SWAZILAND: A POLITICAL ANALYSIS


Swaziland is a small African country in the south of the continent. Ancient homeland of a tribe called the Swazi, it has always been autonomous throughout its history, though they have had encounters mostly with the British and the Boers. It is also one of the last absolute monarchies of the world, keeping their traditionally way of life intact. Swaziland’s political system is a consequence of those contacts, adopting the British parliamentary system while retaining the traditional way of life and the monarchist power.

I. Parliamentary System


Their system of government is parliamentary, although its power is severely limited by the King and mostly ceremonial. The Prime Minister is the head both government and the Cabinet. The King appoints the PM and the Cabinet, although the former also requires parliamentary elections and the MPs’ approval. The parliament does have limited power, it can sanction budgets and pass bills, but all laws require royal sanction to be approved.


This system is based on that of the British, with the upper and lower houses and a monarchy. They have adopted it to their traditions by creating a much stronger monarchy and made available the appointments of a number of MPs. There are not have a party based system, all MPs are individuals. There are also no opposition party.

II. Bicameral Legislature


There are two houses to the parliament, the Senate and the House of Assembly. The former consists of 30 members, 10 of which are appointed by the monarchy. The latter has 65 seats, among them 10 designated by the King while constituents democratically elect the rest. The King still holds a strong influence in both chambers and their roles is that of an advisory board and holds little real power. International rights groups have criticized the system as an attempt to appear democratic while it is really an absolute monarchy.

III. Written, Rigid Constitution


The country has been struggle to create a new constitution, since it’s suspension by King Sobhuza II in 1963, and has succeeded only recently. The draft constitution adopted by the current King earlier last year has been put into effect in November 2003 or so it would seem. There are conflicting reports about the status of the constitution; many exterior observers say the constitution is in effect while the official government web site still calls it a “draft constitution”. Perhaps the confusion is because the government is acting as if the constitution is in effect even though it has not been formally adopted by the Parliament; the mere approval of the King of this matter makes the constitution valid. The Swazi government works based on customs and traditions. The constitution merely codifies these customs although it does include the abolition of political parties and further extends the power of the monarch. To amend the constitution, a bill has to be introduced expressly for that purpose, it must be published in the Gazette thirty days before it can be reviewed and it must be approved in a joint session of both Houses. Afterwards, it shall be sent to the King but only if it is passed at the joint session or by a referendum. As for the amendment of “entrenched position”, still more rigours measure must be taken, making this constitution both written and rigid.

IV. Unitary System


The country is divided into 4 districts, Hhohho, Lubombo, Manzini and Shishelweni. Their local governments have limited power, under a very centralist monarchy. It is clearly written in the draft constitution that it will be the Parliament who shall establish the local governments and specifically dictates that the Parliament has the power to abolish or change the boundaries after the recommendation of a Commission.

V. Authoritarian Regime


Swaziland has one of the last remaining absolute monarchies in the World. Although it has a parliament, the rigid laws and customs of the country forbid criticism of the King. The parliament is very much influenced by the throne, as recent events have shown. On March 11 of this year, the Speaker, democratically elected by the MPs last year, was forced to resign by the King. As another example of the authority of the regime, political parties have been banned from the country since 1968 but there are loose associations still calling for reduction of the King’s power and return of democracy.

VI. Nation-State


The country is quite homogenous, with 97% of the inhabitants being the indigenous Swazi and 3% European. The country’s borders were carved out according to the extent of the tribe, meaning that almost all Swazi live within the country, though most have emigrated to neighboring South Africa in search of employment.

VII. Monarchy


The Tinkhundla is the royal system used in Swaziland. King Mswati III is the absolute monarch of the country, the last on the continent. His father, King Sobhuza II presided over the official independence of this tiny nation in 1968 and created a constitutional monarchy. Five years later, the King suspends the constitution and bans political parties. The parliament is later abolished and replaced with a tribal community system. In 1979, the parliament is restored but the King still holds absolute power. King Sobhuza II dies in 1982 and his son succeeds him. During the latter’s reign, he has dissolved the Supreme Council of the State (1986), the Parliament (1992) and ruled by decree for a short period. The King has tried to put into effect several measures to stop the spread of AIDS/HIV by banning sexual intercourse for five years in the country, although it may prove hard to enforce. As with any absolute ruler, he has shown a great disregard with his subjects by spending over $60 million for his and his family’s comfort while the country is ravaged by AIDS. Being an absolute monarchy, there have been quite some strange laws. For example, the country has decided to ban mini-skits for schoolgirls to help stop the spread of AIDS. The logic is that the short skits encourage teacher and other men to make sexual advances on the girls. They have also proposed to sterilize those infected with the virus. The royalty works on traditional Swazi system where they hold supreme power, executive, legislative and judicial although they have limited their judicial powers by a court system but whose judges are appointed by the King.
VIII. Multi-party System


There has not been any official political party since 1973, officially banned by the former King and now forbidden under the new draft constitution. Individuals who are elected in their communities or are nominated by the King form the government. Since they have no political association other than the MPs own beliefs and allegiances, I am inclined to categorize this system as multi-party.

IX. Coalition Government


Since the ban on political parties in 1973, a coalition of members of parliament had formed the governments. The MPs have no specific political inclination; they vote depending on the decision of their constituents or according to their will. The reigning monarch can easily influence some or all members of Parliament.

X. Right Wing


It is not easy to always clear on what the political leanings of an absolute monarch is but it is my belief from his policies that he is a man of leftist beliefs. A traditional man, King Mswati III has kept the absolute power of the monarchy and has taken great steps to halt the progress of democracy in his country. There are little or no social aid systems despite the ravages of AIDS/HIV among the people.

XI. Political Influence of the Military: Low


The small military force of the country seems to wield no influence in the government or on the supreme monarch. 

XII. Electoral System: First Past the Post


The election of a candidate for Member of Parliament comes in three steps. First, the local council nominates candidates from the constituency, then the people go through a first round vote. The three candidates who have received the most popular support will continue to a second round of voting where only one can win. 

XIII. Hot Political Issue


Since the medias restrain themselves from criticizing the monarchy, the newspapers will not allow the debate on the question of democracy. A former Prime Minister Obed Dlamini was fired because he allowed a pro-democratic protest. He has since become the leader of an underground political party, one of many opposition groups opposed to the absolute rule of the monarchy. 

CONCLUSION


Swaziland is a unique country in terms of its political structure. It is an absolute monarchy, one of the last remaining in the world, it has no standing constitution for 20 years and there are no political parties or association. These last two criteria have helped enforce the power of the monarchy, making it the only power on the land. Despite continuous protests from both inside and outside the country for democratic reforms, the King still believes firmly in his absolute power and has not hesitated to demonstrate it. In this land of ancient traditions and generations old customs, the legitimacy of a long dynasty is far from being disputed.
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