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ABSTRACT

OF ALIEN KINGS AND ANCESTRAL CHIEFS

This thesis is organized as a set of essays which tackle various theoretical issues
pertaining to an understanding of the ideology of kingship among the Aruwund (Lunda
of the Mwant Yaav) of southern Zaire.

Following an introductory text which supplies the historical background, the thesis
begins with the description and analysis of the Ruwund myth of foundation of the state.
The myth is here seen as a "constellation of myths". a set of minor narratives relating to
high office which constitute, define and permanently re-create the "main myth". It is this
fluidity of oral tradition that is examined by demonstrating how episodes and minor title
histories are evoked or omitted by narrators who display different emphases of the myth
and attempt to manipulate a repertoire to their better advantage (ch. I). Through
reconstructing this process, and the "contradictory versions" which it originates, we are
drawn into the academic debate that has long opposed structuralists to ethnohistorians in
the analysis of oral traditions (ch. I/I).

Chapter II reviews the concept of the "culture hero" as used in the literature on the
recurrent central African image of the alien hunter, founder of a new civilization. It
suggests ‘that the Ruwund myth of the origin of kingship should be understood as a tale
of social renewal rather than that of the introduction of a foreign éivilization in the midst

of a more rudimentary order. This being so, the foundation of the state is a process
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generating from within in which the role of the autochthonous order as bearer of "culture”
should be considered attentively.

In the three chapters that follow I discuss the system of "perpetual kinship" (as
defined by I. Cunnison in 1956), issues on hierarchy, and the symbolic use of space. All
three chapters can be seen to reveal mechanisms of establishing, creating and encoding
symbolic relationships relating to the Ruwund ideology of kingship. In the first of these
chapters (ch. II) it is argued that perpetual kinship ties among Ruwund dignitaries,
notwithstanding the use of a kinship idiom, are above all metaphors for symbolic
relationships. The following chapter analyses the salutation system and the use of insignia
of power among court officials and questions L. Dumont’s assertion that hierarchy
constitutes the "ideology" in traditional societies. Finally, chapter V looks at royal and
minor courts as "constructed spaces" within which relations between dignitaries are both
shaped and acted out through relative positionings.

The last two chapters are concerned with royal ritual. It is intended to contribute
to Africanist literature a detailed ethnographic account of the Ruwund royal installation
ritual (ch. VI). The following chapter claims that its understanding can only be attained
by examining a wider structure of rituals and with reference, in particular, to non-royal

symbolism and ceremonies.
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NOTE ON THE ORTHOGRAPHY OF RUWUND WORDS

The Ruwund language, called "Uruwund" by the native speakers, is a language belonging
to the Central Western Zone L in Guthrie’s classification of Bantu languages (1967). In this
classification Uruwund (L. 53) belongs to the Lunda group (L.50) which also includes two other
languages, the Salampasu and the Lunda (Lunda-Ndembu). Although I have taken into account
the writings of A. Lerbak (n.d.), J. L. Vincke (1966) and J. J. Hoover (1976) as regards the
orthography of Ruwund words, I have strictly followed that suggested by J. Nash in his very
recent grammar (1993), with one single exception: while Nash adopts fi for the phonetic
realization of [fi] as pronounced in Spanish words such as espariol (not unlike in English "knew"),
I conformed with the ny of the International African Alphabet commonly used in the current
anthropological literature. Below are summarized a few major rules concerning the pronunciation
of vowels and consonants in Uruwund as specified in Nash’s work. Exceptions to such rules are

only mentioned should they be relevant for the reading of this dissertation.

1. The pronunciation of vowels:

The Ruwund vowel a ([a]) is pronounced between "father" and "bat", vowel i ([i])
approximately as in "feet", u ([ul) as in “boot", o ([0]) as in "tote" and e (between [e] and[s]) is
pronounced between "snake" and "bet".

