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CHAPTER v

Muchona the Hornet,

Interpreter of Reh'gion*

keenly observant, for he joined in our sport and soon took the lead.
Kasonda told me he was a chimbuki, a “doctor,” in severa] kinds of

* First published in 11 the Comp(my of Man, J. Casagrande, ed. (New York:
Harper Bros., 1959).
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curative ritual, and “knew many medicines.” I pricked up rgy .ears-,tfmi-
ritual symbolism was my major interest.. Each Plant used in ritua
d for some aspect of Ndembu social life or belief. In my opinion a
ISFltﬁ(l) interpretation of these symbols would lead me to .the i‘]ea]i:. of
Ndembu wisdom. Consequently, I seized the opp(?rtunity 0 asE gllg
the little man, whose name W;s Rglllchona, the meaning of some of the
ici en doctors handle.
m(%l\i/llilcrif;nla}i;l?:d readily and at length, with the bright glance of the
true enthusiast. He had a high-pitched voice, autllloritatlve asa 5(;1}'100}-
teacher's when conveying information, expressive as a come ]1)an }?
when telling a tale. Kasonda found his manner an.d mannerisms tOt-
funny and irritating, as he tried to show me by' glgglﬁng con;pci'rg ori-
ally behind his hand whenever Muchona had his back to us.K i 310,'[
respond, for I liked the doctor’s warmth, and thus bjganh C?son -,?S
bitter jealousy of Muchona. Kasonda was worldly, an (511 sdahe sp1e>-
ful, au fait with the seamier side of Ndembu (and mheed umﬁg
nature. He took a rancorous zest in the strgggles .for ea }Ilnans EP}
prestige, and money that were the bane of village hfe.:.. Mlcllc Zni, dOI
all his battling against witchcraft and .the 'm'oody, pumtllzfeI ea ,t a;l g
curious innocence of character and objectivity of outlook. Weg o fin
that in the balance mankind came off well f‘m’: Muchona. e}tlx'xlfeen
these men lay the gap that has at all times divided the true philoso-
olitician. .
Phli;hﬁzln;ril;i}?owed me his quality that first day when 1‘1‘6 Eomteld to a
parasitic growth on a mukula tree (a red hardwoo.d). That plant ;’s)
called mutuntamu,” he said. “Do you know why it has that name:
Before I could confess my ignorance he rattled on: i h
it i ku-tumtama, “to sit on somebody or somet in‘g.'” low,
hu\:lzgi} }11';;56 ir(:ir?um [a ritual] called Ntambu, an O.ld Word‘for "honl. fIn
Ntambu, a hunter who has been unlucky and' has failed to klukamiln.a s for
many days, goes into the bush and finds a bl“g mukul,u tree h”; t is one,
The mukula tree has red gum, which we call “mukula’s blood.. tisa Xf}rl}er
important tree for hunters, and also for women. For hunters it me}alns :
blood of animals.” They want to see this blood. when they go dl}lll:ltlng.
Now this unlucky hunter puts his bow over his right shoulder 3;1 . dls e})((;
into his right hand—for the right side is for men and the }et ]t) side 3
women, who carry their babies on their left arm—and he chI'n s upf )
mukula bearing bow and ax. When he is high up, he stands with one ct) i
on one branch and one foot on another. Then he shoot§ an“ arrow ah ;
mutuntamu plant. His arrow goes in strongly. Then he cries, 1 havei) sho
at an animal.” Then he says, “I have shot you, Ntambu spirit. Please bring
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me quickly to animals.” After that he roars like a lion. Then he puts his
strung bow over the mutuntamy branches and breaks them with the
strength of the bowstring. He throws the broken twigs on the ground.
They will later be mixed with other medicines for washing his body and
his hunting gear, Just as the mutuntamy “sits on” the tree of blood, so
must the spirit come and sit on the animal and blind it, in order that the

him any longer.

Now I had heard many other Ndembu interpret plant symbols
before, but never so clearly and cogently as this. I was to become
familiar with this mode of exposition, the swift-running commentary
on unsolicited details, the parenthetical explanations, the vivid mim-
icry of ritual speech, and above all, the depth of psychological insight:
“What hurts you, when discovered and propitiated, helps you.”

Kasonda was whispering to me, “He is just lying.” I could not heed
him, for Muchona had already pointed out another tree and had
begun to explain its ritual use and significance in a way that also
compelled belief. I felt that a new dimension of study was opening up
to me. Sympathy was quickly growing between us and when we
parted we arranged to meet again in a few days.

Muchona did not come. Perhaps he hesitated to visit me, for m
camp was in Kasonda’s village, and it is probable that Kasonda had
already hinted that he would be unwelcome there. Perhaps he had
been performing curative rituals in distant villages. He was a restless
man, seldom at home anywhere for long, like many another Ndembu
doctor. Soon afterwards I also had to go away—to Lusaka, for a
conference of anthropologists. For one reason or another I did not see
him again for two months.

Meanwhile, I learned many details of Muchona’s life which were
common knowledge in his neighborhood. He did not live in the
traditional circular village, but with his two wives occupied a couple
of low huts near the motor road. He had seven children, the eldest of
whom was a clerk at the government township, a well-educated youth
by Ndembu standards. Kasonda insinuated that this tall son of a
meager father was the by-blow of a youthful affair of Muchona’s
senior wife. The remark was pure malice. The alert intellect of the
father was unmistakably reproduced in his son; and the son’s achieve-
ment was reflected in his father’s pride in him.

Muchona came from Nyamwana chiefdom, just across the Congo
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border. His mother had been a slave, taken by the Ndembu before
British rule was firmly established. His maternal kin were widely
scattered over Mwinilunga District and adjacent areas in Angola and
the Belgian Congo. The nuclear group of a Ndembu village is a small
matrilineage; and no such nucleus had been formed by Muchona’s
kin. Later he was to complain to me that his two sisters in distant
villages had ten children between them and that if they had come to
live with him he could have founded a real village. He ignored the
fact that Ndembu women customarily reside with their husbands
after marriage and that, indeed, his own wives had left their brothers’
villages to live with him. Poor Muchona had been doomed to rootless
wandering from early boyhood. First of all he had lived in the village
of his mother’s captors. That village had split, and Muchona and his
mother went with the dissident group. His mother was then trans-
ferred as a debt slave to yet another group where she was married to
one of her owners. It seems that when he was a young man, Muchona
bought his freedom and lived in the villages of several successive
wives. However, he was never able to achieve a high secular status or
an established position in a single village. These vicissitudes were
both his curse and the source of his great ability to compare and
generalize. Living as he had done on the margins of many structured
groups and not being a member of any particular group, his loyalties
could not be narrowly partisan, and his sympathies were broader than
those of the majority of his fellow tribesmen. His experience had been
richer and more varied than that of most Ndembu, though all
Ndembu, being hunters and seminomadic cassava cultivators, travel
considerable distances during their lives.

