held by a Yao
clan, upon arrival at the chief’s home, we found her dressed from head to toe in
MulhakowaAlhomwe cloth, only worn by Lhomwes.When I asked about this, the
chief replied, ‘yes, this is a Yao chieftaincy from my mother’s side. But I am well
known by my father’s tribe, the Lhomwe’ (Traditional authority //).
Later, the chief again referred to her own situation in the discussion of ethnic
switching, saying:

Even me, some chiefs were saying that I am Yao and not Lhomwe. They talk about
this in my face. I remember the former president, Joyce Banda, once shouted at me
saying asking why I stay among the Lhomwe when I am a Yao. She asked me why I
interact with Nguru [Lhomwe] people when am not one of them. I just asked her
‘Have you forgotten who [TA’s father’s name] is?’ But she did not reply. My
father, [TA’s father’s name] is Lhomwe, so I took after him as a Lhomwe.
(Traditional authority //)

This was a particularly interesting claim, given that both the Lhomwe and the
Yao practice matrilineal kinship, meaning that a mother’s ethnicity rather
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than a father’s is passed on to children in mixed marriages (Dulani et al. ;
Robinson & Gottlieb ).
When I mentioned this nominally Yao chief’s claim to Lhomwe identity,

another of my respondents was surprised. But, they followed up by saying,
‘you see, you can’t just automatically dispute that, it may well be that there is
still a little Lhomwe heritage back somewhere’ (Mulhako leader //).
This expansion of the Lhomwe chieftaincy through the unveiling of ‘hidden
Lhomwes’ is consistent with a larger strategy of expanding the definition of
who belongs to the group. The Lhomwe ethnic association, Mulhako wa
Alhomwe, has formally stated that they consider anyone with any Lhomwe heri-
tage to be Lhomwe, not just those with maternal Lhomwe heritage (Robinson
).
The second mechanism through which the Lhomwe chieftaincy has emerged

is via the rapid appointment and promotion of Lhomwe chiefs, as well as the cre-
ation of new TA jurisdictions. In Malawi, the official appointment of chiefs at the
rank of TA or above formally falls under the Directorate of Chiefs
Administration within the Ministry of Local Government and Rural
Development, although the president can also directly influence appointments
(Cammack et al. ). Typically, government involvement is simply a formality,
with actual selection following local customs and traditions (Chiweza ).
However, the government has legal authority to appoint or remove chiefs,
promote or demote their rank and to divide existing TAs in order to create
new ones, a right that was exercised under DPP rule in order to create the
Lhomwe chieftaincy. A GVH explained that ‘when Mapwiya Dr Bingu wa
Mutharika came into power, he started elevating the Lhomwe chiefs to
become sub-TA and now we have a paramount Lhomwe chief’ (Group village
head //). An elderly Lhomwe respondent similarly noted that ‘the
trend these days is that Lhomwe chiefs are being anointed of late’ (Oral
history //). Someone who was involved in decision-making around
chiefs at the time noted, ‘in fact, the Lhomwe chiefs that have risen have
gotten those positions largely because of the manipulations of people like
myself and Bingu’ (Mulhako leader //).
One striking example of the expansion of Lhomwe chiefs is the creation of

several new chieftaincies, given to Lhomwes, in Machinga district, which is
outside the so-called ‘Lhomwe belt’. Starting in , the Malawian government
initiated a controversial World Bank-funded re-settlement programme that
aimed to move up to , citizens from densely populated districts to
less-dense districts, ostensibly to ease pressures associated with land scarcity
(Sharp et al. ). However, given that most beneficiaries were members
of the Lhomwe ethnic group from districts in the Lhomwe belt (e.g.
Thyolo and Mulanje districts), and were given land in Yao-majority areas
(Machinga and Mangochi districts), many viewed the programme as a form
of ethnically targeted political patronage (Chinsinga ). Perhaps in
response to this influx of Lhomwe citizens, a number of Lhomwe chiefs
have been appointed in Machinga recently. One respondent brought up
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this example in discussing the expansion of the Lhomwe chieftaincy, saying
‘I’ll give the example of Machinga. There was a time when the land there
was, you know about it [referencing the resettlement scheme]. They were
transferring to Machinga, right and chiefs there, some Lhomwe chiefs
there, they are now being made as TAs because they are from that side,
but they are now in a Yao area. There was a big fight there, so that’s the
influence now of the Lhomwes trying to penetrate in the Yao areas’
(Politician //).

