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CHOKWE
Chokwe is the Bantu language spoken by the Chokwe 

people of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Angola and 

Zambia. It is recognized as a national language of 

Angola, where about 456,000 people spoke it as of 

1991. Another half a million speakers lived in the Congo 

in 1990, and some 44,200 in Zambia as of 1986. Angola’s 

Instituto de Línguas Nacionais (National Languages 

Institute) has established spelling rules for Chokwe with a 

view to facilitate and promote its use. It is used as a lingua 

franca in eastern Angola.

The Chokwe are well known for art objects produced to 

celebrate and validate the royal court. These objects 

include ornately carved stools and chairs used as thrones. 

Most of the sculptures are portraits, which represent the 

royal lineage. Staffs, scepters, and spears are among other 

implements sculpted to celebrate the court.

The Chokwe grow manioc, cassava, yams, and peanuts. 

Tobacco and hemp are also grown for snuff, while maize 

is grown for beer. Domesticated livestock is also kept, 

and includes sheep, goats, pigs, and chickens. More protein 

is added through hunting. There is an exclusive association 

of big game hunters known as Yanga, but everyone 

contributes to the capture of small game animals. The 

farming and processing of agricultural products is done 

almost exclusively by women among the Chokwe. Slash 

and burn techniques and crop rotation are practiced to 

conserve the land naturally.



WHO SPEAKS CHOKWE?

 

               

WHY STUDY CHOKWE?

   Berber Woman Preparing Tea

Chokwe people dancing with mask

Chokwe tribe

Woman performing in a ceremony
 honoring the chief

The Chokwe also pronounced Tchokwe are an ethnic group of 

Central Africa whose ancestry can perhaps be traced to Mbundu 

and Mbuti Pygmies. Large groups of Chokwe currently reside in 

Angola, Zambia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Their 

language is usually referred to as Chokwe, a Bantu language. 

Many also speak the official languages of their countries: Eng-

lish in Zambia, French in Democratic Republic of Congo, and 

Portuguese (as first or second language) in Angola.

The Chokwe were once one of the twelve clans of the great 

Lunda Empire of 17th- and 18th-century Angola. They eventu-

ally became independent when they refused to continue paying 

tribute to the Lunda emperor. Their successful trading and 

abundant resources caused them to be one of the wealthiest 

groups in Angola. By 1900 the Chokwe had dismantled the 

Lunda kingdom altogether, using guns they had received in 

trade from the Ovimbundu. Chokwe language and influence 

then began to dominate northeastern Angola and spread among 

the Lunda peoples.

The Chokwe recognize Kalunga, the god of creation and 

supreme power, and a series of nature and ancestral spirits 

(mahamba). These spirits may belong to the individual, family, or 

the community, and neglecting them is sure to result in personal 

or collective misfortune. Evil spirits may also be activated by 

sorcerers (wanga) to cause illness, which must be counteracted 

to regain health. In order to accomplish this individuals normally 

consult with a diviner (nganga), who attempts to uncover the 

source of the patient’s problem.
Masquerades

Chokwe Masks

 One million Chokwe (at least 30 different spellings -- all based 

upon the name these people call themselves, Kocokwe, in plural 

Tucokwe) have spread out over a wide area in the eastern Angola, 

southern DRC and Zambia. Their history dated back to the 

15th century, when a Lunda queen married a Luba prince 

Chibinda Ilunga. A significant member of the Lunda 

aristocracy so disapproved of the marriage that they migrated 

south to present-day Angola. Once settled, they founded 

several kingdoms, each headed by a god-king. Around 1860, 

following a major famine, the Chokwe people migrated back 

and settled in Angola, at the source of the Kwangi, Kasai and 

Lungwe rivers. The Chokwe are governed by a king called 

Mwana Ngana, who distributes hunting and cultivation areas. 

The male Mugonge and      female                           Ukule societies 

regulate their social life. They are vigorous and courageous 
hunters and agriculturists, who formerly engaged in slave 

trades. Their dynamic spirit is also reflected in their art.


