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Foreword to the
Cornell Paperbacks Edition

Recently both the research and theoretical concerns of many
anthropologists have once again been directed toward the role
of symbols—religious, mythic, aesthetic, political, and even
economic—in social and cultural processes. Whether this re-
vival is a belated response to developments in other disciplines
(psychology, ethology, philosophy, linguistics, to name only a
few), or whether it reflects a return to a central concern after a
period of neglect, is difficult to say. In recent field studies, an-
thropologists have been collecting myths and rituals in the con-
text of social action, and improvements in anthropological field
technique have produced data that are richer and more refined
than heretofore; these new data have probably challenged
theoreticians to provide more adequate explanatory frames.
Whatever may have been the causes, there is no denying a re-
newed curiosity about the nature of the connections between
culture, cognition, and perception, as these connections are
revealed in symbolic forms.

Although excellent individual monographs and articles in
symbolic anthropology or comparative symbology have recently
appeared, a common focus or forum that can be provided by a
topically organized series of books has not been available. The
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vi FOREWORD

present series is intended to fill this lacuna. It is designed to
include not only field monographs and theoretical and compar-
ative studies by anthropologists, but also work by scholars in
other disciplines, both scientific and humanistic. The appear-
ance of studies in such a forum encourages emulation, and em-
ulation can produce fruitful new theories. It is therefore our
hope that the series will serve as a house of many mansions,
providing hospitality for the practitioners of any discipline that
has a serious and creative concern with comparative symbology.
Too often, disciplines are sealed off, in sterile pedantry, from
significant intellectual influences. Nevertheless, our primary
aim is to bring to public attention works on ritual and myth
written by anthropologists, and our readers will find a variety
of strictly anthropological approaches ranging from formal
analyses of systems of symbols to empathetic accounts of divin-
atory and initiatory rituals.

This book is based on the Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures at
the University of Rochester which I delivered in 1966. It was in
the course of these lectures that I crossed the threshold be-
tween the study of ritual in an African tribal context and the
analysis of processual symbols in cross-cultural and transtem-
poral terms. The Ritual Process and subsequent books of mine
have produced their share of controversy over the years. More
than once 1 have been accused of overgeneralizing and of mis-
applying concepts like “liminality” and “communitas.” These
terms, it is argued, may adequately describe or account for
social and cultural processes and phenomena found in prelit-
erate societies, but have limited use in explaining sociocultural
systems of much greater scale and complexity.

To attempt to answer such criticisms is probably a futile exer-
cise. I am unable, however, to resist quoting the adage “The
proof of the pudding is in the eating.” This book has been cited
repeatedly by scholars in such diverse fields as history, the his-
tory of religions, English literature, political science, theology,
and drama, as well as in anthropological and sociological books
and articles concerned with ritual and semiotics, particularly in
African contexts; its reception encouraged me to extend the
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comparative enterprise. In Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, an-
other work in the Symbol, Myth, and Ritual series, several case
studies are based on the assumption, first developed here, that
society is a process rather than an abstract system, whether of
social structural relations or of symbols and meanings.

Society, moreover, is a process in which any living, relatively
well-bonded human group alternates between fixed and—to
borrow a term from our Japanese friends—"floating worlds.”

By verbal and_nonverbal means_of classification. we_impose,
.upon-_ourselves innumerable constraints _and boundaries to
_keep chaos at_bay, but often at the cost of falllng to make dis-
.coveries. and_inventions:-that.is.to. 5aY,. not all instances. of sub-,
version of the normative are deviant or criminous. Yetin.order

"to live, to breathe, and to.generate. novelty, human bemgs have
had to create——by structural means—spaces and times in the
calendar or, in_the ciltural cycles of their most_cherished -
.groups . “which_cannot be. captured in.the. classificatory nets of
their quotidian; routinized spheres.of_action.. These liminal
areas\%f time and space—rituals, carnivals, dramas, and latterly (/( 2

+ films—-are open to the play of thought, feeling, and _will; in Za
‘themn are generated new models, often fantastic, some of which P
may have sufficient power and plausibility to replace eventually
the force-backed political and jural models that control the cen-
ters of a society’s ongoing life.