Creating a Lhomwe Paramount chief

In addition to the appointment of chiefs at the village, group village, TA and
senior chief levels, the Lhomwe cultural revival has also managed to have a
Lhomwe paramount chieftaincy created. When asked why it was so important
to create a paramount chief for the Lhomwe, one respondent who had been
part of the creation of the chieftaincy told me:

That was part of the movement, to make the Lhomwes feel that they had a family
there. And in order to for them to feel that they are a family, one family, there
had to be a head of that family. And also, looking at other tribes, there were para-
mount chiefs. So, if there is a paramount chief for the Mang’anjas, such as
Lundu, and the paramount chief of the Tumbukas and whatever. Why then, not a
paramount chief for the Lhomwe, especially at a time when the country is led by a
Lhomwe president? So it was very urgent that there be a [Lhomwe] paramount
chief. It was very much an important part of the movement to unite the Lhomwes,
tomake them feel that there was somebody who would be a figurehead for this move-
ment of the self-assertion of the Lhomwes. (Mulhako leader //)

Bingu wa Mutharika installed the first Lhomwe paramount, Chief Mkhumba, on
 October  (Kayira & Banda ). At the  Lhomwe festival, Peter
Mutharika installed a new Lhomwe TA, TA Ngolingoliwa, who was very active
in the leadership of Mulhako wa Alhomwe. Ngolingoliwa was ultimately
appointed as Paramount Chief of the Lhomwes in , after the death of
Mkhumba in . These two Paramount chiefs exemplify well the twomechan-
isms of chiefly expansion outlined above – ethnic switching and rapid advance-
ment – both of which fall outside the tradition of hereditary succession. These
mechanisms were necessary because, as outlined above, there were very few
Lhomwe chiefs in the pipeline.
Mkhumba, the first Lhomwe paramount chief, is widely known to have not

been a member of the Lhomwe ethnic group, though he ruled in a Lhomwe-
majority area of Phalombe. One TA recalled, ‘we just heard about his elevation.
I remember one time he told me that he is a Mang’anja himself. I asked him why
he was found among the Lhomwe chiefs and he just said “mmm these things”…
He meant that he was favored by politicians but actually he told me himself that
he was Mang’anja’ (Traditional authority //). One respondent who was
involved in the decision to appoint Mkhumba explained, ‘the business of
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making [Mkumba] the paramount chief of the Lhomwes was indeed bad. He
was not Lhomwe. But you see, there was a shortage of Lhomwe chiefs’
(Mulhako leader //).
Most other chiefs accepted that a non-Lhomwe would act as the Lhomwe

paramount chief as a sort of placeholder until there were Lhomwe chiefs to
choose from. One TA admitted, ‘we discovered that he was not Lhomwe, we
chose him just to cover us as a leader’ (Traditional authority //), while
another explained that ‘the late Mkhumba was a Chewa (Mang’anja), but he
was just asked to be the acting chief according to our culture, and he agreed,
saying that when everything is settled amongst the Lhomwe tribe, he will
hand over the seat to the rightful owner’ (Senior chief //). A lower-
ranking chief explained the acceptance this way: ‘Mkhumba was not a
Lhomwe, but we welcomed that development because Professor Bingu wa
Mutharika knew what he was doing. He knew that for this thing to be estab-
lished, he needed an acting chief so that when he finds a Lhomwe chief he
can finally take over’ (Group village head //).
In addition to this placeholder justification, the history of the Lhomwe and

the ethnic mixing in the southern region meant that there is always the possibil-
ity of at least some Lhomwe heritage. One respondent referenced this explicitly,
saying ‘oh, I think some people knew that Mkhumba was not Lhomwe, but
decided, well, we’ll just respect him. He was already a prominent chief there
[in the Lhomwe belt]. The idea of having him as paramount, you know, from
the Phalombe area was more important in the thinking of ordinary people
than whether he was genuinely Lhomwe. And of course, you must always
again go back to the idea of all this mixing. He probably has some Lhomwe,
at least a little’ (Mulhako leader //).
The second Lhomwe Paramount Chief’s heritage was never in question:

‘while the late ParamountChief Mkhumba wasn’t a pure Lhomwe, he was an
Mang’anja, Ngolingoliwa is the first pure Lhomwe paramount chief’ (DPP
operative //). As a result, he was viewed as a more legitimate leader of
the Lhomwe from a cultural perspective, as explained by a TA involved in his
appointment. We were told, ‘I was one of those who helped to choose him.
They asked us about who can be our great leader, and we chose him because
others do not really know the real Lhomwe culture and its roots. But Chief
Ngolingoliwa follows everything about our culture and he speaks [the Lhomwe
language] fluently, so we chose him’ (Traditional authority //).
Ngolingoliwa’s appointment as paramount chief also happened outside of

normal procedure, via the second mechanism: an unusually rapid advancement
through the rankings. Ngolingoliwa served as a VH and then GVH from the
early s until . In , he was appointed as a TA and only one year
later, in , as a senior chief. Such rapid advancement from a GVH to a
senior chief was basically unheard of, and then Ngolingoliwa was further pro-
moted to the very highest rank of paramount chief in . The chief himself
attributed his advancement to his cultural competence, explaining, ‘I have
come a long way, so because of the skills I have, my zeal and living well with
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people, that’s when I was elevated to become the TA. So because I became the
TA, this is also associated with the Lhomwe culture, so in that sense I am also like
the senior person there, so I am responsible for [Lhomwe] rituals like
sacrifices… That’s also why I was elevated to become the senior chief’ (Senior
chief //).
Not everyone saw this rapid advancement as legitimate. Some pointed to the

political nature of Ngolingoliwa’s rise over (the few) existing more senior
Lhomwe TAs. One chief told us:

First, we have Nazombe and Nkulambe [two Lhomwe chiefs in Phalombe]. Now we
are being told that the true Lhomwe is Ngolingoliwa? Right. We are just wondering.
We expect that position to be held by one from here in Phalombe, because this is
where the real Lhomwe came from. More Lhomwes are here, Mang’anjas are very
few. We are just accepting this because the current president says he is Lhomwe, so
he is favoring his side, we have to be honest here. (Traditional authority //)

By ‘favoring his side’, the chief is referring to the fact that Ngolingoliwa hails
from Thyolo district, the same as the Mutharika presidents. A political operative
made a similar point, noting, ‘let’s take an example like Phalombe, you see we
had a paramount chief from there, Mkumba. Now when he died and they took
that chieftainship to Thyolo to Ngolingoliwa, people in Phalombe were not
happy because they thought that’s their own chieftaincy’ (Political operative
//). A former leader of Mulhako wa Alhomwe concurred, arguing that
‘the natural person to take over the position of paramount chief after
Mkhumba should have been TA Nkhulambe [of Phalombe] in my view’
(Mulhako leader //).

Inventing chiefly traditions

The leaders of the Lhomwe cultural revival had a problem when it came to the
newly created and expanded Lhomwe chieftaincy: there were no real existing
traditions associated specifically with Lhomwe chiefs. In establishing the appro-
priate traditional practices to revive, leaders of the revival sometimes drew from
practices within present-day Mozambique, where Lhomwe culture is perceived
to have survived more intact. However, connections between the Lhomwe
across borders are quite weak. They also drew on older people within
Lhomwe communities in Malawi. For example, a Mulhako leader explained,
‘We have people in the village, even up to now, our grandfathers and grand-
mothers. Those people, they know [the traditions]. So we go to them, we’ve
been asking them like, “how do you conduct a wedding?” or other ceremonies.
After finding out from maybe one or two people, we take it back to the chiefs
and tell them how others are doing it so they should also learn and then
maybe teach even our kids’ (Mulhako leader //).
However, in many cases, traditions are simply being invented, sometimes by

borrowing from other ethnic groups. For example, a GVH told us, ‘we are
still learning of the ways of how to respect our chiefs, so we are borrowing
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ideas from people of the other tribes because we were lost and now we are back
and we are still trying…Our friends like the Chewa and Ngoni, their respect
toward their chief is one hundred per cent and everyone knows that the
person is a senior chief, but us here we still lagging behind on that’ (Group
village head //). A VH similarly described the input from other
groups during the initiation of the Lhomwe paramount: ‘When the paramount
was anointed, two paramount [chiefs] from other groups came and they taught
us on how to respect him because he is now on a different level’ (Village head
//).
One of the best examples of the ‘invention of tradition’ (Hobsbawm &

