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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this thesis is to explore several selected healing rituals performed
by the Mpangu people with the purpose of elaborating aspects of their religious
thought.

The thesis is composed of two parts. The first, comprising four chapters, is a detailed
description-interpretation of four healing rituals: Kiziku, Nyokd-N’kdwu, Kubdonda
and the Sunday Worship ritual of Dibuundu di Mpeeve a N’loonge (the Church of the
Holy Spirit). The account of each healing ritual is followed by a commentary which is
a kind of second reading of the ritual, providing appropriate explanation of keywords

and the specific cultural context of the ritual.

The second part of the thesis, comprising two chapters, is a comparative analysis of the
four healing rituals which identifies the elements common to the rituals and the
religious concepts expressed in them. Most fundamental among these concepts is the
idea that the well being of the living community is dependent upon harmony with the
ancestors, and other “spiritual entities”, who reside in an invisible “other world”.
Communication between the inhabitants of these two worlds, and the maintenance of
appropriate reciprocal relationships among them, are seen to be essential to the
maintenance of this harmony.  From another perspective, it can be said that the
existence of illness, death and misfortune indicates that this essential harmony has been
eroded, and the healing rituals provide the appropriate context and actions through

which proper relationships with the ancestors and other spiritual entities can be restored.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This study attempts to provide a description of contemporary healing rituals as an aspect
of religious expression among the Mpangu of Lower Congo. It focuses on the
Mpangu people, a sub-group within the Bakdongo (or Kdongo) ethnic group of Lower
Congo, more specifically within the present-day Roman Catholic diocese of Kisaantu.
According to “Amnuaire de I’Eglise Catholique au Zaire”,1993-94, the population of the
diocese of Kisaantu is 550,000 of whom 4430,000 are Catholics (78.2%).

~1.1. The Kdongo-Mpangu Universe

The Mptmgu, as all the Bakdongo, express great concern for luziingu (life), not simply
in terms of being alive, or physical life, but more by ensuring a harmony among all the
forces which influence life. According to them, both the individual and the community
as a whole should enjoy good health, prosperity, and all kinds of blessings. This is
what the Mpangu mean when they speak about kuvwd Iuziingu liimboti (to have a good
life) or kutémd kn kddnda (the well-being and welfare of the clan) which are

fundamental principles of their culture and society.

Of course, the ideal harmonious life is repeatedly disturbe(i by unsettling events, such as
death and illness, conflicts among members within the clan, childlessness (in women),
failure of all kinds (in men) and various misfortunes which befall the community.
Religious and healing rituals are therefore enacted in order to restore a harmonious

balance.

It is important to note that the Mpangu concept of healing does not make any
distinction between psychological, mental and social causes of illness (Buakasa,1988:
84). The goal aimed at by the therapy is to re-establish the sick person’s identity
according to his/her cultural position in the society (Sow, L.,1977 quoted by
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Buakasa,1988). This is the way the healing action provided by the healing rituals must
be interpreted.

This is an aspect of being healed which cannot be obtained either from the hospital or
from the missionaries’ clinics. The whole action of healing is an attempt to seek to
explain why afflictions are distributed as they are (MacGaffey,1983:148) and how to
liberate the victims. This concem pushes the Kdongo-Mpangu to examine the social
environment of the “sick” person in order to identify sources of tensions in social

relations.

The search for harmony can only be understood in connection with the general view of
the universe according to the Mpangu thinking. The study of Mpangu cosmology
helps to locate the rituals in their social and cultural context for “we cannot really
understand action unless we also understand the belief and theory on which it is based,
the converse is also true. We cannot fully comprehend belief unless we see it in action”

(du Toit,1985:82).

The Kdongo-Mpangu universe is composed of two worlds, one is visible, the other
invisible. Each is inhabited by categories of beings and the relations between the two
worlds are relations of time, space, and cause (MacGaffey,1986:43). Individual and
communal life in the visible world, are affected by these beingé whom I would like to
call the “living-forces”. The interventioh of the invisible beings is a matter of fact

throughout the healing rituals described in this thesis.