The antistructural liminality provided in the cores of ritual
and aesthetic forms represents the reflexivity of the social pro-
cess, wherein society becomes at once subject and direct object;
it represents also its subjunctive mood, where suppositions, de-
sires, hypotheses, possibilities, and so forth, all become legiti-
mate. We have been too prone to think, in static terms, that cul-
tural superstructures are passive mirrors, mere reflections of
substructural productive modes and relations or of the political
processes that enforce the dominance of the productively privi-
leged. If we were as dialectical as we claim to be, we would see
that it is more a matter of an existential bending back upon
ourselves: the same plural subject is the active superstructure
that assesses the substructural and structural modalities that we
also are. Our concreteness, our substantiality is with us in our

Ry A




viii FOREWORD

reflexivity, even in the ludic play domain of certain of our
liminal moments: play is more serious than we, the inheritors
of Western Puritanism, have thought.

The Ritual Process represents an attempt to free my own
thought, and I hope that of others in my field as well, from
grooved dependence on “structure” as the sole sociological di-
mension. A good deal of the philistinism perhaps rightly
ascribed to our discipline has been due to this “single vision,” as
William Blake would have called it—this obdurate evasion of
the rich complexities of cultural creation. Our goal should be to
study man alive and woman alive, in the many levels of their
mutual dealings. This book is, if nothing more, a modest step
toward realizing that goal.

Victor TURNER
University of Chicago
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1

Planes
of Classification

wmn a Ritual
of Life and Death

MORGAN AND RELIGION

It must first be said that for me, as for many others, Lewis Henry
Morgan was one of the lodestars of my student days. Everything he
wrote bore the stamp of a fervent yet pellucid spirit. But, in under-
taking to deliver the Morgan Lectures for 1966, I was immediately
conscious of one profound, and it might seem crippling, disadvan-
tage. Morgan, though he faithfully recorded many religious cere-
monies, had a marked disinclination to give the study of religion,
the same piercing attention he devoted to kinship and Qolmcs Yet
religious beliels and practices were the main subject matter of my

talks. Two quotations especially emphasize Morgan’s attitude. The
first Is taken from his seminal classic Ancient Society (1877): “The
growth of religious ideas is environed with such intrinsic difficulties
that it may never receive a perfectly satisfactory exposition. Religion
deals so largely with the imaginative and emotional nature, and
consequently with such uncertain elements of knowledge, that all
primitive religions are grotesque and to some extent unintelligible”
(p. 5). The second consists of a passage from Merle H. Deardorff’s
(1951) scholarly study of the religion of Handsome Lake. Morgan’s
account of Handsome Lake’s syncretic gospel in his book League of the

1



2 The Ritual Process

Ho-de-no-sau-nee or Iroquois was based on a set of notes made by young
Ely S. Parker (a Seneca Indian, who was later to become General
Ulysses S. Grant’s military secretary), consisting of the texts and
translations of Handsome Lake’s grandson’s Good Message recitals
at Tonawanda. According to Deardorfl, ‘“Morgan followed Ely’s
notes faithfully in reporting what Jimmy Johnson, the prophet’s
grandson, said, but he departed widely from Ely’s glosses on it and
itsceremonialaccompaniment” (p. g8; see also William Fenton, 1941,
pp- 151-157).