Ranger ) around the Lhomwe chieftaincy was a training for more than
forty traditional leaders (VHs and GVHs) at the Senior Chief Ngolingoliwa’s
headquarters in early August  (Chief’s councillor //). The
format was similar to trainings on public health hosted by the government,
civil society organisations and non-governmental organisations, with a class-
room-style format and attendee allowances. The purpose of the training was
to ‘sensitise’ Lhomwe traditional leaders on the proper ways to show respect
to higher-ranking chiefs. The chief’s councillor explained, in a very matter-of-
fact way, that the Lhomwe did not have such traditions, so the chief’s council
had chosen behaviours they appreciated from other groups in Malawi with
clearer traditions, including the Ngoni, the Chewa and the Nkhonde (Chief’s
councillor //).
Several different types of behaviours were explained during the training. For

example, ‘we were told not to touch [the paramount], if he wishes he is the one
who should touch us’ (Village head //) and ‘you cannot just go and
meet the Mwene wa Mwamwene (chief of chiefs), you firstly meet a boy and
then he goes and tells him that there are such and such people who want to
meet you, so when he accepts to meet you, you will go and meet him’ (Group
village head //). Other proscribed behaviours included lower-ranking
chiefs not going near the senior chief nor speaking directly to him, and never
showing higher-ranking chiefs their backs.
It is fascinating that these ‘traditions’ were being actively invented by elites,

and then disseminated to lower-ranking chiefs through the modern mode of a
workshop or training. As one respondent put it, ‘we are getting there because
back then there were no such things’ (Group village head //). Despite
these very modern origins, perhaps in fifty or a hundred years, such behaviours
will be regarded as primordial, a reflection of deep and perennial Lhomwe
traditions.

C I T I Z E N S U P P O R T F O R T H E L H O M W E C H I E F T A I N C Y

The sections above report on the creation of a Lhomwe chieftaincy, and related
cultural traditions, by elite actors, including leaders of the Mulhako wa Alhomwe
ethnic association, DPP politicians and party leaders and TAs. But how have such
actions been viewed by Lhomwe citizens? How important is it to members of the
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Lhomwe ethnic group to have Lhomwe chiefs? Do they see the newly created
Lhomwe chieftaincy as legitimate? What explains variation in such support?
This section uses data from the oral histories, Afrobarometer data from Malawi,
and two original surveys with Lhomwe citizens to interrogate these questions.
As described in the sections above, the justification for expanding – and, in

some cases, creating – the Lhomwe chieftaincy was primarily that Lhomwe citi-
zens should not be under the leadership of non-Lhomwe chiefs. For example, a
Mulhako wa Alhomwe leader said ‘a lot of the Lhomwes find themselves living
under the chiefs of other tribes, so we had to quickly promote all the chiefs to
these positions’ (Mulhako leader //). A TA similarly noted that ‘it’s
because the government has discovered that chiefs are important, like here
there are more Lhomwes [citizens] but few [Lhomwe] chiefs, so they decided
to have more chiefs to lead their people’ (Traditional authority //). A pol-
itical operative gave the same justification, saying ‘even the Mang’anja chiefs or
tribe were the people who were ruling the Lhomwes in the area, because they
were not Lhomwes and were ruling Lhomwes they would not want the
Lhomwes to rise up to know that they are the owners of the land. But, since
the inception of Mulhako, the Lhomwes have managed to say this belongs to
us, we need to have a Lhomwe king and chiefs’ (DPP operative //).

Demand for Lhomwe chiefs

During the collection of the oral histories, we interviewed elderly members of
the Lhomwe ethnic group who had spent most of their lives under non-
Lhomwe chiefs. These individuals were asked about whether they would
prefer to live under a Lhomwe chief, and whether Lhomwe chiefs garnered
greater support than non-Lhomwe chiefs in Lhomwe majority areas.
While two respondents out of thirty-six said they preferred a co-ethnic chief

because of shared language – ‘Chilhomwe is both our language’ (Oral history
//) – and fear of discrimination by non-co-ethnic chiefs – ‘a chief of
another tribe might discriminate you while a chief of your own tribe can not dis-
criminate his fellow tribemen’ (Oral history //) – the vast majority of
respondents did not express a desire for Lhomwe chiefs. While somewhat
repetitive, the following comments emphasise the widely held view that the eth-
nicity of the chief is irrelevant to many Lhomwe citizens:

All chiefs receive equal respect as chiefs, whether Chewa or Manganja. (Oral history
//)

Any chief can lead…the respect is the same. A chief is a chief and all deserve a kind
of respect due a chief. (Oral history //)

Chiefs are respected and this applies across all the tribes. (Oral history //)

A chief is a chief – Lhomwe, Chewa, Mang’anja – a chief is a chief. (Oral history /
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/)

Anyone [can be a good chief], regardless of tribe, depending on one’s character.
(Oral history //)

It doesn’t matter the tribe of the chief, whoever is chief, he is our leader. (Oral
history //)

I personally think it doesn’t matter having say a Yao or a Lhomwe chief, there is no
reason for people not to agree. (Oral history //)
The chiefs receive respect, since it comes from the people, it doesn’t matter if the
chief is a Lhomwe or a Yao, they are all given respect by the people. (Oral history
//)

Be it a Lhomwe, Yao or Mang’anja chief, they are all chiefs. (Oral history //)

These excerpts suggest that the justification for the expansion of the Lhomwe
chieftaincy is not being driven by strong demands from Lhomwe citizens, at
least not those in rural parts of the country in . This suggests that the
demand for a Lhomwe chieftaincy was not widespread, and perhaps driven
from above by elite interests. For example, the promotion of Lhomwe chiefs
may have allowed powerful actors to access additional land, or to rule in such
actors’ favour in matters under adjudication. It is also possible that political
actors anticipated that such chiefs would be instrumental in voter mobilisation
(Kayira et al. ). While the present research cannot address the question of
elite interests, the lack of broad citizen demand suggests that this would be an
important avenue for future research.

Attitudes towards traditional leaders

In order to get a broader understanding of attitudes about chiefs among
Lhomwes, both over time and relative to other groups, I turn to the
Afrobarometer data from Malawi. Afrobarometer has collected systematic
public opinion data across many African countries every few years since .
Here, I utilise five rounds of data collection in Malawi (R , R , R
, R  and R ) (Afrobarometer ).
I first use round  data on attitudes towards traditional leaders. Round  is

useful because it was collected in , just prior to the start of the Lhomwe cul-
tural revival and therefore before Lhomwe chiefs had been appointed in large
numbers. It also includes a wider array of questions on traditional leaders than
prior or subsequent rounds. Figure  summarises attitudes towards traditional
leaders by ethnic group, including trust, frequency of contact, expectations of
being heard, impressions of influence and preferences for increased
influence. While Lhomwe respondents were the most likely to say that they
do not trust their traditional leaders at all, they are very closely followed by
the Chewa and Ngoni, both of which have very strong ethnic chieftaincies,
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Figure . Attitudes towards traditional leaders by ethnic group in , prior to
the Lhomwe cultural revival.

Note: Data come from Afrobarometer round , . n = ,–,.
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and most Lhomwes reported trusting their traditional leaders a lot. Lhomwes
are also not markedly different in terms of contacting their traditional leaders
or expecting that those leaders will listen to them. Finally, Lhomwes do not
differ from other groups in their assessment of the influence of traditional
leaders, or in their preferences over increasing or decreasing chiefly powers.
The patterns in Figure  thus suggest that, despite being much less likely to
have co-ethnic chiefs, Lhomwe respondents did not typically have worse views
of their traditional leaders.
It is possible that the Lhomwe were no different than other groups prior to

the cultural revival, but that the revival has reshaped their opinions on the chief-
taincy after the dearth of Lhomwe chiefs became salient. To assess this possibil-
ity, I look at over time trends in trust and contact with traditional leaders. I focus
on trust in chiefs and frequency of contacting chiefs because these questions
were asked in almost all rounds of Afrobarometer data collection, and in a
largely consistent way. Figure  shows that there has been a general decline in
trust of traditional leaders over time. While the Lhomwe are consistently
lower than other groups, the difference is small. More importantly, there
does not seem to be any change in the trend for the Lhomwes with after the
expansion of the Lhomwe chieftaincy between  and . Figure 
shows that rates of contacting traditional leaders is increasing overall, but the
Lhomwe are again quite similar to other groups.