When I returned from Lusaka, I decided to pursue my inquiries
into ritual esoterica very much further than before. In this quest I was
assisted by the senior teacher at the local Mission Out-School, Wind-
son Kashinakaji by name, Ndembu by tribe. Windson was a man of
independent mind, obsequious to no European, arrogant to no vil-
lager. He was a keen but by no means uncritical student of the Bible.
We often discussed religion together, and he became as eager as
myself to learn the hidden meanings of Ndembu beliefs and practices.
Most of his boyhood had been spent at a Mission Station behind a sort
of spiritual cordon sanitaire against “paganism.”

“I know the very man to talk about these hidden matters with you,”
he said after my return, “Kapaku. He has very many brains.” Next

day he brought Kapaku—none other than Muchona! Muchona, as
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fluid and evasive in his movements
as wood smoke, had ma
%I‘}(.i j{apaku was one of them. It turned out that M?cﬁlgn:azs
“Kl.l’l bsorll vx:ferl;e Tu;,(lgh}l:ors, the one inhabiting a big house of sun-dried
mmberley” brick, the other his pole-and-daub h
be; t. Thus b

_assomatl.oi that was to last eight months, Eight nrlllonths I;Sf ei%?ﬁrzﬁ
ing, quick-fire talk among the three of us, mainly about Ndembu

n'tual..SporadicaHy, our colloquy would be interr
doctoring trips, but most evenin

fo
Eleorrertr}llazd, loctihers ’I had heard about, and still others Were now no
1 0'd men's memories. Sometimes, under Windson's prompt-

ing, we would turn to the Qld
Ndembu observances. Me Testzment i@ compare Hebrew and

jor theme in both
method was to take a Ndembu ritual that I had obse:gzgezliahgz

through it, detail by detail, askin
3 , g Muchona for his co
would take a symbol, say the mudyi tree which is the pi\rfnol'z;?nst;r.nli?

of the girl’s puberty ri .
forit girl's puberty ritual, and give me a whole spectrum of meanings

mi\:l[;dz/sz tl;le;s tWhitef gumh[litex]. We say that this-is mother’s milk. So
ree of motherhood. Its leaves re hi ;
ity present children. So when
W ¥ leaves and thrust them into th h
novice’s bridegroom is sleepi i o s s
: : ping, this means that she should b i
and lovely children in the marriage. But the mudyi is alsoeslfen‘lriZt};i?ijf

nder the mudyi tree during her puberty

suffering. And our mother who bore us lay
eaI'1$ ]earning. It is like going to school
] uction the girl receives in her seclusion hut.
Whitaetelr),e Ié/luclilona W(()iuld relate the whiteness of the mudyi to the
ads that are draped on a miniature b d i
apex of the novice’s seclusion hut. “Th et it
g ese beads stand for h i
; er capacit
V(\)/ }rleproguce., her lusemu—from ku-sema, ‘to bear children or bza(:t}:
tresse}r;; e g}jrl C(;)mej out of seclusion and dances publicly her instig'uc‘
1des these beads in a pack of red cla ot
y on her head. N
I}iz; t}-nisiagd I;iy see these beads. She reveals them to hi(:nmc?rl: E:rt
ial bed.” Then he would discuss the meani
: . aning of the qualit
Whiteness which many symbols possess. “It meansggood Iuci h(leaﬁtﬁf

there. And the mudyi also m
today, for it stands for the instr
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strength, purity, friendship towards other people, respect for the eld-
ers and for the ancestors; it means revealing what is hidden.”

At other times, I would ask Muchona to describe a ritual from the
beginning, whether I had seen it or not. Sometimes I would mention
to him what other Ndembu specialists had said about its symbols. His
accounts and glosses were always fuller and internally more consistent
than theirs. He had evidently pondered long on the mysteries of his
profession, critically comparing the explanations given him by those
who had instructed him in the various cults in which he was an adept.

Windson’s comments were usually to the point. His father had

been a famous councilor in the court of a former subchief and from
him as well as from the Mission School, Windson has acquired a flair
for elucidating knotty questions. Although he was a product of mod-
ern change, he had never lost his deep respect for the now passing
traditional order and its “reverend signors.” At the time I knew him,
he was, like other converts to Christianity, beginning to look askance
at the privileged lives of certain of the white missionaries and to
wonder whether the religion of his loved father was really such a
farrago of deviltries as he had been led to believe. His major value for
me lay in his ability to slow down Muchona’s word-spates into digesti-
ble sentences and intelligible texts. For, as T have indicated, Muchona
was an enthusiast, not only in talk, but, as I have seen him, in
professional action as well—brisk, agile, full of prescience and élan.
Windson spanned the cultural distance between Muchona and my-
self, transforming the little doctor’s technical jargon and salty village
argot into a prose I could better grasp. When taking a text I made him
repeat slowly word by word Muchona’s staccato speech so as not to
water down its vividness. After a while, the three of us settled down
into a sort of daily seminar on religion. I had the impression that
Muchona had found a home of some kind at last.

I also came to know a few of Muchona’s peccadilloes. For example,
his knock would now and then be ragged; he would totter into the
hut, his greeting an octave higher than usual, and slump down on a
stool. He would then boast that his real name was “Chief Hornet”
(Mwanta Iyanvu). This was his weak pun on the title of the mighty
Lunda potentate in the Belgian Congo from whose realm the
Ndembu had come some centuries previously. This title, Mwanti-
yanvwa, was the most important name the Ndembu knew. Iyanvu
was Muchona’s “beer-drinking name” (ijina dakunwa walwa), and
when he used it he had come from drinking warm honey beer, a
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headzf brew bobbing with bees. “Iike hornet or a bee,” he would
say, “I stay neaf’ the beer calabashes, talking loudly and stinging those
whO annoy me.” Hereupon Windson would fix hir,n with a steri look
relieved by a twinkle of amusement, and te]]l him to d :
away until he had become “M M > agais. So the miche,
frrey o e wanta uchona again. So the mighty