The pronunciation of these vowels changes in certain combinations with other vowels or
consonants. Such is the case, for example, of u in a sequence ru when it may be pronounced as
[#] (between "boot" and "bit"). Hence the word rukan ("sacred bracelet") should be pronounced
[ikan], or even {Fkan] with a prolonged "roll" of the r.

Word-initial u is optionally pronounced with an initial [w] as in Urawund [Wuruwu:nd};




13

and word-final u is always devoiced or "whispered".

Vowels in Uruwund may be of long or short duration. Long vowels are here represented
by two letters. For example maaku ("mother/aunt") should be pronounced [ma:ku}. However,
when preceding a nasal—ob;truent or nasal-nasal consonant cluster in the same word (such as mb,
mp, nv, nd, ndj, nz, nk, ng, etc.), all vowels are long and therefore it is unnecessary to mark
their length with double letters (e.g. Nakabamb [Nakaba:mb]). Also, mid vowels (e and o) are
nearly always long in Uruwund and, therefore, this orthography shall economize by writing them
with a single letter (e.g. mes, "eyes", should be pronounced as [me:s]). Where the irregular short
eor 6 are found (in most cases borrowings from other languages) this is indicated by a tag placed

under the vowel (e.g. Celgk on pages 179,181 shouid be read [ce:lek]).

2. The pronunciation of consonants:

Consonants should be pronounced much like their English equivalents except for the cases
specified below:

Ruwund j ({Z]) has the sound of s in English "pleasure" or "leisure"™; ¢ ([¢])
has the value of c¢h as in "church"; and dj is equivalent to the English consonant j. The Ruwund
r is "rolled" like rr in the Spanish word perro; and w, which is usually pronounced as in English,
may not be articulated when it occurs between consonants m or k and vowels o or u (like in
mwon, "medicine", which is often pronounced as [mo:n]). Finally, as already pointed out, ny
stands for [ii] like the ny in English "canyon". Hence the Ruwund word Nkalaany should be read
as [Nkala:i).

When the consonants t, d, s and z precede u or w, their pronunciation changes into that

of labialized retroflex affricates. The pronunciation of t and d when followed by w or w will thus

resemble English ch as in "church" and j as in "John", if only approximately so. The retroflex
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sounds of s and z when followed by u or w may be said to resemble roughly English s or sh. In
this latter case articulations are accompanied by much aspiration and may produce a whistling
sound.

Exceptions to the above rule are marked by an apostrophe between the letters. Hence the
t in taat’uku (“father/grea@ grandfather™) is pronounced like a "normal" t.

The combination ng is always pronounced in Uruwund as [9] but with a mute g as in
English "sing". Hence ngaak ("grandparent/ancestor") should be pronounced as [5j:-a:k]. Finally,
m and n preceding another consonant at the beginning of a word are realized with short hums (as

in Nkond, [N-ko:nd]).

3. Other remarks on orthography and abbreviations:

Uruwund is a tonal language and words may differ only with respect to the voice pitch
employed when pronouncing them. To simplify both the writing and the reading of the text,
however, I have omitted them except on page 180, note 4, in which tone marking became
indispensable to distinguish two words with otherwise equal spelling.

Perpetual titles are in italic throughout the text in order to differentiate from personal
names (e.g. Nswaan Murund is an office title; Ruwej is an individual name). Ruwund villages
often have the name of their chief’s title. The office title is in ita]ic while the village name
remains in normal type (e.g. Kasaaku is the name of a settlement at the Nkalaany area, while
Kasaaku is the perpetual title of the village chief).

Besides standard abbreviations I use v.: throughout the text to indicate that the following
word is a verb in the infinitive form (e.g. v.. kwiifukwiil, "to greet a chief by clapping one’s
hands"). This same indication also appears linked to the verb form itself in Ruwund sentences

!

such as kwiipan(v.) mpemb ("to rub on white kaolin").