The correspondence between Morgan and Parker shows that if
Morgan had listened more carefully to Ely, he might have avoided
the general criticism of his ““ League” made by Seneca who read it:
“There’s nothing actually wrong in what he says, but it isn’t right
either. He doesn’t really understand what he is talking about.” Now,
what did these Seneca “really” mean by these extraordinary re-
marks, which seem to be addressed to Morgan’s work on the religious,
rather than the political, aspects of Iroquois culture. To my mind,
the Seneca comments are related to Morgan’s distrust of.the ~imag-~-
inative and emotional,” his reluctance to concede that religion has
an important rational aspect, and his belief that what appears
““grotesque ™ to the highly “evolved ™ consciousness of a nineteenth-
century savant must be, ipso facio, largely “unintelligible.” They
also betray in him a related unwillingness, if not incapacity, to make
that empathetic exploration of Iroquois religious life, that attempt
to grasp and exhibit what Charles Hockett has called * the inside
view” of an alien culture, which might well have made compre-
hensible many of its seemingly bizarre components and interrela-
tions. Indeed, Morgan might have pondered with salutary effect
Bachofen’s (1960) words to him in a letter: *“ German scholars pro-
pose to make antiquity intelligible by measuring it according to
popular ideas of the present day. They only see themselves in the
creation of the past. To penetrate to the structure of a mind different
from our own, is hardy work ™ (p. 136). Upon this remark, Professor
Evans-Pritchard (1965b) has recently commented that ‘it is indeed
hardy work, especially when we are dealing with such difficult
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subjects as primitive magic and religion, in which it is all too easy,
when translating the conceptions of the simpler peoples into our
own, to transplant our thought into theirs” (p. 109). I would like
to add as a proviso here that in matters of religion, as of art, there
are no “simpler” peoples, only some peoples with simpler tech-
nologies than our own. Man’s “imaginative” and “ emotional” life
is always and everywhere rich and complex. Just how rich and com-
plex the symbolism of tribal ritual can be, it will be part of my task
to show. Nor is it entirely accurate to speak of the ““structure of a
mind different from our own.” It is not a matter of different cognitive
structures, but of an identical cognitive structure articulating wide
diversities of cultural experience. -

With the development of clinical depth-psychology, on the one
hand, and of professional anthropological field work, on the other,
many products of what Morgan called * the imaginative and emo-
tional nature’ have come to be regarded with respect and attention
and investigated with scientific rigor. Freud has found in the fanta-
sies of neurotics, in the ambiguities of dream imagery, in wit and
punning, and in the enigmatic utterances of psychotics clues to the
structure of the normal psyche. Lévi-Strauss, in his studies of the
myths and rituals of preliterate societies, has detected, so he assever-
ates, in their underlying intellectual structure similar properties to
those found in the systems of certain modern philosophers. Many
other scholars and scientists of the most impeccable rationalist
pedigree have thought it well worth their while, since Morgan’s day,
to devote whole decades of their professional lives to the study of
religion. I need only instance Tylor, Robertson-Smith, Frazer, and
Herbert Spencer; Durkheim, Mauss, Lévy-Bruhl, Hubert, and
Herz; van Gennep, Wundt, and Max Weber to make this point.
Anthropological field workers, including Boas and Lowie, Malin-
owski and Radcliffe-Brown, Griaule and Dieterlen, and a host of
their coevals and successors, have labored mightily in the vineyard
of preliterate ritual, making meticulous and exacting observations of
hundreds of performances and recording vernacular texts of myths
and prayers from religious specialists with loving care.

i
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4 The Ritual Process

Most of these thinkers have taken up the implicitly theological

posmon of trying to explain, or explain away, religious phenomena _
as the product oprsychologlcal or soc1010g1cal causes of the most

rehglous beliefs and practices, for both the maintenance and radi-
‘cal transformation of human social and psychical structures. The
reader will perhaps be relieved to hear that I have no intention of
entering the theological lists but will endeavor, as far as possible, to
confine myself to an empirical investigation of aspects of religién
and, in particular, to elicit some of the properties of African Fitual.
Rather will I try, in fear and trembling, owing to my high regard _
for his great scholarship and standing in our discipline, to with™
“stand Morgan’s casual challenge to posterity, and demonstrate that
modern anthropologists, working with the best of the conceptual
tools bequeathed to them, can now make intelligible many of the
cryptic phenomena of religion in preliterate societies. o