Speaking of the two worlds, the people use specific terms: “kar nseki”, referring to the
land of the living community, and “ku mdsa” indicating the land of the dead who are
actually regarded as the dead-living (J. Mbiti,1970:107).  Important categories of
beings in the invisible world are Nzdambi (God), bakuilu (ancestors), bankita (a special
group of spirits of the dead), bisfimbi (local spirits), and matébo (ghosts). Interaction
between the inhabitants of the two communities expresses the Mpangu concept of these

entities.

11




1.1.1. Nzaambi (God)

The Mpangu refer to Nzdambi as the Supreme Being, the creator of all things. He is
Nzdambi-Mpuungu (God Almighty). They do not go further to define their concept of
God; they say “Nzaambi, Nzddmbi kwani” (God is God), (Van Wing,1959:306).

Although in many cases rituals provide the privileged context for encounter with
invisible beings, the Mpangu acknowledge that “Nzdambi kdmonikda ko, mu
mavddngd kamonikindinga yé mit biditmbu” (God is invisible, he becomes visible in
his deeds and signs), so said Antoine during the ritual Kiziku. Through the song-texts
sung during the nitual at Sunday Worship (V,10), believers referred to Nzdambi as the
One prayed to by their forefathers; he is also called Dééso (Janzen &

MacGaffey,1974:127; Van Wing,1959:306).

The Mpangu concept of Nzdambi (God) can be summarised as the general
acknowledgement of the existence of a remote supreme spirit considered all-powerful
and the origin of all things. Nzdambi is different from other spirits of Mpangu
cosmology; he is outside the clan and lineage while bakiilu (ancestors) are part of these

social structures.
1.1.2. Bakiilu (ancestors).

The term bakulu (singular: n’kalu) refers to all the deceased persons who have lived
honestly, and have played an important role in the clan in their lifetime. Practically
only honest and good persons who have had offspring in their lifetime, are regarded as
ancestors (Van Wing,1959:309; Mufuta,1983:180). These are the beings to whom the

healer addresses invocations and prayers.
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Most of the informants, during the research in the field, strongly affirmed the experience
of bakulu’s intervention in their professional life of healer. Not only were they
directed, assisted and guided by these spirits, but they were also appointed according to
bakulu initiative, as we shall see later. The phenomenon of the existence of bakiilu is
related to the concept of death among the Mpangu. Lufwd (death) is regarded as an
alternative form of being which is characterised by its invisibility. Commonly, people
say that muuntu, mééso kaka kazimdadnga (one dies only to sight), that is, life does not
end at death. Further, life after death is considered more powerful than that before

death. Concisely expressed in a lapidary style Van Wing (ibid:250) wrote:

“Les morts sont les vizvants par excellence; ils sont doués d’une
vie qui dure”. (The dead are the living par excellence; they are
endowed with everlasting life).

In Buakasa’s terms (1988:34), bakitlu are referred to as the departed members of the
clan. The term “departed” means that after death these persons leave the visible world,
they are hidden from the living community; their life style changes from the visible to
an invisible form. In different ways, bakulu look after the living community in the

visible world.
1.1.3. Bankita or Mpoongo (a special group of spirits of the dead)

Bankita is the plural form used to indicate a special group of spirits of the dead. The
term Nkita is employed for both the singular and plural forms. The two will be

indiscriminately used in this thesis.

The concept of Bankita is connected with that of bakitlu. Actually, both objects and
specific beings are regarded by the Mpangu as Bankita. In the houses, Bankita are
represented by the stones, kaolin ball, walking stick, animal’s horn, etc. Some of these
stones are called by the names of ancestors, and so they are these ancestors, for their
spirit animates the objects, then called mpoongo. This can explain why the healer
addresses them for protection, assistance and guidance during the healing action. The

same objects are used as instruments for the healing session.

13




Regarding the origin of Bankita, Buakasa’s (1980) hypothesis seems accurate ( as
discussed in section 1.3.), that Bankita are the spirits of a group of ancestors who died
in violent circumstances. Budydongo’s story, in chapter 3, supports this interpretation.
However, Buakasa does not clearly distinguish between these beings and bisiimbi
(Iocal spirits).  This confusion characterises Mpangu thinking when they speak of
bankita and bisiimbi. They say: “Bisiimbi, a ndé bési mdsa; mpeeve zi bdkulu”

(Bisiimbi are the water citizens; [they are] ancestors’ spirits).