INTRODUCTION

I

The Lunda kingdom of the Mwant Yaav enters our historical scene in the context
of the major Portuguese enterprise of crossing Africa from cdast to coast. At the outset
this venture was viewed as advantageous in linking Angola to the gold mines of the
Monomotapa empire (located in the highlands between the Zambezi and I.impopo rivers)
but was faced with only too vague a knowledge of the width of the African continent.
From those beginnings in early 17th century the idea of linking the African coasts was to
represent a major trend in Portuguese exploration of Central Africa for the next two
hundred years.

It was not until the mid-18th century, ho;;vever, that we first hear of the Lunda
state. Correia Leitdo, who was sent on a surveying mission by the governor of Angola,
collected information on the remote interior lands at the court of the Kasanje, chief of the
Imbangala (cf. Santos, 1978:150-1). This preliminary expedition became only too aware
of the expanse from coast to coast and the hardship of an enterprise which aimed at
establishing an overland link between the Portuguese colonies of Angola and
Mozambique. Subsequently the project was revived intermittently and, by the end of the

18th century, the lands of the king Mwant Yaav were already indicated on the top right-

hand corner of the map of Angola elaborated by the cartographer. Pinheiro Furtado (cf.
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ibid.;161).

The expedition of Lacerda e Alineida that set out in 1798 was, however, the first
Portuguese scientific mission to take place (cf. Map 1). In later years the continuity of
travels in this part of Africa had been left, to a large extent, to the individual initiative of
explorers, merchants and adventurers. But exploration of the territories between Angola
and Mozambique became now essential in assessing possibilities of carving out a route
for the commerce with Asia. The discoveries of Lacerda ¢ Almeida were also expected
to improve the topographic maps of Central Africa.

At the time of this expedition that left from Tete in Mozambique, all of the eastern
region of Angola, Katanga and part of Zambia were domains of two large potentates: the
Mwant Yaav’s to the west of the Lualaba River and the Kazembe’s to the east. Although
Lacerda e Almeida never succeeded in crossing the continent, his expedition represented
a considerable step forward. The exploratory travels from the eastern coast had now
reached ab far as Lake Mweru and, from the west, the white traders from Angola
(sertanejos) were nearing the Lunda lands of the Mwant Yaav, a kingdom believed to be
not only of greét wealth and power but also a gateway to the interior and to the commerce
in the East. To complete the transcontinental journey only the route between the two
native kingdoms would then have to be undertaken.

When in 1811 the two Angolan merchants, Pedro Jodo Baptista and Amaro José,
finally completed the crossing of the African continent they had, thus, not only undertaken
a major feat but accomplished a dream two centuries old by then. During this journey
which took over eight years the two pombeiros' lived in the court of the Lunda king, the
Mwant Yaav (1806). Their diary, published in 1843 (and translated into English in 1873),

was then the only report on the vast region situated between the Kasai and Lake Mweru

! Native traders from Angola who acted as agents of white merchants.
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(cf. Santos, 1978:210).

The literature actually describing the vast empire of the Mwant Yaav only dates
from the mid-19th century onwards. Gamitto’s O Muata Cazembe (1854) is the first
important report for the peoples of the Kazembe claim their origin from the Lunda of the
Mwant Yaav. His diary resulted from an expedition carried out in 1831-2 to negotiate with
the king Kazembe, taking up the contact established by Lacerda e Almeida three decades
before.

In the early years of the 19th century African traders attempted to open up new
itineraries to the lands of the Mwant Yaav and several Portuguese traders in the 1830s and
40s actually succeeded in making their way to the Lunda. In 1846 Rodrigues Graga, a
merchant, arrived at the capital of the Mwant Yaav. His mission was to establish direct
trade relations with the Lunda potentate thus breaking the monopoly of the Kasanje
kingdom over the Lunda trade. Graga’s travel report (1855), along with information
transmitted by African and European traders from Angola who had progressively
infiltrated the Lunda country, were the only descriptive data on this kingdom until the
arrival of the German explorers in the last quarter of the 19th century. Indeed it was not
until 1875 that the Berlin Geographical Society showed interest in a systematic exploration
of this part of Africa, the year in which the explorer P. Pogge arrived at the capital of the
Mwant Yaav’s empire from Angola. His Im Reiche des Muata Yamvo (1880) and M.
Biichner’s report of his expedition (1879-1881) are the German contributions to the last
century’s knowledge on this state.