RITUAL STUDIESIN CENTRAL AFRICA

| Let us begin with a close look at some ritual performed by the
people among whom I did two and a half years’ field work, the
Ndembu of northwestern Zambia. Like Morgan’s Iroquois, the
Ndembu are matrilineal and combine hoe agriculture with hunting,
to which they attach a high ritual value. The Ndembu belong to a
great congeries of West and Central African cultures, which conjoin

with considerable skill in wood-carving and the plastic arts an elab-

orate development of ritual symbolism. Many of these peoples have
complex initiation rites with long periods of seclusion in the bush for
the training of novices in esoteric lore, often associated with the
presence of masked dancers, who portray ancestral spirits or deities.
The Ndembu, together with their northern and western neighbors,
the Lunda of the Katanga, the Luvale, the Chokwe, and the Luchazi,
attach great importance to ritual; their eastern neighbors, the
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Kaonde, the Lamba, and the Ila, although they practice much
ritual, appear to have had fewer distinct kindsof rites, alessexuberant
symbolism, and no boys’ circumcision ceremonies; and their diverse
religious practices are less closely articulated with one another.

When I began field work among the Ndembu, I worked in the
tradition established by my predecessors in the employment of the
Rhodes-Livingstone Institute for Sociological Research, located at
Lusaka, the administrative capital of Northern Rhodesia (now
Zambia).'This was the earliest established research institute in
British Africa, founded in 1938, and was intended to be a center
where the problem of establishing permanent and satisfactory rela-
tions between natives and non-natives might form the subject of
special study. Under the directorship of Godfrey Wilson and Max
Gluckman, and later of Elizabeth Colson and Clyde Mitchell,
research officers of the institute had made field studies of tribal
political and jural systems, of marriage and family relationships, of
aspects of urbanization and labor migration, of comparative village
structure, and of tribal ecological and economic systems. They had
also done a good deal of mapping work and had classified all the
tribes of what was then Northern Rhodesia into six groups in terms
of their descent systems. As Lucy Mair (1960) has pointed out, the
contribution of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute to the shaping of
policy, like that of the other research institutes in British Africa, lay

not in ““ prescribing the action appropriate to specific situations” but

“rather in _the analysis of situations in such a way that the policy-
makers (could) see more clearly the forces with which they were
dealing™ (pp. 98-106).

Among these “forces,” ritual had a very low priority at the
time 1 began field work. Indeed, interest in ritual has never been
strong among Rhodes~L1vmgstone researchers: Professor Raymond
Apthorpe (1961) pointed out that of the gg publications of the
institute until that time dealing with various aspects of African life
during the last thirty or so years, only three had taken ritual for
their subject (p. ix). Even now, five years later, of the 31 Rhodes-
Livingstone Papers—short monographs on aspects of Central
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African tribal life—only four have made ritual their main topic, two
of them by the present author. Evidently, Morgan’s attitude to
‘ primitive religions” still persists in many quarters. Yet the insti-
tute’s first director, Godfrey Wilson, took a lively interest in the
study of African ritual. His wife, Monica Wilson (1g54), with whom
he did intensive field research into the religion of the Nyakyusa
people of Tanzania, and who has, herself, published outstanding
studies of ritual, has pertinently written: “ Rituals reveal values at
their@;;,aevel . men express{n ritual What moves them most,

‘and since the form of expression is conventionalized and obligatory,

it is the values of the group that are revealed. I see in the study of
rituals the key to an understanding of the essential constitution of
‘human societies ” (p. 241). o

"I Wilson’s view is correct, as I believe it is, W@L
ritual would certamly have been in the spirit of the institute’s initial
asplratlon “to study ... the problem of establishing permanent and