Chief Hornet,” bedraggled with beer, would creep out of the hut,

' This was the Muchona at whom men might scoff—at whom some
did 'scoH:, althpugh others who had been treated by him for illness took
a different view. Along with other motives less altruistic perhaps
Muchona had a genuine desire to cure the ailing and hel Pthe fni
Iucky' by his magical therapy. For instance, he would often Is)a whe
describing how he first came to learn some curative techniyue “I;
dearly wanted to cure well by means of Kaneng'a [or Ka o‘q -
some other ritual].” Kaneng'a doctors are often feared ay ”gﬁ‘ e
invoked, for they are the authentic “witch-doctors” Who’ﬁ lsltW;f }?S
att'acks of those given to the use of black art against theigr k'o ; 5
nelghbo}rs. There is an implicit threat in the very knowledln i?l
Kaneng'a doctors possess about the ways of witches and so =
Muchona himself practiced a modified form of Kaneno's i
from_r'nost of its terrifying elements. Thus, while mo:i }{ae;z(eml’)t
practitioners collected medicines from the interior of raves, and —
would even brandish human thighbones while th§y dar’lced SI(\)/Ime
chona merely took grass from the surface of graves and leave,:s alji-
barkscrapings from trees growing in a circle around them. It is d'lflﬁ
cult to deduce attitudes from the behavior of members -of t;1 _
culture, but I once attended a Kaneng'a of Muchona’s in c: npany
with a South African artist from Natal who had seen Zulu doc:Iz)Pany
Yvork. Muchona was treating an unfortunate woman who was s I& .
ing from delusions as the result of puerperal fever. M friendu =
1mprefsed by what he considered the “compassionaten}éss” of I\V/}’af
ch(‘:)nas demeanor. Gone was the rather uneasy pertness and co 5
cz'ihty of his usual manner; in its stead was an almost maternal aiml-
kind, capable hands washing with medicine, a face full of e
concern. My friend commented on the “hero’ism” with Whichgﬁve
c.hona, at one phase of the ritual, ventured out alone into the holi
ridden graveyard, far from the firelight, to exorcise the agencies ogf ejii
that were making the poor victim writhe and babble nonse H
subdued his fear to his curative vocation. e
: The compassionate side of Muchona’s nature also emerged in the
orm of comments he made from time to time during our sessions on
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: 11 ayikodjikodji, “mischief-mak-
tha lugdtes SPin}:Se zv}ll:trsl g izrxz];zsciiimi}c/:al to] society for one reason
- L h gleir greed and selfishness, because they were
SR throu%he loved to stir up trouble, and so on. At many

b’ecauzefood };nd beer are offered to the ancestors and alwa}ys aE
g glfFS ; is set aside for the ayikodjikodji, usually at the marggl of
a POrzon'tle and far from the person being treated. Insteg o
e Ee N the outcast position of these entitie§, M1.1c:hona invar-
.emPhaSI]ZlHilg attention to the fact that despite thfelr dehnque}rlmles in
l?bly g its were still entitled to be fed. “For were they not
e e nce. men and women like ourselves? Wickedness is in
human bel[rllgt;c;ll ’“liver”] and few can change the hearts. t'hey 1;)11-9,
{)henhsfiii \17\76 dg not want the ayikodjikodji (‘;ohharg Jhebl:i)nr%u gﬁt
o i i i kin.” Other Ndem
e hveiigtlotrhe :illzliifstsérw(e);e t%‘g rite in their in‘Ferpretat]iDons;
il Pr}(l)Pé merz on the disreputable dead. Co?.lld it have ei)eln
MuChonﬁ ﬁ'mse]f }}Iad to wander around the margins of respecta di
bec'ause het }lle felt fellowship with the despised and the': re]eite .
peicl i inars,” Muchona seldom betrayed the erflotlonlal ases
In' el l]'semHij r;ew and exhilarating intellectual dimension .had
i e mg}.lim as well as to myself in our discussions of symbolll{s'm.
OPeneiu_P . he had the bright hard eye of some raptor, hawk or kite,
i 'tlrrclies er a definitive explanation. Watching hll’l’l,.I sometimes
o POESC OZhat he would have been truly at horr%e scoring 'd]iba(tllr'lg
;Z?jtzoorf 1;tc(}ilon’s dais, gowned or perhaps 1be11 a habﬁt. I;Ibeoift:h%isteo V;E
ici wn subliminally
ma'ki'ng ezpiﬁito;zh:iigf o}flafitiq}lload brought him an audienc.e ar}xld
e thusiasts of a kind he could never have encountered in t; e
ff_ﬁHOW enI 1ihis situation, he was respected for his knowledge in ;;cs
Vluigr?;hthhat has become of him since? C}ajl he }?Zei ]fDe aoz(fjl; ttivz
o . i ss thirst for
man he was before he experienced the quenchle
knlg?li\c}[%fc?hona the homeless, was peculiarly suslclzeptﬂile to iosml%li
\ ] i literally to keep the sm
He had a recurrent dream which I trazslagef necely 1o eep the o8
e S%eeCha tIo C}ffzml Zfrfé?hif? rrlnyy mother died. T dream of tfhe
b'om . hl'ls}el is surrounded by a palisade, for bad pegple raided hOi
Vlﬂlage ;\; (;Cuns which were there I see once more. It is as th(ilu% .
ere liin there now. I talk, I chat, I dance. Does my sha tOhe
‘[Nwzsemu—%he personal life-principle] go there in sleep?” Here

sterile,
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rational side of Muchona came uppermost, for he went on: “I find
that place the same as it was long ago. But if T had really visited it, the

trees would have grown big, grass perhaps would have covered it.

Would there have been a stockaded No, it is just a memory.” He
shook his head lugubriously and said, lingering on each syllable,
“Aka” (meaning “alas,” with a flavor of “Eheu fugaces!”).

Muchona appears to have had an exceptionally close relationship

with his mother, even for an Ndembu. This emerges in three ways
from the history of his i

nductions into many kinds of ritual. First, it is
apparent in the fact that Muchona was initiated into the preliminary
grades of certain cults along with his mother, who held t
senior novice or patient—in Ndem
one is entitled to learn how to
Muchona’s mother died she beca
affliction in at least one ritua

Ndembu society punish one for a number of reasons, but through
punishment, bane may become blessing, for the conduct of a ritual to
mollify the spirit gives the patient the right of entry into a triba] cult,
Affliction may thus well be a blessing in disguise. Thirdly, Muchona’s
attachment to his mother appears obliquely in that dead male relatives
on her side plagued him into the acquirement of expertise in a

number of rituals from which women are debarred, such as hunting
cults.

he position of
bu ritual one must suffer before
cure. Secondly, one finds that after
me for him an agent of supernatural

My relationship with Muchona was at a professional rather than
personal level; we maintained towards one another a certain reserve
about our intimate affairs. I did not ask him direct questions about his
past, especially where the delicate question of his slave origin was
concerned, but I learned much about it indirectly from his long
spoken reveries on rituals in which he had taken part. Now and then,
to be sure, he would suddenly take Windson and myself into his
confidence about some matter that was currently troubling him, In
the main, however, the pattern of his personality, like that of a poet in
his poems, expressed itself in his accounts and interpretations of
ftual, and in the nuances of gesture, expression, and phrase with
which he embellished them. In a sense, therefore, Muchona’s ritual
history is his inner biography, for in ritual he found his deepest
satisfactions.