At the end of the nineteenth century the most comprehensive and detailed study

on the Lunda kingdom was produced. The volumous account of Dias de Catvalho on his

expedition to the Mwant Yaav's court in 1884-88 is an ambitious but scrupulous project
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which reflects the encyclopedic mind of a 19th century scientist. This expedition was no
longer concerned with the opening of new routes. It was a diplomatic mission aiming at
re-establishing the old Portuguese influence at the Mwant Yaav’s potentate and commercial
relations between the Angolan territories and the Lunda state. It was intended to direct to
the Portuguese prov_ince the flow of merchandise which was being progressively diverted
to the northern regions as a result of the navigation of the Kasai and Zaire Rivers
supported by Belgian and German stations. The exploration of the inland markets was also
an important issue in view of the building of a railway line from the Angolan capital to
Ambaca which was intended to transport merchandise resulting from the commerce in the
western part of Central Africa. In addition to these "economic" reasons, Portugal was
concerned with safeguarding its “historical rights" over the Lunda area from the Congo
Free State’s occupation of Central African territory and from British penetration northward
from South Africa. Major Dias de Carvalho was to pursue this cause hence, on his arrival
at the musumb, the Mwant Yaav’s court, he signed with the paramount chief a protectorate
trealy recognizing Portuguese sovereignty over Lunda.

Asked to produce a plan of the expedition, Dias de Carvalho set himself a major
task: "...what advantages could the borderland central region offer us? And how could this
region be thoroughly known without a knowledge of the products of its soil, its climates,
the aptitudes of its peoples, their habits, their history, their political existence and above
all their language? These thoughts dominated me..." (1890:1,5; my translation). However
ambitious, this plan was to be accomplished. The range of subjects covered in the eleven
volume account of the expedition does not compromise in any way the detail and
precision of his writings. The report (1890-4) includes four volumes of description of the
journey, ‘a grammar of the Lunda language, two volumes on vocabulary, one on

meteorology and climatology, an ethnographic album, a volume on climate, flora and
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agricultural products (this written by the second in command, Sisenando Marques) and,
that which is of most interest to us, a volume on the ethnography and history of the Lunda
peoples.

The latter, in the characteristic descriptive and ethnocentric style of the time, is a
most precious ethnqgraphic document. For one concerned with issues on kingship, in
particular, a very considerable amount of stimulating data are gathered in this volume: a
lengthy account of the oral tradition of origin of the Lunda state, a description of the
Mwant Yaav’s court (musumb) detailing a great number of royal dignitaries, theif titles and
attributions, information on chiefly insignia as well as a description, if very incomplete,
of the king’s investiture rite. A reconstruction of the chronology and succession of the Ant
Yaav (sing.. Mwant Yaav) is also attempted. Sure enough, the use in his work of a
moralizing speech within the framework of a "civilizing" action in Africa often distorts
information while other material, collected during his relatively short stays in the
expedition stations, may contain some misleading data. Nonetheless, the detail and
richness of the descriptions are not shadowed by the limitations of his work.

Dias de Carvalho’s writings refer, of course, to a reality long left behind. The
Mwant Yaav was then a true ruling sovereign and the empire, if no longer in its apogee,
was still a firmly established network of domains linked to the court by the payment of
tribute and acknowledgment of the Mwant Yaav’s effective political power. Since the late
19th century sigaificant changes inevitably occurred in the Lunda political situation and
thus the way in which the villages and minor chiefs relate to the king and his court.

The domain of the Mwant Yaav constituted a vast empire spreading as far as the
Kwango River in the west (Kasongo-Lunda) and the Luapula in the east (cf. Map 2). This

expansion of the Lunda empire was to affect the history of a major area in Central Africa

.until 1850. To maintain the new territories under its control political administrators (ayilol)




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