" U NS
satisfactory relations between natives and non-natives,” for

“satis-
factory retations’ dépend on a deep mutual understanding. In con-
trast, the stud study of religion has been prominent in the work of research
institutes in East and West Africa, especially in the period just
before and after the attainment of political independence. In the

social sciences generally, it is, I think, becoming widely recognized

113

that religious beliefs and practices are something more than ‘ grot-
esque” reflections or expressions of economic, political, and social
'@M}EE_ rather are they coming to be seen as dec1sxv_§_l<‘§}_1§_t"o
the undcrstandmg of how people think and feel about those rela-
thﬂShlES, and Ww

they operate.
e e

—

PRELIMINARY FIELD WORK ON NDEMBU RITUAL

I have dwelt on this “religious unmusicality* (to use the term Max
Weber quite unjustifiably applied to himself) of social scientists of
my generation with regard to religious studies mainly to underline
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the reluctance I felt at first to collect ritual data. For the first nine
months of field work, I amassed considerable quantities of data_on
kinship, village structure, marriage and divorce, family and 1nd1-

Mgets, tribal and village polmcs, and the agrlcultural c‘yg'1¢; B
1 filled my notebooks with genealogies; I made village hut-plans
and collected census material; I prowled around to catch the rare

and unwary kinship term. Yet I felt uneasily that I was always on

the outside looking in, even when I became comfortable in my use
of the vernacular. For I was constantly aware of the thudding of
ritual drums_in_the vicinity of my camp, and the people I knew
would often take their leave of me to spend days at a time attending
such_exotically named rites as Nkula, Wubwang'u, and Wubinda,
Eventually, I was forced to recognize that if I wanted to know
what even a segment of Ndembu culture was really about, I would

have to overcome my prejudice against ritual and start to investi-
gate it.

It is true that almost from the beginning of my stay among the
Ndembu I had, on invitation, attended the frequent performances of
the girls’ puberty rites (Nkang’a) and had tried to describe what T
WBM it is one thing to observe
peo;)_lgperformlng the stylized gestures and sxmmg?
of ritual Lformances and quite anw&aw
standmg of what the movements and d words mean to them. To obtain
enlightenment, I had recourse at first to the District Notebook, a com-
pilation of random jottings by officers of the Colonial Administration
on events and customs that struck them as interesting. Here I found
short accounts of Ndembu beliefs in a High God, in ancestral spirits,
and of different kinds of rites. Some were accounts of observed cere-
monies, but most of them were based on the reports of Ndembu local
government employees, such as messengers and clerks. At all events,
they hardly provided satisfactory explanations of the long, compli-
cated puberty rites I had seen, though they gave me some prelimi-

nary information about the kinds of rites I had not seen.

My next move was to set up a series of interviews with an excep-

— e T T BN
tionally capable chief, entitled Ikelenge, who had a sound knowledge
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of English. Chief Tkelenge at once grasped what I wanted and gave
me an inventory of the names of the principal Ndembu rituals, with
brief accounts of the main features of each. I soon discovered that
the Ndembu were not at all resentful of a stranger’s interest in their
ritual system and were perfectly prepared to admit to its perform-
ances anyone who treated their beliefs with respect. It was not long
before Chief Ikelenge invited me to attend a performance of a ritual
belonging to the gun-hunters’ cult, Wuyyang’a. It was at this perform-
ance that I became aware that at least one set of economic activities,
namely hunting, could hardly be understood without a grasp of the
ritual idiom pertaining to the chase. The accumulation of symbols in-
dicative at once of hunting power and virility gave me an insight as
well into several features of Ndembu social organization, notably the
stress on the importance of contemporaneous links between male kin
in a matrilineal society whose structural continuity was through
women. I do not want to dwell upon this problem of the ritualization
of sex roles at the moment, but merely wish to stress how certain
regularities that emerged from the analysis of numerical data, such
as village genealogies and censuses and records of succession to
office and inheritance of property, became fully intelligible only in
the light of values embodied and expressed in symbols at ritual
performances.