Muchona’s mother had been an adept in many kinds of ritual, for
among the Ndembu slavery does not debar person from ritual
éminence. She also encouraged her children to acquire ritual skills.

i,
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Muchona had been initiated into three women’s C]Zh; cor'1cernefd with
curing reproductive disorders. Qne of these,lN ula, 12 Ee; ior-rcrll.ed
principally to cure menstrual dlsc.)r('flersi but as&) to Izerln :7 T glh .1?17
and barrenness. Its dominant medicine is the red muku I&_tl ree,hw ic
Muchona had mentioned to me at our first encounter: e;e 1: e tree
symbolizes the blood of birth or mothe.rhood, and.the, aim of t (la ]I;ltual
is to placate an ancestress who is causing the I‘)‘atleélt?f ﬁaffr.na : 0od
to drain away and not to coagulate around the sele of li ek 1;np ante.d
by her husband. At the esoteric phase of Nku a, a mu ufa .trE,e is
ceremonially cut down and then carved into ﬁgu.rlnes 0 ll1n ants
which are medicated with red substances and put into sma round
calabashes, representing wombs. Thesel amulets are then giveﬁl tobthe
patients to carry on strings adorned with red feathers until they bear
“li children.”
h‘ll\?[ircl}(iolzzegas inducted into the Nkula cu.lt when he was about
seven years old. His mother was principal patient. Atbherhrequf.st h,e
was given the role of Chaka Chankula, usually t'aken y tl e PE ient’s
husband or uterine brother, although sometimes a classi f:ator.y
“brother” or “son” may be chosen. The idea b?hlnd thc?se chmcels is
that a male who occupies a social position in Wl’llC.h he m}igh’lcdbe called
upon to support the patient jurally and ec01.10m1ca]1y s 01f1 thenact1 a
role symbolizing the protective and respo.nsllb'le aslc)lects o lde mti e;
female relationship. In practicz, iowever, it is indeed very se : om tha
ient’ n becomes Chaka.
apgtlé?ztaskzysvrrlrls:in task is to squat behind the patient, after she has
been washed with medicines by the doctor, and then to lead h}z:.r
backwards, while she rolls her head round anc'i round unde'r t e
doctor’s flat collecting basket, to a small hut built for the a.fﬂlctlﬁg
spirit behind her own marital hut. Then the Chaka pulls lfler into t z
hut, both of them with their backs to thé entrance. Later t ey.enllergd
in the same fashion and return to the ritual fire. Ml'lchona dep 'Zye
his interest in “etymological” interpretations—an 1nteres;; chjlhe’:;
tally, very common among Ndembu—w'her}’ he told me that ; a“to
was derived from kwaka, “to deliver a child,” or, more accurately,
N o |
Catélilll;az ltci'zczllincised male can perform thg role of Chaka. smct?
uncircumcised persons are reckoned ritually impure. An 1‘1‘nc1rcu1}:10
cised boy, like a menstruating woman, is wunabulakutooka, “one 1"’V'es
lacks whiteness,” and hence purity, good luck, ‘and other qua ltlts
possessed by “whiteness.” Again, an uncircumcised boy represen

:
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social immaturity, and a barren woman is also regarded as in some
sense immature. As Muchona explained, “Mukula and Nkula both
come from ku-kula, ‘to grow up or become mature.” When a girl has
her first menstruation she has grown up a little. When she has her
first child she has grown up still more. Both of these occasions have to
do with blood. After a boy is circumcised he sits, with others who have
been cut, on a long log of mukula, the tree of blood. He has also
grown up a little.”

Another curious feature of Nkula should be noted here, for it may
well have influenced Muchona’s development as a doctor. In the role
of Chaka a man is regarded as a midwife, in Muchona’s case his own
mother’s, in contradiction to the strict Ndembu norm that only a
woman may deliver another woman in childbirth. Since many Yaka
(plural of Chaka) become Nkula specialists, and since such specialists
are thought to cure reproductive disorders, the implication is that the
are spiritual midwives. In addition, the Nkula patient is thought of as
being ritually reborn into fruitful maturity, reborn that she too may
bear. Muchona’s desire to help the unfortunate by the only means
known to Ndembu, leechcraft and ritual, may have found its first
channel in this early indoctrination in his mother’s Nkula.

Without being markedly effeminate in his deportment, Muchona
always seemed more at ease among women than men. In my mind’s
eye I can still see him pleasantly gossiping with Kasonda’s sister, both
of them clucking their tongues at the misdeeds of their little world.
This gay, full-blown woman had scant time for her scheming brother,
whom she often scolded for his meanness to her. Muchona, to his
aedit, or perhaps through timidity, never to my knowledge said a
word out of place about Kasonda, who himself had no hesitation in
slandering Muchona behind his back. I fancy that Kasonda’s sister
more than once, in her imperious way, defended the tiny doctor
against Kasonda’s insinuations. Certainly, she called him in to per-
form the Kayong'u ritual for her, a ritual I shall shortly describe, for
Muchona’s first induction into it was a critical point in his develop-
ment. Muchona might be described as a Tiresias figure, in that he had