Figure . Trust in TAs over time by ethnic group.
Note: Proportion who reported trusting their TA ‘a little bit’, ‘somewhat’ or

‘a lot’.
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Variation in support for chiefs among Lhomwe citizens

The Afrobarometer data reported above suggest that the Lhomwe are not sys-
tematically different in their assessments of chiefs than other groups in
Malawi, despite the overt and extensive expansion of a Lhomwe chieftaincy
since . In this section, I use original survey data to explore whether there
is greater support for this new Lhomwe chieftaincy among certain subsets of
Lhomwe citizens than others.
The survey data were collected in two waves. The first wave (rural sample),

collected in October and November , included face-to-face interviews
with , Malawian citizens,  of whom reported their ethnicity as
Lhomwe (%). Respondents were sampled from thirty-six randomly selected
Lhomwe-majority localities across three Malawian districts: two in the
Lhomwe heartland, Mulanje and Thyolo districts ( and % Lhomwe,
respectively), and one with a sizable Lhomwe population outside the homeland,
Machinga district (% Lhomwe). The second wave (urban sample) was col-
lected in April and May , and included face-to-face interviews with ,
Lhomwe residents of three Malawian cities: Blantyre, Lilongwe and Zomba.
While the rural survey comprised a random sample of citizens within a randomly
selected set of Lhomwe-majority enumeration areas in the three districts, the
urban survey was necessarily conducted with a non-random sample through
respondent referrals. Both rounds of survey data used the same instrument,
and were collected by trained enumerators.

Figure . Frequency of contacting TAs over time by ethnic group.
Note: Proportion who reported ever contacting their TA in the past  months.
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Here, I focus on two main indicators of support for the Lhomwe chieftaincy.
The first asked respondents about their level of trust in the highest ranking
Lhomwe chief, Chief Ngolingoliwa. Across both rounds of the survey, %
did not trust Ngolingoliwa at all, % somewhat and % a lot. However, a
full % of the sample refused to answer the question or said they did not
know, perhaps due to social desirability. So, in analyses below, I also consider
a version of this outcome that re-codes all refusals and ‘don’t know’ responses
to ‘not at all’. The second question asked whether the respondent believed that
the highest ranking Lhomwe chief should have authority over all Lhomwes,
which captures perceptions of the chief’s legitimacy. Among the sample
who knew who the highest ranking Lhomwe chief was, % felt that he
should have authority over all Lhomwes. However, similar to above, %
said they did not know who the chief was or refused to answer, perhaps
due to social desirability, so I also construct a version of this variable that
re-codes those non-responses to ‘no’.
In terms of correlates of trust in the chief and judging the chief to be legitim-

ate, I evaluate gender (%male), age (mean = , sd = ), years of education
(mean = , sd = ), employment status (% employed), urban vs. rural (%
urban) and support for the DPP political party (%). Model  of Table I
reports an ordered logistic model, which regresses degree of trust in the chief
on the variables described above. It shows that men, urban residents and sup-
porters of the DPP party are all more likely to trust the chief. The correlations
for both urban and DPP support are stronger when refusals are re-coded to the
least socially desirable answer (model  of Table I).
We see similar patterns for logistic regressions of the legitimacy of the highest-

ranking chief in Table II. Urban residence and DPP support is again consistently
positively correlated with seeing the chief as legitimate in both versions of the
variable. In addition, years of education is positive correlated with judgements
of legitimacy, and employment is negatively so, but only when refusals are
re-coded.
The strong positive correlation between support for the party and trust in the

chief is consistent with the political underpinnings of the chief’s rise to power.
The positive effect of urban residence, however, is at first glance more puzzling.
It represents a reversal of general trends in Malawi, with urban residents typic-
ally trusting chiefs less than rural residents across ethnic groups and rounds
(Afrobarometer ), a pattern echoed across the broader African continent
(Logan ). The general pattern of stronger chiefly support in rural areas is
most likely due to rural residents’ greater reliance on chiefs’ authority in their
day-to-day lives than their urban counterparts. However, chiefs also serve as the
physical embodiment of cultural and ethnic identity (Van Dijk & Van Rouveroy
van Nieuwaal ; Williams ), and their value in this capacity may be espe-
cially prominent in the city, consistent with a broader literature on the ethnici-
sation of political and social life in urban Africa (Melson & Wolpe ; Bates
; Posner ). Indeed, urban respondents in my surveys report stronger
ethnic identification than rural respondents and were more likely than rural
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residents to report having benefited non-materially – in terms of increased
pride, ethnic group unity or cultural knowledge – from the Lhomwe cultural
revival.