There were limits, however, to the assistance Chief Ikelenge was
able to offer me. In the first place, his position and its manifold roles
prevented him from leaving his capital village for long, and his
relations with the local mission, which were of political importance
to him, were too delicate, in a situation where gossip carries news fast,
to permit him the luxury of attending many pagan ceremonies.
Moreover, my own research was rapidly becoming a microsociologi-
cal investigation of the ongoing process of village life. I moved my
camp from the chief’s capital to a cluster of commoner villagers.
There, in time, my family came to be accepted as more or less a part
of the local community, and, with eyes just opened to the importance
of ritual in the lives of the Ndembu, my wife and I began to perceive
many aspects of Ndembu culture that had previously been invisible
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to us because of our theoretical blinkers. As Nadel has said, facts
change with theories and new facts make new theories.

It was about this time that I read some remarks in the second
Rhodes-Livingstone Paper to be published, The Study of African
Society, by Godfrey and Monica Wilson (1939), to the effect that in
many African societies where ritual is still a going concern, there
are a number of religious specialists who are prepared to offer inter-
pretations of it. Later, Monica Wilson (1g57) was to write that “any
analysis riot based on some translation of the symbols used by people
of that culture is open to suspicion” (p. 6). I then began to seek out
Ndembu ritual specialists to record interpretative texts from them
about rites I had observed. Our entree to performances, and access
to exegesis, was no doubt helped by the fact that, like most anthro-
pological field workers, we distributed medicines, bandaged wounds,
and, in the case of my wife (who is a doctor’s daughter and bolder
in these matters than I), injected with serum persons bitten by
snakes. Since many of the Ndembu cult rituals are performed for
the sick, and since European medicines are regarded as having
mystical efficacy of the same kind as their own though greater in
potency, the curative specialists came to regard us as colleagues and
to welcome our attendance at their performances.

I remembered having read in Dr. Livingstone’s Missionary Travels
how he had made a strict point of consulting the local medicine
men about the condition of patients, and how this had made for
good rapport with an influential section of the Central African popu-
lation. We copied his example, and this may have been one reason
why we were allowed to attend the esoteric phases of several rites and
obtain what cross-checking suggested were reasonably reliable inter-
pretations of many of the symbols employed in them. By “reliable”
I mean, of course, that the interpretations were, on the whole,
mutually consistent. They might, in fact, be said to constitute the
standardized hermeneutics of Ndembu culture, rather than the {ree
associations or eccentric views of individuals. We also collected
interpretations from Ndembu who were not ritual specialists, or at
least not speciaiists in the ritual immediately under consideration.
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Most Ndembu, both men and women, were members of at least one
cult association, and it was hard to find an elderly person who was
not an ““expert” in the secret knowledge of more than one cult. In
this way we gradually built up a body of observational data and in-
terpretative comments, which, when submitted to analysis, began to
exhibit certain regularities from which it was possible to elicit a
structure, expressed in a set of patterns. Later we shall consider some
of the characteristics of these patterns.

- In all this time, we never asked for a ritual to be performed solely
for our anthropological benefit; we held no brief for such artificial
play-acting. There was, in fact, no dearth of spontaneous perform-
ances. One of our major difficulties was frequently in deciding on
a given day which of two or more performances to attend. As we
became increasingly a part of the village scene, we discovered that
very often decisions to perform ritual were connected with crises in
the social life of villages. I have written elsewhere at some length
on the social dynamics of ritual performances and do not intend to
give them more than passing mention in these lectures. Here I merely
indicate that among the Ndembu there is a close connection between
social conflict and ritual at the levels of village and “ vicinage”(a
term I use for discrete clusters of villages), and that a multiplicity
of conflict situations is correlated with a high’ frequency of ritual
performance.