Not all the spirits of the persons who died from violence are called Bankita. Only
those spirits regarded as the members of the clan play this role. It follows from
Buakasa’s hypothesis that Bankita and bisiimbi constitute a group of beings endowed
with special power originating from their violent death. Given that the clans seek to be
protected and to prosper, they manage to apbmpriate this power by incorporating them
into the clans. This can explain one of the forms of absorption into kin group
mentioned by MacGaffey,(1986:25). Those outside the clans constitute the different

groups of bisiimbi, considered as enemies.

The story Kutoombula Bankita. (to bring Bankita from the water), reported by
Basdwula in chapter 3, illustrates this situation when Makdya, the patient, revealed the
cause of her long illness and the misfortune in the family. She said that that happened
because her deceased father was n'yihg to buy a gift (Bankita power) to help his
children who were going through hard times.

As in the case of bakilu, the relationships between human beings and Bankita are
characterised by ambiguity. The latter protect, as well as attack, their kin-people in
various ways. By interpreting a number of lasting illnesses and misfortunes, the
Mpangu discover special messages conveyed by bakilu. The two stories reported in
chapter 3 illustrate this. These rituals make it clear that the concept of Bankita is
closely connected to the well-being and welfare of the clan. Those who are given this
gift by the ancestors consider themselves privileged. The service requested in turn

creates, however, obligations which provoke fear of Bankita anger when they are not

14




satisfied. Practically all these beings are thought of in terms of spirits. However, the

Mpangu distinguish other groups of beings called mpeeve (spirits) ...
1.1.4. Mpeeve (spirits)

This term indicates the state of bodylessness. For the Mpangu, bakiilu are believed to
bave a body which is invisible to an ordinary person; an initiated person, such as the
sorcerer, can see them. Bankita are represented by a variety of forms as we have said
above. Mpeeve fall into two categories: mpeeve zimbote (good spirits) and mpeeve

zimbi (evil spirits) or matebo (ghosts).

The common belief maintains that the persons who after death are refused admission to
the rank of bakitlu (ancestors) in their villages, become matébo (singular: tébo —
ghosts). Having no dwelling; they wander about in the forests and in rivers, and can be
accidentally seen by human beings. This is the greatest misfortune that can befall an

individual.

Regarding the origin of matébo, they are either the spirits of the persons to whom the
rank of bakilu was refused after death, or, referring to :- Buakasa’s hypothesis
mentioned above, fhe spirits of ‘enemies’ defeated during the battles, but not absorbed
into kin group. All are opposed to bakitlu, and are harmful to fixe human beings. The
case of n’fi studied in chapter 5 (first case) illustrates the evil influence of matébo on’

the young girl.

To defeat the evil spirits the Mpangu call on the good spirits.  According to the
E.C.U.S.E. (The Church of the Holy Spirit) interpretation, Mpeeve ya N’loongo (The
Holy Spirit), is the Spirit of God. He embraces all good spirits. He is regarded as the
Supreme Spirit, the one the forefathers were given by God, the one to whom the

believers call on now, in prayers and songs (V,1; V,4).
The key point in this brief survey of Mpangu cosmology is communication. The

people long to maintain good relationships with all the living-forces which affect life.

Given that illness, death and all kinds of misfortunes are interpreted as the sign of the

15




broken relationships with the invisible world, the healing rituals constitute the context
par excellence in order to make their feelings and beliefs a reality. The performance of
healing rituals stands as an embodiment of abstract thought, which becomes “visible”
through actions, gestures, words, etc. They reveal a hidden link between the area of
belief and the living. This link enables the Mpangu to ensure the vital communication

with the invisible powers.

The reflections contained in this chapter aim at an introduction to the Kdongo-Mpangu
peoples regarding their daily living and religious environment. It includes an outline of
previous studies related to the healing rituals in ‘be Mpangu society. It is also an
attempt to state the contribution of the present research to the continuing field of
investigation into healing rituals and religious expression. The methods used to gather,
record, transcribe and translate information will be described to give an idea of the way

the research was conducted.