C O N C L U S I O N

This paper described the creation of a Lhomwe traditional authority structure
which was largely elite-led. Based on a variety of data sources, both pre-existing
and original, the paper reports three major findings. First, there were two main
ways that individuals were chosen to serve in the newly created Lhomwe chief-
taincy: having existing non-Lhomwe chiefs claim Lhomwe heritage and
rapidly promoting lower-ranking Lhomwe chiefs through the ranks. Second, I
find no evidence that the creation of the Lhomwe chieftaincy was in response
to demands by Lhomwe citizens. Instead, the data suggest that Lhomwe citizens
did not hold their non-co-ethnic chiefs in less regard than Malawians from those
chiefs’ own ethnic groups. Third, survey data show that some Lhomwes do,

T A B L E I .
Correlates of trust in the Lhomwe Paramount Chief.

Trust the chief

() ()

Male .** .**
(.) (.)

Age . −.
(.) (.)

Years of education . .
(.) (.)

Employed . .
(.) (.)

Urban .*** .***
(.) (.)

DPP supporter .*** .***
(.) (.)

Cut  .** .***
(.) (.)

Cut  .*** .***
(.) (.)

sd(Community) .*** .***
(.) (.)

Communities  
Individuals , ,

Note: The dependent variable is a three-level measure of trust in Ngolingoliwa, including ‘not at all’,
‘somewhat’ and ‘a lot’. Model  includes all observations with non-missing data for the dependent
variable, while model  re-codes refusals to answer as ‘not at all’. Both models are ordered logistic
mixed-effects models with community (enumeration area in rural areas and neighbourhoods in
urban areas) random effects. Standard errors are reported in parentheses.
*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..

 A M A N D A L E A R O B I N S O N

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X23000447 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X23000447


however, value the newly appointed Lhomwe chiefs. In particular, DPP suppor-
ters and individuals residing in cities are much more supportive of these new
chiefs.
Given that the evidence in this paper is based on a single ethnic group in one

country, it is worth considering which features of the Lhomwe, and the
Malawian context within which their cultural revival has unfolded, are
unique. Two aspects of the case seem particularly relevant. First, the nature
and recency of the group’s migration into Malawi, and their settlement
among other ethnolinguistic groups, resulted in significant ethnic intermar-
riage and cultural assimilation. In fact, Malawi has one of the highest rates of
interethnic marriage in Africa (Bandyopadhyay & Green ; Dulani et al.
). Such ethnic mixing, especially in southern Malawi where the Lhomwe
are concentrated, allows for ethnic ambiguity and flexibility of the kind that
allowed chiefs from other ethnic groups to make plausible claims to Lhomwe
identity. Second, compared to other African countries, traditional authorities

T A B L E I I .
Correlates of seeing the Lhomwe chieftaincy as legitimate.

Chief is legitimate

() ()

Male −. .
(.) (.)

Age −. .
(.) (.)

Years of education . .**
(.) (.)

Employed −. −.**
(.) (.)

Urban .* .***
(.) (.)

DPP supporter .*** .***
(.) (.)

Constant .** −.
(.) (.)

sd(Community) . .***
(.) (.)

Communities  
Individuals  

Note: The dependent variable is a dichotomous indicator of whether the respondent believes that the
paramount chief should have authority over all Lhomwes in Malawi. The question was only asked of
respondents who could identify the highest ranking Lhomwe chief. Model  includes all observa-
tions with non-missing data for the dependent variable, while model  re-codes refusals to answer
as ‘no’. Both models are logistic mixed-effects models with community (enumeration area in
rural areas and neighbourhoods in urban areas) random effects. Standard errors are reported in
parentheses.
*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
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in Malawi enjoy more influence, garner more respect and hold more responsi-
bilities than similar leaders in other countries. Logan () reports that
Malawian citizens’ reliance on traditional authorities for solving local disputes
and allocating land is well above average, and that their influence on local gov-
ernance is the strongest across eighteen African countries. In many ways, this
represents an ideal context into which a new chieftaincy can be created, as
the new institution can rely on existing norms and practices of deference to
support it. Thus, we might expect similarly successful inventions of traditional
authorities in other contexts where chiefs are highly regarded but not all
groups have them.
The findings in this paper also suggest avenues for future research on chief-