wnsiderable insight into feminine as well as masculine psychology,
&specially in the fields of sex and reproduction. Tt seems certain that
he identified himself closely with his mother, even to the extent of
Speaking in an alto voice. A young man I knew in Kasonda’s village
used to speak in a similar way, copying his mother, until he went
Way to work in a FEuropean township. When he came back he
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ssed a rich baritone, but had acquired a stutter in the process of
. linization. Muchona never lost his shrill pitch.
e bled Tiresias in another important respect, for he was 5
'I'_Ie i ell as a doctor. Here again the secret influence of his
S as nwbe seen at work. During her lifetime she had caused
mOth}i«T (;ato be initiated into no less than four kinds of ri'tual.- Af‘f.er
llz/ilrlfie(;?h Muchona believed that she came as a §pirit toha'fﬂlc;{ him in
the mode of Kayong'n,” and thus to make a diviner of. .1mil a)./og‘gu
is the name of a specific set of symptoms, ‘of. the spirit that in licts
them, and also of the ritual to cure the victim. It has tw_o variant
form;, one to cure the illness and the other to prepare t};e patllcznt to }3e
a diviner as well as to cure him. Worr.len may suffer from iyongu
and may be treated by the curative ritual, 1_)ut thfey (‘iannc{: CTCO-me
diviners. They may, however, carry 'out ‘minor r;ltua tlils S ur1r:ig
subsequent performances of Kayong'u, if they ?VZ een cured.
Muchona’s mother had been, in this sense, a Kayong'u og'tor. .
Muchona’s initiation into Kayong'u, and the events h?a 1n§g u}})1 toit,
stood out in his memory with harsh clarity. He was in hls: fear 1\)/7[ t 1rt(11es
at the time and was living with his recently acquired wife, 1 asonde,
among his stepfather’s kin on the Angolan ]?order. Appar]ent y it Cv)vas
just about this time that he emancipated 'hlmself fromhs avery(.1 ne
pictures him then as a minuscule fellow with a needle-s ?rg egl pin-
bright mind. He must have already developed a streak o ] udoo}lluery
to curry the favor of the bigger and bett.:er—born. ‘He must eil rtleg dy - gvg
been something of an intellectual prodlgy for his soc1et31/, alf deride
and half grudgingly admired—and entirely una.ble to l?e ong. -
He told me that for a long time h.e had 1nterm1ttentd %ttic Z i)
“being caught by a very heavy sickness in my l?ody; I flc])un 1‘cd ar (f
breathe, it was like being pricked by needles in my chest, an b.somia
times my chest felt as though it has befen blown up by E icycle
pump.” A diviner was consulted, and he; diagnosed that Muchona v];zai
suffering from the sickness of Kayongu. Furthe':rmore, Foltl gnethelis
three spirits had come out of the grave to catch him, two fu 1rof 9
of his mother, and his father. He himself had dreamed of onli of I és
uncles and of his father while he was ill. Both these spmts,' Z saﬁ ;
were urging him to become a diviner, for they.ha.d practiced t li
profession. He had also dreamed of his mother, 51gn1ﬁcantl}.f elznousgl'd.
“She came too,” he told me, “but she was so weak that the diviner di
not recognize her.” It is typical of Muchona .th'at he felt Compelle}cllO;Z
stress the novelty of his personal lot in religious matters. A w
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battery of spirits, not merely a single ancestor, had singled him out for
this arduous and dangerous profession.

The values and attitudes expressed and inculcated in Ndembu
ritual leave their stamp on its subjects. Personality is shaped at the
forge of ritual, especially where the ritua] deals with life-crisis, serious
illness or, as I believe in Muchona’s case, with a severe psychosomatic
disorder. Thus, an account of one phase of Muchona’s Kayong'u and
his interpretations of it may reveal something of the man.

Let us go back thirty years or so to the flaring ritual fire of green
wood outside Muchona’s hut in the dull dawn. All night he has been
washed with medicine, shuddering convulsively to the Kayong'u
drum rhythm, a plaything of the savage spirits within him. At the first
faint light, the senior officiant, 5 hunter-diviner, who was Muchona’s
father’s brother-in-law, brings a red cock to the sacred site and holds it
up before the patient by its beak and legs. Kayong'u like Nkulz and
the hunting cults is a “red” ritual, full of red symbolism standing for
killing, punishment, witcheraft, and in general, for violent breach in
the natural and social orders. Muchona, in a sudden spasm, leaps on
the cock and bites through its neck, severing the head. Blood spouts
out and Muchona “beats the bloody head on his heart to quieten his
mind.” Then the big doctor orders a goat to be beheaded. Its blood
pours on the ground and Mucona laps it up where it puddles. The
cock’s head is placed on a pole called muneng'a, newly cut from the

same species of tree from which ancestor shrines of quickset saplings
are made, symbolizing ritual death and contact with spirits. The sun
now rises and the doctor takes a hoe, a cupful of goat’s blood, the
hearts of the cock and goat, various “sharp” objects, and leads a
procession of the doctors from the village into the bush. They go to a
fork in the path and keep straight on instead of following either path.
They find the principal medicine tree of the ritual, a kapwipu tree,
which stands in this context for initial misfortune followed by success
—4a meaning it also possesses in hunting cults. They pray to the
afflicting spirits and then heap up a mound of earth at the foot of the
tree roughly in the shape of a crocodile, with legs and a tail. Next they
conceal the various small objects, such as a knife, a razor, needles, a
bracelet, and a string of beads under the mound, at the head, tail, and
sides. Before concealing the razor and needle, the big doctor pricks the
cock’s and goat’s hearts with them. Then they bring the drums and
beat out the Kayong'u thythm.

Now Muchona is led out of the village to the crocodile image and

i
(il
|

i

{
‘”NI
Imr’l
(e
(L
i
e

"
il
il

e
(I

i

(i




144 THE FOREST OF SYMBOLS

seated on its “neck” facing forward. The doctors question him on why
he has come to Kayongu and he gives the. stereotyped responses
regarded as appropriate. Next he has to di.Vlne where each of the
objects has been concealed. He told me jubilantly '.that he was com-
pletely successful in this, that he seemed to know just where. every-
thing was hidden. Each time he answered Correctly, he. said, the
women who had accompanied him to the sacred site trilled their

raises aloud, “making me very happy.” Suddenly, two doctors dart off
to the village to hide something there. Muchona is led home where he
begins searching and snuffling about to find what has been concealed.
At length he says, “You have kept something here for the name of a
dead man.” He approaches the muneng'a pole, he claws up the earth
near it. He shouts aloud, “The name of the dead man is Nkayi
[“duiker”], for you have hidden a duiker horn here.” Someone (':alled
N kayi, he said, had recently died in the village. Then he explalr'ls to
the doctors, showing off a little, one suspects, “A duiker-antelope is an
animal of the bush. An animal lives in the bush, but a man lives in
the village.” He explained this to me by saying that while hunters
seek out hidden animals in the bush, diviners hunt out the secret
affairs of men in villages. At any rate, according to I\/Iu'chona, the big
doctor is highly impressed and calls out, “This man will make a true
diviner.” All gather round Muchona and praise him, but he had to
pay the doctors many yards of cloth, he added rather ruefu]ly. Never-
theless, he had been cured of his malady. It had gone immediately.
The spirits that had afflicted him henceforth helped him to divine and
protected him from evil. Shortly after the performance, he appren-
ticed himself to a famous diviner and learned the difficult manipula-
tive and interpretative techniques of that profession, many of which
he went on to describe in a series of sessions.

Muchona’s interpretation of the symbolism of Kayong'u was com-
pounded of both traditional beliefs and his own deeper insights: “The
cock represents the awakening of people from sleep; at dawn t}.le cock
begins to crow and rouses them. The goat too stands for waking up,
for at dawn it begins to bleat when it runs after she-goats and it
disturbs people with its sound. The Kayong'u spirit too avve%kens
people it has caught. It makes them emit a hoarse breathing, 11'ke a
cock or a goat” I have myself heard Muchona and other diviners
make a deep asthmatic wheezing noise in the course of ordine-lr.y
conversation. This is supposed to be the voice of the Kayongu spirit
inside them. The Kayong'u then endows its possessor with special
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alertness, with the power of the first light that follows the secretive
night, full of witches and mysteries.