The thesis is divided into two main parts. The first part is composed of a detailed
description of four healing rituals which constitute the body of material for the study:
Kiziku .(ch.2), Bankita(ch.3), Bansiimba (ch.4) and E.C.U.S.E. (ch.5). Two stages

characterise this description:

a. the reconstruction of the ritual through an account of its performance;

b. a commentary, which is a kind of "revision" of the account of the ritual.

The comments provide explanations of key points during the ritval, and its general

interpretation in the cultural context.

The second part of the thesis deals with the analysis of the healing rituals according to
the structure, actions and symbols used as expressions of thought (ch.6). The
narratives, invocations, prayers and songs are analysed as verbal expressions of

Mpangu religious thought (ch.7).
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A summary and brief reflection based on the concept of the healing rituals and the

phenomenon of religion in Mpangu society, will constitute the conclusion of this study.

1.2. The Kdongo-Mpangu

The term Mpangu or Bampangu indicates a sub-group of the Bakdongo people which
forms the Koongo ethnic group. The same term is also used to refer to one of the six

provinces of the former Kéongo Kingdom.

Historically, 1482 is a date of great significance for the Bakdongo people. It is the
beginning of their history on the international level, the year when Diogo Cao, the
Portuguese admiral, discovered the mouth of the Kdongo River (also called: Zaire
River, between 1971 and 1997). The Koonge Kingdom which he found there was
composed of six provinces: Mpéémba, So’ya, Mbaamba, Mbdia, Nsuundi, and
Mpangu (Balandier,1965). These were also the names of the founding ancestor ruler of
the province, of his residence and of the inhabitants over whom he ruled’.  The

Mpangu people therefore resided in the province of the same name.

Nowadays, Bampangu are called Bantdndu (singular: muntdndu) which is a recent
name. > Although the people call themselves Bakdongo or Bantdndu, the elders
acknowledge their ancient name of Bampangu which is a direct link with other sub-

groups of the same ethnic group.

The Kdongo ethnic group occupies part of the Western Coast of Affrica, close to the
Equator and on both sides of the Kdonge River, from the Congo Republic (capital:
Brazzaville) on the North, through the Democratic Republic of the Congo (capital:

Kinshasa), and into Angola, and extending inland several hundreds of miles.
When the Europeans drew the colonial boundaries in 1885, the territory of the Kdongo

ethnic group was divided into three nations which are known nowadays as: Angola, the

Congo Republic (capital: Brazzaville) and the Democratic Republic of the Congo

17
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(capital: Kinshasa). Bampangu belong to the Kdongo group of Congo-Kinshasa
which is composed of several sub-ethnic groups: Bandibu, Bamanyaanga/Banstiundi,
Bantindu/Bampangu, Bayoombe and Bazombo. All inhabit the region called Lower

Congo.

The climate of the area is tropical, with a hot, rainy season extending from mid
September-October to mid-May, broken for several weeks in February. The dry season
is somewhat cooler, the sky being overcast much of the time. The end of August is
characterised by a short hot period which is an introduction to the rainy season.
Temperatures vary considerably with altitude. The vegetation changes and gradually
becomes a savannah as one gains altitude (MacGaffey,1970:8), but also as a result of
human action. Large forests and gallery forests along stream beds are cut down by the

inhabitants who seek to earn money by selling wood.

To the West, the Mpangu are conventionally separated from their neighbours, the
Bandibu and Banstiiindi (Bamanyaanga) by the In’kisi River, and to the South, from
the Bambdta by the Mfidi River. To the North, are the Balémfu and Bawuimbu
(related to Batéke). Throughout this area the Kikdongo language is spoken, although
the dialects vary widely, some of them being hardly intelligible to the speakers of other

dialects.

The Mpangu may be described as peasants. Agriculture is their main source of income,
especially in the countryside. They cultivate the soil with hand tools, and endeavour to
sell as much as they can of their produce (manioc, beans, peanuts, sweet potatoes,
gourd, sugar-cane and so on). Nowadays, many of the trade enterprises and factories
established by private initiative are in crisis due primarily to the great insecurity caused

by political instability.
For both economic reasons, and in the search for greater security, many people have

moved in recent decades from the villages to agglomerations built around the nearest

favourable centre. The main agglomerations in “r« Mpangu lands are:
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