taincies in Malawi and beyond. First, what are the mechanisms through which
social and political leaders benefit from the support of traditional authorities?
Are those benefits primarily material (e.g. access to land) or political (e.g. mobi-
lising residents to vote or contribute to public goods)? Second, how does the
recency of a chief’s reign, and his or her ability to claim continuity with the
past, affect the nature of governance and service delivery? While this question
is important in its own right, it would also contribute to more fundamental ques-
tions about the nature of chiefly authority and legitimacy. Finally, how are the
links between ethnic communities and chieftaincy structures perceived by co-
ethnic and non-co-ethnic constituents? It is imperative to better understand
how rooting traditional authority within ethnic claims may have differential
effects across citizens and domains.

N O T E S

. To my knowledge, there are no systematic, administrative data on the ethnicity of Malawian trad-
itional authorities. The absence of Lhomwe chiefs above the village level prior to  was expressed by
multiple interview respondents (Group village head //; Senior Chief //).

. References to tradition do not imply static, unchanging institutions, but instead an assertion of
authority based on the past (Holzinger et al. ; Neupert-Wentz & Muller-Crepon ). In some
cases, such claims may be overstated or outright invented, as discussed below. What all traditional author-
ities share is simply the claim that their authority derives from the continuity with the past. Still, popular
support for chiefs may be especially strong in areas of the continent with a pre-colonial history of centra-
lised statehood (Chlouba et al. ).

. The  census data report that there are, on average, around seven villages per group (sd = ).
. There is enormous variation in the population size across TAs, ranging from only , in TA

Boghoyo of Nkhata Bay district to , in TA Chiseka of Lilongwe district. Across all the TAs, the
mean population size is , (sd = ,).

. While the rank of Paramount was historically associated with the Ngoni ethnic group (Chief
M’mbelwa in Mzimba district and Chief Gomani in Ntcheu), Paramount chiefs within Malawi also exist
for the Yao (Chief Chikowi, Mangochi district), the Mang’anja (Chief Lundu, Chikwawa district), the
Tumbuka (Chief Chikulamayembe, Rumphi district) and the Ngonde (Chief Kyungu, Karonga district)
ethnic groups. As this article documents, the Lhomwe ethnic group has also recently created the position
of Paramount Chief for the group.

. This refers to W.J. Livingstone, a general manager of a large estate in Chiradzulu, who was killed
along with two other white people on  January  (White ), not the more well-known Dr.
David Livingstone. White () confirms the senior chief’s account that this attack was a turning
point for the colonial impression of the Lhomwe.

. The programme was called the Community Rural Land Development Project.
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. Paramount Ngolingoliwa passed away in July . Two years later, Mulhako wa Alhomwe leader-
ship announced that Senior Chief Kaduya of Phalombe district would succeed him as Lhomwe
Paramount Chief (Pasungwi ). However, this sparked controversy, with many Lhomwe chiefs
openly opposing Kaduya’s appointment on the grounds that, like Mkhumba, she is actually Mang’anja
(Luka ). As of August , the Malawian government has not formally installed a new Lhomwe
Paramount Chief.

. The question read, ‘Now I want to ask about your trust in different individuals with political power
within Malawi. How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough about them to
say?’ The respondent was then read a list of individuals, which included the president, vice president, their
MP, their TA, Ngolingoliwa, two past presidents (Joyce Banda and Bakili Muluzi) and one presidential
hopeful (Lazarus Chakwera).
. The question read, ‘In your opinion, should the highest ranking Lhomwe chief have authority over

all Lhomwes in Malawi?’ with a simply yes or no response. However, this question was only asked to the
subset (%) of the sample who answered a previous question about who was the highest ranking
Lhomwe chief in Malawi with any answer other than don’t know or refuse to answer.
. Ethnic identification was measured relative to national identification on a five-point scale from  = ‘I

feel only Malawian’ to  = ‘I feel only Lhomwe’. The average response for urban respondents was . com-
pared to . for rural respondents (t = ., p < .). Thirty per cent of urban residents reported receiv-
ing non-material benefits compared to % in rural areas (t = ., p < .).
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