Muchona continued: “It is the power of the Kayong'u spirit that
makes a man kill the cock with his teeth. It makes a person a little
mad. When he is shuddering he feels as though he were drunk or
epileptic. He feels as though he were struck suddenly in his liver, as if
by lightning, as if he were being beaten by a hoe-handle, as if his ears
were completely closed, as if he could not breathe. He is stopped up.
But he is opened when he kills the cock. From the killed animals he
gets wakefulness, alertness, for he must be wide awake to become a
diviner and seek out hidden things.” The orifices of various senses—

ears, nostrils, eyes—are stopped up during his ritual seizure; then the

novice experiences a release, an access of heightened sensitivity. Again

the curious parallel with Tiresias springs to mind for the Greek

soothsayer was smitten with blindness before he attained insight.
Muchona said of the fork in the path:

When people come to a fork, they must then choose exactly where they
want to go. It is the place of choice. Usually they have foreknowledge of
the way to go. Everyone has such knowledge. But the diviner goes
between the paths to a secret place. He knows more than other people. He
has secret knowledge. '

When the doctor pricks the hearts with needle and razor, he is repre-
senting the patient’s pain. The patient must not feel it again because it has
already been done in the hearts of the cock and goat. But if he becomes a
diviner, he will again feel that pricking inside him—while he is divining.
It is the thing which tells him to look at the tuponya [the symbolic objects
shaken up in a basket whose combinations tell the diviner the cause of his
client’s illness or bad luck or how someone’s death was brought about by a
witch or sorcerer]. The diviner must be sharp like the needle, cutting like
the knife. His teeth must be sharp to bite off the cock’s head with one bite.
He goes straight to the point in hidden matters. The crocodile in Kayong'u
stands for divination because it has many sharp teeth, like needles.

A diviner can catch witches by Kayong'u, by its sharpness, and also by
his divining basket. These help one another. A person who has Kayong'u
is safe from witchcraft. Thus if someone tries to bewitch me, my three
Tuyong'u [plural of Kayong'u] would kill that witch. For they are terrible
Spirits,

I have tried to sketch some of the factors that may have been
tesponsible for making Muchona a “marginal man” in Ndembu so-
ciety. His slave origin, his unimpressive appearance, his frail health,
the fact that as a child he trailed after his mother through several
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villages, even his mental brilliance, combined to make him in some
measure abnormal. His special abilities could not overcome the handj.
caps of his social marginality and psychical maladjustment. But he
found some kind of integration through initiation into curative ritua]
and especially into divinatory status. For these, his outsider charac.
teristics were positive qualifications. In a ritual context he could set
himself apart from the battles for prestige and power that bedeyil
kinship and village relationships in Ndembu society. Ndembu ritual,
like ritual everywhere, tends to assert the higher unifying values of
the widest effective congregation. The doctor-diviner heals or judges
by reference to commonly held beliefs and values which transcend the
laws and customs of everyday secular society. Thus Muchona’s very
weakness and vulnerability in village life were transmuted into virtues
where the maintenance of the total society was concerned.

The rich symbolism of oral aggression in Kayong'u points up a very
different aspect of the diviner’s role, and since Muchona set so much
store by his occupancy of such a role it must have modeled many of
his attitudes. In the past, a diviner had to ply a dangerous trade. I
have been told of diviners who were shot or speared by the relatives of
those they had declared to be witches or sorcerers. Moreover, they had
to overcome by aggressive means much fear and guilt in themselves to
reach decisions that might result in the death by burning of their
fellow men. At its mildest, their profession entailed the probability of
declaring in public that someone was a witch. No one but a diviner
would do this, for as in all societies, the polite fiction prevails among
Ndembu that social intercourse is governed by amity and mutual
consideration. Only the diviner, fortified by ritual and protected by
ferocious spirits that torment him while they endow him with in-
sight, can pubicly expose the hates that simmer beneath the outward
semblance of social peace.

One feels, therefore, that there is an aspect of unconscious revenge
against the social order in divination. In Muchona’s case, one may
speculate that beneath his jester's mask, and under his apparent
timidity, he may have cherished hatred against those more securely
placed in the ordered groupings of society. Such hatred may itself
have given him a certain clairvoyance into tense relationships in the
kinship and political systems. Forever outside the village circle, he
could see the villagers’ weak spots and foibles more clearly than most.

His very objectivity could further his general revenge. Nevertheless,
he may himself have felt unconscious fear that those he disliked
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P]otted counte?-retribution against him. This fear made him at once
meek and comical in his daily doings. By playing the timorous fool he
belittled his own powers and thus defended himself. Moreover, his fear
may have had something to do with the fact that he invariably rational-
ized his ritual tasks as being for the good of society. The flower of
altruism sometimes has twisted roots,

It was an undoubted fact that Muchona, popular with most elderly
women, was disliked by many men. For example, when his junior
wife’s baby died, a child who he admitted to everyone was not his,
men from a number of villages took pleasure in telling me that they
suspected he had bewitched it to death. To discredit these damaging
views, communicated to Muchona by innuendo, he took the trouble
to make 2 wearisome journey of several score miles to his parents-in-
law to report the details of the baby’s illness and the remedial meas-
ures he had taken. He told me wryly on his return that they had taken
fifteen shillings—a considerable sum for a villager—from him as
compensation for the child’s loss to their lineage. Muchona, as the
husband, was held responsible for the child’s welfare. He s;id that
they had taken no account of the money he had already paid a diviner
to ascertain the cause of death, nor of the cost of treatment by a
herbalist, also borne by Muchona himself. The diviner had declared
him innocent of the child’s death in the presence of his wife’s kin, had
indeed nominated as the sorcerer an important headman belongi;lg to
her lineage. If Muchona had been a tougher personality in secular
affairs, he might have refused to pay compensation for an illicit child
and have gotten away with it. As it was, he felt constrained to
ingratiate established authority whenever he met it—or else to run
away and build his hut in a different area.