ISOMA

My main aim in this chapter is to explore the semantics of ritual
symbols in [soma, a ritual of the Ndembu, and to construct from the
observational and exegetical data a model of the semantic structure
of this symbolism. The first step in such a task is to pay close attention
to the way the Ndembu explain their own symbols. My procedure
will be to begin with particulars and move to generalization, letting
the reader into my confidence at every step along this road. I am
now going to look closely at a kind of ritual which I observed on
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three occasions and for which I have a considerable quantity of
exegetical material. I must crave the reader’s indulgence for the fact
that I shall have to mention a number of Ndembu vernacular terms,
for an important part of the Ndembu explanation of symbols rests
upon folk etymologizing. The meaning of a given symbol is often,
though by no means invariably, derived by Ndembu from the name
assigned to it, the sense of which is traced from some primary word,
or etymon, often a verb. Scholars have shown that in other Bantu
societies this is often a process of fictitious etymologizing, dependent
on similarity of sound rather than upon derivation from a common
source. Nevertheless, for the people themselves it constitutes part
of the “explanation” of a ritual symbol; and we are here trying to
discover ‘‘ the Ndembu inside view,” how the Ndembu themselves
felt and thought about their own ritual.

Reasons for Performing Isoma

The Isoma (or Tubwiza) ritual belongs to a class (muchidi) of rituals,
recognized as such by Ndembu, known as ‘““women’s rituals” or
“rituals of procreation,” which itself is a subclass of “rituals of the
ancestral spirits or ‘shades’ ”—a term I borrow from Monica Wilson.
The Ndembu word for ‘“ritual is chidika, which also means “a
special engagement” or an ““ obligation.” This is connected with the
idea that one is under an obligation to venerate the ancestral shades,
for, as Ndembu say, “are they not the ones who have begotten
or borne you?” The rituals I am speaking of are in fact performed
because persons or corporate groups have failed to meet this obliga-
tion. Either for his own default or as representative of a group of kin,
a person is believed to have been “caught,” as Ndembu say, by a
shade and afflicted with a misfortune thought to be appropriate to
his sex or social role. The misfortune appropriate to women consists
in some kind of interference with the victim’s reproductive capacity.
Ideally, a woman who is living at peace with her fellows and is
mindful of her deceased kin should be married and a mother of ““live
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and lovely children® (to translate an Ndembu expression). But a
woman who is either quarrelsome herself or a member of a group
riven with quarrels, and who has simultaneously ‘forgotten her
[deceased mother or mother’s mother or some other senior deceased
matrilineal kinswoman’s] shade in her liver [or, as we would say,
‘heart’],” is in peril of having her procreative power (lusemu)
“tied up” (ku-kasila) by the offended shade.

The Ndembu, who practice matrilineal descent combined with viri-
local marriage, live in small, mobile villages. The effect of this ar-
rangementisthatwomen, through whom children derive their primary
lineage and residential affiliation, spend much of their reproductive
cycle in the villages of their husbands and not of their matrilineal kin.
There is no rule, as there is, for example, among the matrilineal
Trobriand Islanders, that the sons of women living in this form of
marriage should go to reside in the villages of their mothers’ brothers
and other matrikin on reaching adolescence. One consequence of
this is that every fruitful marriage becomes an arena of covert strug-
gle between a woman’s husband and her brothers and mother’s
brothers over the residential affiliation of her children. Since there is
also a close bond between a woman and her children, this usually
means that after a short or long period a woman will follow her
children to her village of matrilineal affiliation. My figures on
Ndembu divorce indicate that the tribal ratios are the highest among
all the matrilineal societies in Central Africa for which reliable
quantitative data exist—and all have high divorce rates. Since
women return to their matrikin on divorce—and a fortiori to their
children resident among those kin—in a very real sense village con-
tinuity, through women, depends upon marital discontinuity. But,
while a woman is residing with her husband with her young children,
and thus fulfilling the valid norm that a woman should please him,
she is not fulfilling an equally valid norm that she should contribute
children to the contemporaneous membership of her matrilineal
village.