There is another instance of Muchona'’s tendency to capitulate
without a struggle to public pressure. One day, after he had been
working with me for about three months, he strutted in wearing a suit
of white ducks, paid for out of my cash gifts. He had informed
everyone with some pride, I was told later, that his son Fanuel
Mu(.:hona had given him the suit. Indeed, poor Muchona often tried
fo give the impression that Fanuel was more solicitously filial than he
'reaﬂy was. It was soon discovered that Fanuel had only put his father
in touch with the vendor, not given him the money for the suit. After
our session, schoolmaster Windson said to me sadly, “That fine suit
WIH'Inake everyone jealous, for people will realize that you have been
Paying him well, and we Ndembu are a very jealous people.”
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a few days later Muchona came to us in his usyg]
khgl?iriaeg?,oﬁ)%i}ng utterlyywoebegone. “What on earth’s the matter)”
[ asked. He replied, “This is the last time we can spéak ?bout customs
together. Can't you hear the people talking angrily in the village
shelter?» When I passed it on my way here, they were saying loudly, 5o
that I could hear, that I was giving away our [trﬂ?al] secrets, and Fhat
I was teaching you witchcraft matters.” I was dl'stressed and a little
hurt to hear this, for my relations with the villagers had always
seemed extremely friendly. I said as much to Muchona, who went on,
“No, it is not the people of this village, at least only a few O.f them,
who are talking like this, but others who come to 'hear a case c.hscussed
in the village shelter. But the people of this village, esPemaHy one
man—I name no names—say that I am telling you only lies. Before I
came, they say, you heard only true things about our ceremonies, but
now you just hear nonsense. But one thing I found wond.erful. The
village people call me a liar, the strangers say I am betraylng' secrets,
Their reasons [for disliking me] don’t agree, but they agree Wlth each
other!” I knew that it was Kasonda who called Muchona a liar, for he
had hinted as much to my wife often enough, but Muchona was too
polite or too diplomatic to say so, for everyone knew that Kasonda and
I had been friends of long standing.

When Windson heard this sorry tale, his expression grew bleak a'nd
precipitous, as I suspect it must often have done W}.len he dealt with
refractory schoolchildren. “I must have a word with some of )Ehese
people,” he said. “Most of them have children at my school.” He
turned to Muchona, “Don’t take any notice of these troublemakers.
They won't say another word.” Nor did they. For Windson was ot
only deeply respected as a man of integrity, but he also had effective
sanctions at his command. As village schoolmaster, he could recom-
mend or fail to recommend children for Middle School education at
the distant Mission Station. Village Africans in Zambia are
well aware that a good education is a vital means to such upward
social mobility as is available to black people. If the schoolmaster were
to become unduly aware of acts of naughtiness on the part of certain
borderline cases for promotion, he might well send in an adverse
report. I don’t think Windson would have done this, for he was a
gentle, earnest, and not unkindly man, but a hint in the proper
quarters that Muchona was not to be bothered again had a wonder-

fully sobering effect.

Windson had become uncommonly fond of Muchona in the course

MUCHONA THE HORNET

149

of our discussions. At first, he had tended to display a certain coolness,
bordering on disparagement, towards Muchona’s “paganism,” but in a
yery short time he grew to admire the little man’s intellect and his
appreciation of the complexity of existence. Later still, Windson came
to take positive pride in the richness and sonority of the symbolic
system Muchona expounded to us. He would chuckle affectionately at
Muchona’s occasional flashes of dry wit.

One of those flashes came after we had spent a long session on a
painful subject, the ihamba. In its material expression, an upper front
incisor tooth of a dead hunter imbeds itself in the body of a person
who has incurred the hunter’s displeasure. The tooth is removed by
means of a ritual procedure which includes confession by the patient
and by his village relatives of their mutual grudges, and the expres-
sion of penitence by the living for having forgotten the hunter-ances-
tor in their hearts. Only after “the grudge has been found” will the
tooth cease “to bite” its victim and allow itself to be caught in one or
another of a number of cupping horns affixed to the patient’s back by
the doctor’s principal assistant. After about a couple of hours, Mu-
chona became very restive on his hardwood stool. Full of the zest of
inquiry, I had become thoughtless and had forgotten to give him his
usual cushion. Eventually he burst out, “You have been asking me
where an ihamba goes. Well, just now I have an ihamba in the
buttocks.” I silently passed him his cushion. However, this was not all.
We used to punctuate our deliberations pleasantly enough with an
occasional cigarette. Today I had forgotten even to pass around the
yellow pack of “Belgas.” So Muchona said, “I have another ihamba.”
“What's that one?” “The angriest ihamba of all, the ihamba of drink-
ing [i.e., smoking] tobacco.” Like a true professional, Muchona could
make innocuous quips about his craft.

Muchona normally took ihamba beliefs very seriously. He had been
treated no less than eight times, he said, to gain relief from an ihamba
that made his joints sore. Either because the doctors were charlatans
—one tried to deceive him with a monkey’s tooth—or more often
because “the grudge was unknown,” the ihamba remained to vex him.
Several divinations had established to his satisfaction that the ihamba
came from a mother’s brother who had been taken while still a boy by
Luba slave raiders many years ago. Later, his mother had learned that
her brother had become a famous hunter and a wealthy man in
Lubaland, having purchased his freedom there, but she never saw
him again. Muchona believed that he held an undying grudge against
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Sure enough, a few days later Muchona came to us in his usua]
khaki rags, looking utterly woebegone. “What on earth’s the mattery”
I asked. He replied, “This is the last time we can spéak .about customs
together. Can’t you hear the people talking angrily in the village
shelter? When I passed it on my way here, they were saying loudly, so
that I could hear, that I was giving away our [trﬂ?al] secrets, and that
I was teaching you witchcraft matters.” I was d1§tressed and a little
hurt to hear this, for my relations with the villagers had always
seemed extremely friendly. I said as much to Muchona, who went on,
“No, it is not the people of this village, at least only a few o'f them,
who are talking like this, but others who come to.hear a case (_11scussed
in the village shelter. But the people of this village, espemally one
man—I name no names—say that I am telling you only lies. Before I
came, they say, you heard only true things about our ceremonies, but
now you just hear nonsense. But one thing I found Wond.erful. The
village people call me a liar, the strangers say I am betraymg. secrets,
Their reasons [for disliking me] don't agree, but they agree with each
other!” T knew that it was Kasonda who called Muchona a liar, for he
had hinted as much to my wife often enough, but Muchona was too
polite or too diplomatic to say so, for everyone knew that Kasonda and
I had been friends of long standing.

When Windson heard this sorry tale, his expression grew bleak and
precipitous, as I suspect it must often have done Wl.len he dealt with
refractory schoolchildren. “I must have a word with some of ,Ehese
people,” he said. “Most of them have children at my school.” He
turned to Muchona, “Don’t take any notice of these troublemakers.
They won't say another word.” Nor did they. For Windson was not
only deeply respected as a man of integrity, but he also had effective
sanctions at his command. As village schoolmaster, he could recom-

mend or fail to recommend children for Middle School education at
the distant Mission Station. Village Africans in Zambia are
well aware that a good education is a vital means to such upward
social mobility as is available to black people. If the schoolmaster were
to become unduly aware of acts of naughtiness on the part of certain
borderline cases for promotion, he might well send in an adverse
report. I don’t think Windson would have done this, for he was a
gentle, earnest, and not unkindly man, but a hint in the proper
quarters that Muchona was not to be bothered again had a wonder-
fully sobering effect.