Interestingly, it is the shades of direct matrilineal kinswomen—
own mothers or own mothers’ mothers—that are held to afflict
women with reproductive disorders, resulting in temporary barren-
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ness. Most of these victims are residing with their husbands when
divination decrees that they have been caught with infertility by
their matrilineal shades. They have been caught, so Ndembu reg-
ularly say, because they have “forgotten® those shades who are not
only their direct ascendants but also the immediate progenetrices of
their matrikin—who form the core membership of villages different
from those of their husbands. The curative rites, including Isoma,
have as one social function that of *“causing them to remember”
thesé shades, who are structural nodes of a locally residing matriline-
age. The condition of barrenness these shades bring about is consid-
ered to be a temporary one, to be removed by performance of
the appropriate rites. Once a woman remembers the afflicting
shade, and thus her primary allegiance to matrikin, the interdiction
on her fertility will cease; she can go on living with her husband
but with a sharpened awareness of where her and her children’s
ultimate loyalties lie. The crisis brought on by this contradiction
between norms is resolved by rituals rich in symbolism and preg-
nant with meaning.

Processual Form

Isoma shares with the other women’s cults 2 common diachronic
profile or processual form. In each a woman suffers from gynecolo-
gical disorders; then either her husband or a matrikinsman seeks
out a diviner, who denominates the precise mode of affliction in
which the shade, as Ndembu say, has *“come out of the grave to
catch her.” Dependent upon that mode, the husband or kinsman
employs a doctor (chimbuki) who “knows the medicines” and the
correct ritual procedures for appeasing the afflicting shade to act as
master of ceremonies for the coming performance. This doctor then
summons other doctors to help him. These are either women who
have undergone exposure to the same kind of ritual and have thus
gained entry into the curative cult, or men closely linked by matrilin-
eal kinship or affinity to a previous patient. The patients (ayeji) may
be regarded as ‘‘ candidates” for membership of the cult, the doctors
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as its “adepts.” The afflicting shades (akishi) are believed to have
been former adepts. Cult membership thus transects village and
lineage membership and brings into temporary operation what may
be termed ‘“a community of suffering”--or, rather, of “former
sufferers” from the same type of affliction as now besets the candidate
patient. Membership of a cult such as Isoma cuts across even tribal
boundaries, for members of the culturally and linguistically related
Luvale, Chokwe, and Luchazi tribes are entitled to attend Ndembu
Isomarites as adepts, and as such to perform ritual tasks. The *“ senior”
(mukulumpi) or “ great” (wenent) adept is usually a man, even for such
women’s cults as Isoma; as in most matrilineal societies, while social
placement is through women, authority is in the hands of men.

Women’s cults have the tripartite diachronic structure made
familiar to us by the work of van Gennep. The first phase, called /lembi,
separates the candidate from the profane world; the second, called
Kunkunka (literally, “in the grass hut”), partially secludes her from
secular life; while the third, called Ku-tumbuka, is a festive dance,
celebrating the removal of the shade’s interdiction and the candidate’s
return to normal life. In Isome this is signalized by the candidate’s
bearing a child and raising it to the toddling stage.

Indigenous Exegesis of Symbols

So much for the broad social and cultural settings of Isoma. If we now
desire to penetrate the inner structure of ideas contained in this
ritual, we have to understand how the Ndembu themselves interpret
its symbols. My method is perforce the reverse of that of those num-
erous scholars who begin by eliciting the cosmology, which is often
expressed in terms of mythological cycles, and then explain specific
rituals as exemplifying or expressing the “structural models™ they
find in the myths. But the Ndembu have a paucity of myths and
cosmological or-cosmogonic narratives.It is therefore necessary to
begin at the other end, with the basic building-blocks, the “mole-
cules,” of ritual. These I shall call “symbols,” and for the moment I
shall eschew involvement in the long debate on the difference be-
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