Windson had become uncommonly fond of Muchona in the course
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of our discussions. At first, he had tended to display a certain coolness,
bordering on disparagement, towards Muchona’s “paganism,” but in a
very short time he grew to admire the little man’s intellect and his
appreciation of the complexity of existence. Later still, Windson came
to take positive pride in the richness and sonority of the symbolic
system Muchona expounded to us. He would chuckle affectionately at
Muchona’s occasional flashes of dry wit.

One of those flashes came after we had spent a long session on a
painful subject, the ihamba. In its material expression, an upper front
incisor tooth of a dead hunter imbeds itself in the body of a person
who has incurred the hunter’s displeasure. The tooth is removed by
means of a ritual procedure which includes confession by the patient
and by his village relatives of their mutual grudges, and the expres-
sion of penitence by the living for having forgotten the hunter-ances-
tor in their hearts. Only after “the grudge has been found” will the
tooth cease “to bite” its victim and allow itself to be caught in one or
another of a number of cupping horns affixed to the patient’s back by
the doctor’s principal assistant. After about a couple of hours, Mu-
chona became very restive on his hardwood stool. Full of the zest of
inquiry, I had become thoughtless and had forgotten to give him his
usual cushion. Eventually he burst out, “You have been asking me
where an ihamba goes. Well, just now I have an ihamba in the
buttocks.” I silently passed him his cushion. However, this was not all.
We used to punctuate our deliberations pleasantly enough with an
occasional cigarette. Today I had forgotten even to pass around the
yellow pack of “Belgas.” So Muchona said, “I have another ihamba.”
“What's that one?” “The angriest thamba of all, the ihamba of drink-
ing [i.e., smoking] tobacco.” Like a true professional, Muchona could
make innocuous quips about his craft.

Muchona normally took ihamba beliefs very seriously. He had been
treated no less than eight times, he said, to gain relief from an ihamba
that made his joints sore. Fither because the doctors were charlatans
—one tried to deceive him with a monkey’s tooth—or more often
because “the grudge was unknown,” the ihamba remained to vex him.
Several divinations had established to his satisfaction that the hamba
came from a mother’s brother who had been taken while still a boy b
Luba slave raiders many years ago. Later, his mother had learned that
her brother had become a famous hunter and a wealthy man in
Lubaland, having purchased his freedom there, but she never saw
him again. Muchona believed that he held an undying grudge against
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his maternal kin, perhaps because he had not been captu:
been sold into slavery by them—who could tell so long
Muchona was being afflicted on account of this grudge. S
could now find out what it was, he felt he could never be ¢
biting, creeping ihamba. May we not see in this a pr
Muchona’s own state? Did he bear an unconscious grudge
mother—displaced on to her unknown brother—for saddl:
with slavery? Did he not have the fantasy that even a .
become great, as his uncle was reputed to have done? At «
Muchona’s phrasing of ihamba beliefs, he seemed to feel t
in the grip of some irremediable affliction, that indeed his si
himself. Although suffering made him a doctor in mar
cults, he never became an ihamba specialist. One fancies th
incurable trouble represented for him the deathless gnaw
chagrin at being of slave origin and at not really “belongi
snug little village community.

No man can do justice to another’s human total. I have
that in Muchona there was a deep well of unconscious bitt
a desire for revenge against a society that had no secular pla
compatible with his abilities. Yet the small man had a big
was only too sensitively aware of the undertone of derision a
ment with which many men regarded him. Although he
mountly intellectual rather than warm-hearted, he tried on
to speak and act civilly and charitably; and he treated his pat
compassion. In our long collaboration he achieved an amazi
of objectivity about the sacred values of his own society. W,
outlook was radically altered by our threefold discussions I 5
know. All T do know is that shortly before I left his land,
forever, he came to see me, and we had an outwardly cheer
together. Presently, he grew quiet, then said, “When your
sets out in the early morning do not expect to see me neark
someone dies we Ndembu do not rejoice, we have a mourr
mony.” Knowing Muchona as I did, I could not help feelin
was not simply feeling sorry at the loss of a friend. What gri
was that he could no longer communicate his ideas to any
would understand them. The philosophy don would have to
a world that could only make a “witchdoctor” of him. Had -
kind of death occurred?
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his maternal kin, perhaps because he had not been captured but had
been sold into slavery by them—who could tell so long afterwardsy
Muchona was being afflicted on account of this grudge. Since no one
could now find out what it was, he felt he could never be cured of the
biting, creeping ihamba. May we not see in this a projection of
Muchona’s own state? Did he bear an unconscious grudge against his
mother—displaced on to her unknown brother—for saddling her son
with slavery? Did he not have the fantasy that even a slave could
become great, as his uncle was reputed to have done? At any rate, in
Muchona’s phrasing of ihamba beliefs, he seemed to feel that he was
in the grip of some irremediable afliction, that indeed his sickness Was
himself. Although suffering made him a doctor in many curative
cults, he never became an ihamba specialist. One fancies that this Ohe
incurable trouble represented for him the deathless gnawing of hig
chagrin at being of slave origin and at not really “belonging” in any
snug little village community.

No man can do justice to another’s human total. I have suggested
that in Muchona there was a deep well of unconscious bitterness and
a desire for revenge against a society that had no secular place for him
compatible with his abilities. Yet the small man had a big mind. He
was only too sensitively aware of the undertone of derision and resent
ment with which many men regarded him. Although he was para-
mountly intellectual rather than warm-hearted, he tried on the whole
to speak and act civilly and charitably; and he treated his patients with
compassion. In our long collaboration he achieved an amazing degree
of objectivity about the sacred values of his own society. Whether his
outlook was radically altered by our threefold discussions I was not to
know. All T do know is that shortly before T left his land, probably
forever, he came to see me, and we had an outwardly cheerful drink
together. Presently, he grew quiet, then said, “When your motor car
sets out in the early morning do not expect to see me nearby. When
someone dies we Ndembu do not rejoice, we have a mourning cere-
mony.” Knowing Muchona as I did, I could not help feeling that he
was not simply feeling sorry at the loss of a friend. What grieved him
was that he could no longer communicate his ideas to anyone who
would understand them. The philosophy don would have to return to
a world that could only make a “witchdoctor” of him. Had not some
kind of death occurred?




